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CHAPTER 1

Cables arced and coolant gushed skyward as her head toppled from her shoulders, silvery blood misting through the air. Her vision spun in a streaking circle of city lights before hitting the ground.

When her killer picked up her disembodied head and placed it where she’d have a better view of the city, he whispered an apology. “This is for my family.”

Only then did the reality of her betrayal sink in. He’d been bought by the same scum who had turned her home to radioactive glass.

Brunhilde Krahe. That had been her name.

The moment her head was severed from her body, a chain of dead man's switches embedded in her cybernetics were triggered. Among them, the first turned her body into an autonomous, humanoid weapon. The local nightly news cycle would run wild with reports of a rampaging “cyber-zombie.”

The man who she had trusted—who had betrayed her—met his end, courtesy of the radiation-blasters embedded in her arms.

The second of Krahe’s three dead man's switches sent the rotten, corporate heart of Megacity Gamma—along with the HQ of Whitestone and Bergmann Financial Group—into oblivion by way of nuclear hellfire. Such was the scale and resilience of corporate megastructures; nothing less than a fusion bomb would have sufficed.

The megacity’s intranet followed as the last dead man's switch activated, a self-replicating AI that would run rampant through any system even slightly related to Whitestone.

These were the treasures of a woman who had lived through corporate wars and cataclysms without number, who had stood against the closest thing her world had to gods.

These were the three curses of a righteous warrior who had been rejected by her own world.

Brunhilde Krahe died with the image of a nuclear fireball of her own making burned into her artificial corneas. With the last shred of backup power in her head, the cyborg rumbled out her final words.

“I. AM. NOT. DONE.”

The dead man's switch forced her hand, as she would never have done this of her own volition. It was so damn pointless; the true masterminds of Whitestone would simply rebuild in another city with even tighter corporate security.

It was all for nothing.

A truth she could not accept, hoping even unto death that her act would at least stir another like herself into action. She hoped the subhuman parasites behind the likes of Whitestone would be strung up from their ivory towers as they rightly deserved.

And though she was not there to see it, fate dealt them the hand they had so desperately tried to play. But by this time, Krahe had long departed for a timeless journey through the cosmic void between worlds, destined to be snatched up by the whims of cosmic coincidence.


CHAPTER 2

Amidst the vast emptiness of the void between worlds, a consciousness stirred. A being more ancient than the worlds of man heard the call of a defiant soul cut down on the cusp of greatness. A soul which so vehemently rejected its death that its cries echoed across Kenoma and stirred Chernobog from its timeless slumber.

Chernobog was called many things: a god of ruin, misfortune, apocalypse. But it was none of those.

A god of ego, ambition, the peaceless search for ever greater heights… These, it was a god of.

It snatched the errant soul, binding it within itself, and drifted back to its ageless sleep. An eon passed, over the course of which a speck of Chernobog’s being seeped into the soul of Brunhilde Krahe. It was an infinitesimal fragment of the Old God’s knowledge and power, equating to less than a drop of water amid a bottomless ocean.

∆∆∆

In the subterranean capital of a civilization long-gone, there stood an ancient holy site, desecrated and transformed into the laboratory of a madman. The stern faces of forgotten kings and gods looked down upon a pitiful scene—a once-great man, now a relic of his era, desperately squeezing the venom sac of an arm-sized, lamprey-like creature into a beaker. Though he only managed to collect a few drops, he filled the rest of it with a glowing, blue substance, opting to inject himself with its contents a moment later.

The insurmountable pain that had plagued him was carried away on a comforting wave of numbness, and the innumerable bulging seams of his pieced-together form receded into simple lines on his skin. His mind grew foggy, and the beaker slipped from his grasp, shattering against the brass-inlaid floor.

At this rate, I’ll lose myself before the year is out… Come on, Audun! Get a hold of yourself, he thought, listlessly glancing about. All this technology was worth a fortune, yet it hadn’t provided an iota of aid in awakening the ancient city’s machinery.

The venom of a baneworm was the only thing that could suppress his affliction, born from centuries of careless fleshgrafting and self-experimentation. Oh, how he hated his younger self for disregarding the warnings of those who held the grafting arts in reverence. He had thought that his raw genius would allow him to just deal with it later, using alchemy and magic to achieve immortality through brute force. The reward for his hubris was a body actively trying to pull itself apart, a body that could not be saved even by the Zaveshian “masters of the grafting arts.” His brain was being dissolved alive by the same venom that kept his symptoms at bay. His mastery of alchemy was the sole reason he was not yet a vegetable.

He glanced at his writing desk to his right and reached beneath the vast piles of paper, pulling a gun from underneath it all. It was a beautiful, century-old work of craftsmanship that stood head and shoulders above modern firearms. Audun took a clip full of rounds and pressed it into the gun’s integral magazine, working the ringed lever next to its trigger to chamber one. He considered taking the easy way out, albeit briefly.

“Damn baneworm venom…” he cursed, instead pointing his gun at the cut-open source of the aforementioned substance. A single shot ripped it in half, as a wrathful thunderclap echoed through the ancient halls. Such thoughts elicited only fury within Audun, knowing that they were not his own.

In his delirium, desperation overtook reason, and he left the gun behind in favor of taking up a notebook bound in black dragonskin. He took none of his precautions, made none of his preparations, and drank none of his warding elixirs. Instead, the delirious wizard paged through the tome until he found the pages which detailed his incomplete interpretation of a long-forgotten rite.

In his other hand, he took a great key wrought of bone and inlaid gold. With it, he strode to the center of the chamber via the narrow walkway suspended over a bottomless pit. There, an eldritch altar stood, its form narrow and waist-height with a flat, seven-sided top, and a slot at the center. The heads of seven silver serpents surrounded the altar’s top edge, facing inward. Their bodies spiraled down around the altar and into the pit. Beside it awaited his new body, should the ritual come to fruition. A perfect ideal of the human form; muscular, symmetrical, and over two meters tall.

“O’ Chernobog, darkest of the unfathomable Dark Ones, oldest of the ageless Old Ones! I ignite this beacon and demand an audience, demand that you fulfill thy ancient accord! Trespassing the boundaries of mortality in this great city of Jas’raba, where thy kin once ruled, I now brandish the Key of Amrakas, ancient and immortal!”

Holding up the key in an icepick grip, Audun funneled every shred of his immense arcane might into the artifact. It came ablaze in a swirling vortex of emerald light, coalescing into its form until only the gemstones along its spines shone, even the slightest motion rending through the veil of reality as if it were paper, forcing sights inconceivable into the wizard’s eyes. He brought the key down upon the altar, feeling it demand more and more of him. And so, more he gave. He gave all that he could, and his efforts were rewarded by the eruption of a geyser all around him. Rising from the bottomless pit came a flood of eldritch light, absolute blackness writhing with chthonian horrors outlined in myriad shades of impossible color.

The altar’s serpents sprung to life, winding themselves around Audun’s arm until they reached his shoulder, where they sunk their silver fangs into his flesh. There was no turning back now.


CHAPTER 3

Eons passed. The next time Chernobog woke, it was as if it had barely just closed its eyes; less than a moment by the Old God’s reckoning, a flicker on the cosmic scale of things.

There had come the call of another defiant soul. It was the call of one who had already achieved greatness, yet now sought to avoid the downfall his own hands had wrought. The foolish mortal had awakened Jas’raba’s great machinery, the World Needle, piercing an infinitesimal pinhole into the artificial veil which shielded that world from Chernobog’s grasp. Chernobog had no choice but to reciprocate, for it had an accord with Jas’raba’s long-dead builders in exchange for receiving its inhabitants’ souls upon their deaths.

The mortal demanded his soul be taken from his wretched flesh and placed into a new body by Chernobog’s great hand. A feat as petty as that was well within the Old God’s ability, but… that incantation had nothing to do with exchanging a soul between two bodies. Rather, it had been written to facilitate the exchange of a soul from this world for a soul from another. Such was the agreement the kings of Jas’raba had forged with Chernobog, and an Old God could not act counter to its own word.

Chernobog took no exception to fulfilling such an erroneous deal. It supposed that, in the end, even the Wizard would get what he wanted. Whether he would like the world he ended up in… Chernobog did not care.

“Transcending beyond worlds, through the howling vortex, let the astral door reveal my chosen fate! Grant me another chance to face the shadow of endless night, o’ great Chernobog!” so incanted Audun Sorun.

The ground shook underfoot. Instead of what he’d hoped for, Audun received a tsunami of unworldly energies ripping through his form, the Key of Amrakas turning to stone in his hand. Trails of orange light spread up his arm like infected veins, shining beneath his skin as the cosmic force flowing through him seared his flesh into something akin to living charcoal. His skin melted into a wax-like consistency and seeped into his robes.

Seconds felt like an eternity, as his very soul was ripped from his body, carried away on the same cosmic current that deposited a soul from another world into his flesh. He panicked in a desperate, feral attempt to free himself.

Audun Sorun’s final act became reaching out for the artificial body, only succeeding in causing its supporting gurney to roll off the platform. It met its annihilation in the wall of cosmic nothingness, swallowed by the waiting tendrils of countless, otherworldly monstrosities.

The chamber fell into darkness, and the altar’s serpents retracted. What was left standing after the light faded was not a wizard or even a corpse, but little more than a humanoid cocoon. Skin baked to a hardened shell, the flesh within half-molten, already coalescing into a form befitting its new inhabitant—a being corrupted by the touch of an Outer God, suffused with eldritch knowledge not meant for human minds… And these were not her most dangerous traits.

∆∆∆

It felt like waking up from a bad dream into an outright nightmare. She had felt herself fade into nothingness. Then, it had been nothing. Now, it was this. The image of nuclear fire imprinted in her mind’s eye.

The thought that this suffocating encasement might have been some sort of hellish afterlife came into her mind. Yet, a few seconds of struggle proved otherwise. Whatever had encased her came apart like rotten, waxy polymer. Chunks of the stuff plummeted into the nothingness below.

Krahe’s first breath in this world was filled with the stench of decaying flesh and the sting of chemicals in her nostrils. She fell on her hands and knees, pain jolting through her body—pain the likes of which she hadn’t felt in a long, long time. Real pain. So unlike the flat sim-impulses from cybernetics. The mental image of a burning Megacity Gamma was banished by the sight of a bottomless void and a draft of ice-cold air. She was gripped by a sudden survival instinct. In moments, without thinking, she scrambled on all fours over the walkway and well away from the pit, nearly hyperventilating as a curtain of raven-black hair obscured her vision. A layer of revolting, slippery slime coated her skin, and her eyes burned like hell from the lights. The air was so cold it stung her throat.

Her chest heaved as she struggled to get her breathing under control, leaning her head back against some sort of wooden table. Wood… That was real wood grain. Not synth-wood. She felt it under her fingertips. At first, she thought that it must’ve cost a fortune, but she quickly shook her head. This wasn’t her world. That much she knew. She couldn’t say why. It just seemed… self-evident, somehow.

Krahe blinked a few times until her eyes adjusted. A stark, blueish-white glow spilled forth from great crystalline orbs held in the hands of kingly statues in alcoves all around the chamber. Her attention was entirely taken up; not by what she saw, but by what she didn’t see—her HUD. The reality of the situation began to sink in when she wrapped her arms around herself and felt her own skin and flesh, when she ran her fingers through her hair to get it out of her eyes and found a few black strands left in her hand.

“I’m… a full organic again,” she murmured.

Looking down at her hands, her eyes were drawn to that which stood out. That which didn’t look like meat. Her left arm’s surface was like a hunk of charcoal dipped in pitch, yet it moved and felt like any living limb. She could feel her pulse through its skin, and its surface didn’t stain her fingers as she ran them across it. Hugging her body was a black, perfectly skin-tight leotard, one which sat high on her hips and covered most of her neck. It seemed to be the only possession that had come with her. She chose not to question it for now, considering her eldritch surroundings.

For a while, Krahe just sat there in a daze, fruitlessly trying to process how she was alive. Her thoughts drifted toward her death, the minutes-long decline of her cognitive functions as her head’s backup power ran out. She remembered it with a cruel clarity; the entirety of her demise and her own bitter rejection of it.

With the decay of her faculties, the nuked city’s image had degenerated into a smear. It almost resembled the sun rising over the ocean. The reality that it was all gone sunk in. Everything she’d done in that world, even if that world still existed, was gone to her now. She knew better than to agonize over something as undeniable and irreversible as her own death. It would only bring her madness if she tried to understand how or why she had come back to life in an alien world.

A sudden, ever-so-brief flash of light emanated from that strange altar; for just a moment, there came a loud buzzing sound, and blue light flooded the chamber, a wave of incredible heat washing over her. Right then, she felt something. Her heart skipped a beat, and burned into her mind’s eye were the words of a foreign intelligence; an existence of vast and unfathomable provenance.

YOU, WHO WERE CUT DOWN ON THE PRECIPICE OF GREATNESS,

YOU, WHO BARED YOUR FANGS AGAINST THE SKEINS OF FATE,

YOU, WHO SO STAUNCHLY REFUSED DEATH’S COLD GRASP,

LEAVE THIS PLACE.

JOIN THE WORLD OF MAN.

ACHIEVE THE GREATNESS DENIED TO YOU.

There was no name, no voice, nor was there a discernible source she could attach to the words. All she found was a nauseating, fanged grin in the middle of her mind, one which faded like a bad dream the moment she turned her thoughts toward it.

It was replaced by a new foreign thought—the idea of a gift from that vast, unknowable something, accompanied by the suggestion of a mental command and a series of actions. It was a familiar process, the same one she had used to VR-dive into the web, as if that alien intelligence was trying to use what she already knew to nudge her along.

Emptying her mind, closing her eyes, and issuing a spark of will, a simple menu flashed into her mind. She immediately closed it, shaking her head and opening her eyes as she struggled to her feet.

Name. Age. Sex. Race. That all made sense. However, terms like “thaumic throughput” and “Eidolon Vaults” implied something that demanded more focus than she could be bothered to spare right now.

“Not now; not when I’m this filthy…” she grumbled, looking around the chamber, hoping to see something she could use to clean herself. It looked like a laboratory set inside a temple. That much she could discern, even if most of the equipment looked nonsensical. There was something resembling an ancient, solid-base operating table with a giant lamprey-thing atop it. Against one of the walls, was a similar creature in a glass tank. The one on the table was crudely split down the middle, a bullet hole in the granite tabletop suggesting that it had been shot in half, but it had obviously been cut open beforehand. All these details were irrelevant, just her brain running on adrenaline and failing to contend with its newly unregulated hormones. What had initially drawn her attention was a slightly bloodied cotton rag next to an array of archaic surgical tools and syringes. There was likely more inside the table’s many drawers.

Indeed, she found two rags. Better than nothing, she supposed. Wiping off the most egregious muck quickly fouled them, and seeing this, Krahe looked around in the hopes that the lab would have a water source. It did. One of the wheeled cabinets had a small copper sink, a particularly thick hose running from it and out of the chamber… Only, no water came out. Turning the faucet only elicited an impotent wheeze from the pipes as the hose writhed on the ground. She decided to follow the hose, both to try and find a source of water and because it ran through the only exit. Krahe wrung out the rags as best she could and tied them around her leg so she wouldn’t have to carry them in hand.

Instinctively, she started searching the room for something she could use as a weapon. Surely, a laboratory would house something of that nature. That mental impulse again, a persistent bug in her brain telling her to look at that menu. She ignored it out of sheer annoyance, pulling open drawers and cabinets as she rummaged.

“Come on. There has to be a gun somewhere around here,” she grumbled. Someone rich enough to have all this equipment surely wouldn’t be dumb enough to not have two or three backup guns sitting around their lab. Such an assumption was more than reasonable in her own world, and she hoped it would prove true here as well. The real-wood writing desk quickly drew her attention, as it faced the chamber’s exit. If there was a gun here, it would be in one of the drawers or hidden under the cartoonish mess of tomes and papers. On the horrifying possibility that there were no firearms in the vicinity despite the bullet hole, she hoped for at least a dagger.

Krahe froze when she first saw the top of the writing desk, her eyes glazing over when she first beheld this world’s writing. It came across like some abominable crossbreed of katakana, Nordic runes, and Latin script… And it made sense. Reading a few lines made her head hurt and took a good bit of effort, but what mattered was that she could read it. Unfortunately, it was all nonsense—codespeak upon codespeak. Whoever worked here was obviously concerned with infosec, and Krahe had no reason to care for the books’ contents. She swept it all away, carelessly closing books and stacking them all in precarious towers off to the side with one hand while sifting through piles of paper with the other. Her heart skipped a beat when she felt cold metal and cross-hatched wood.

It was… a beautiful, heavy pistol, like some lost relative to a C96 Mauser. Its form was bereft of sharp angles, with a soft downward hump in front of the trigger that swept forward in a curve until it met the barrel two-thirds down its length; wooden panels covered the hump’s front half.

The gun had an integral magazine, the end of an en-bloc clip poking out the bottom. It had a ring-eyed lever and a tiny hair trigger, which overlapped such that the trigger could be tripped by the natural motion of working the lever. She worked the lever to get a feel for it, catching the empty casing that popped out when she pushed it forward. Still warm, strangely. Its sights were good, albeit the most basic they could reasonably be. No holosights, thermals, no automatic target designation, just irons, non-windage-adjustable.

It was a downright relic by the standards of her time, but manually operated guns always stuck around in some form. Fancy proprietary ammo didn’t like to cycle in automatics.

She set it aside for the moment, grabbing about for extra ammunition. None was to be found on the tabletop, but the topmost drawer held the treasure she sought—three small wooden boxes with a bullet printed on the top, alongside the cartridge dimensions, 10x24mm.

Tucked away next to the ammo were a black leather holster and a second wooden box which turned out to be the cleaning kit. One of the ammo boxes had already been opened, and upon closer inspection, she found that it held three bullet clips with space for two more, a total of six bullets in each clip. She tucked the clips behind one of the rags around her left thigh, then affixed the holster around the right.

Since she didn’t want to attract undue attention from whoever or whatever might dwell here, she didn’t dare play at target practice, no matter how much she wanted to.

Following the hose out of the chamber, the ice cold ground soon made her feet go numb, their pitter-patter reverberating through the dark, stone halls. Unlike the shrine-laboratory, these tunnels were almost organic, evoking the feeling of running through some gigantic snake’s ribcage. Barred doors lined the walls, each revealing a cramped cell with a semi-upright restraint bed and nothing else. This had either been a prison or a testing facility that used unwilling subjects a long, long time ago. She could feel it in everything; this place had not seen its intended purpose carried out in at least a century. After perhaps fifty meters, she arrived at a turn and soon emerged onto the street. There were no doors barring her path—only wide, thick doorways that belied the bulkheads hidden in the walls and ceilings.

Craning her head back, a sinking feeling came over her; a sprawling, desolate city surrounded her, and the sun shone down upon a misshapen pile in the middle of a vast cavern. Everything was silent, the air noticeably less cold. Upon taking a closer look, that pile was made of corpses, which were somehow not rotting in the sun. No—instead they looked shriveled up and desiccated. She was underground, inside some derelict, great city seemingly built inside a giant open-pit mine. There was next to nothing—no sound, no movement, no people… not even vermin. Somehow, she would’ve preferred it if the streets were littered with eldritch monstrosities.

In the corner of her vision, no more than a few hundred meters up the city’s spiral layout, she spotted a towering structure stretching all the way to the surface—an elevator—probably put here by whoever had hauled all that lab equipment into the temple. She continued following the hose as it went deeper into the city, passing by disturbingly organic buildings, the taller among them displaying downright phallic designs.

A short distance down the way, she found her goal; a fountain in the middle of a small square, surrounded by the yawning mouths and dark windows of empty buildings. It somehow still bubbled with crystal-clear water, the hose having simply fallen out of the basin. Either this place hadn’t been abandoned all that long ago, or the lab’s owners had brought the fountain back into working order.

Krahe took to cleaning herself, finding that the water was just as cold as everything else. She realized she had been subconsciously avoiding her own reflection in any of the lab’s glass-fronted cabinets. Now it was harder to avoid.

It was like looking back at her younger self from over twenty years ago, possessed of long, fluffy hair and covered in scars from constant fighting. The black of her hair was broken up by an untoward streak of white just to the left of her face. She was wearing about as much as she had worn back then, too—at least in terms of how much skin her outfit covered. The difference being, rather than a getup made from far too many far too small pieces, it was just that over-advertised leotard. Its cold-storage packaging had claimed it to be an organic, semi-amorphous undersuit, capable of stopping high-caliber pistol rounds, self-repair, and self-adjustment. She’d stolen it only days before her death. Its material felt more like a dense, highly flexible gel than any fabric.

The burn of her arm spread up her neck, the side of her face, and all the way to a part of her scalp, evidenced by that streak of white hair.

“Hope all that shit wasn’t false advertising, ‘cause I don’t see a zipper anywhere,” Krahe muttered.

She hooked a finger behind the collar of her bodysuit, pulling it down. Its glossy, black material split with minimal resistance, allowing her to pull it aside to get a good look. To her relief, the charring that spread from her left arm ended inside the bodysuit, not having spread far onto her chest.

Her gaze wandered across her skin, searching for any evidence of cybernetics or their removal. No ports, no seam lines—just skin. She eventually reached her face, and looked into her own eyes for the first time in a long while. Green. At first, she didn’t quite recognize herself. It truly felt like her younger self staring at her through the water.

“Let’s not fuck it up this go ‘round,” she said to her reflection. Though she didn’t move her head, the splashing of the water made it look as though her reflection had nodded back. The feeling of looking at a stranger faded away.

As she thoroughly examined her new gun with its clips laid out at the basin’s edge, her mind finally strayed toward that menu.

[NAME: Brunhilde Krahe]

ARCHETYPE: N/A

TITLE: N/A

RACE: Human

SEX: Female

AGE: 43/0

MIGHT: E1

CONTROL: E2

ATHLETICISM: E2

DURABILITY: E1

THAUMIC THROUGHPUT: F1

ENTROPY TOLERANCE: E3

ENTROPY DISSIPATION: F3

BOONS

FLESHGRAFTS

EIDOLON VAULTS

THAUMATURGIES

Once again, she felt her mind’s eye glaze over at the sudden deluge of information. First, she noticed that the Archetype and Title fields were empty. Second came the fact that her age readout had two numbers, which she assumed related to her age at the moment of her death and her age as of her rebirth. Lastly, she made some sense of the ratings attached to her attributes.

But is a higher number better or worse? she thought. No convenient answer came.

Krahe didn’t get the opportunity to thoroughly examine the list; something scuttled across the doorway of a nearby building. Her eyes shot open, and she gripped the gun, sliding two spare clips under her bodysuit’s edge on her stomach, just within reach. Slowly, she backed away from the fountain while keeping an eye on both that doorway and those of the other buildings.

A two-limbed thing suddenly bolted out from the dark, slithering across the tilework before leaping at her. From a momentary glance, it looked like a vaguely humanoid upper body, but horribly deformed and unmistakably skinless.

One shot threw it off course. The second sent it careening to the ground, spraying blood. A long, bulbed tendril that she interpreted as a tail writhed from its lower end as it kept trying to crawl toward her, dragging itself with clawed hands at the ends of unnaturally long arms. Vestigial flipper-like feet twitched uselessly to either side of its “tail.”

Its head had no lower jaw, and a long tongue trailed across the ground while its open ribcage gnashed like some sort of vertical maw, individual ribs ending in needle-like points. There were no visible organs. Instead, it had a pulsating hump on its back, and one of its sacs had been ruptured by a bullet, the contents now forming a puddle on the ground beneath the creature.

Krahe’s next shot found its head; its brain splattered across the ground, and the creature’s corpse went sliding forward like a meaty ragdoll. With a forward-back motion of the lever, a hot casing flew past her face. Three shots left.

A second torso-thing darted out of that same doorway, pivoting to encircle her. A half-second later, a third emerged from the doorway to the right, and a fourth leapt from a window behind her. Five. Six. What had been a single monster was now a pack, and they had her surrounded!

Did one of you bastards pull the hose out of the fountain to set a trap?

Driven by decades of tactical instinct, she sprinted to the center of the square, toward the fountain, intending to use its height for cover. At worst, she could scale the fountain and play King of the Hill. They were trying to make her panic and run, as predatory beasts or pack-hunter drones were accustomed to do. She gripped her pistol with both hands, diagonally offset in a center-axis relock position.

Upon reaching her destination, she killed another of the beasts as it tried to crawl toward her, taking two shots to hit its spine. forward-back. forward-back. Casings flew past her field of vision. Her last round caused the third critter’s head to explode just as it leapt at her from the side while she stood atop the fountain’s lowest tier, calf-deep in ice-cold water.

Digging her fingers under the edge of her bodysuit, Krahe pulled free a fresh en-bloc clip and slammed it into place, letting the empty one clatter onto the fountain’s edge.

Adrenaline coursing. Heart pounding. A primal “fight” response kept barely under control by sheer force of will and decades of combat experience etched into her brain. It was something that didn’t magically lose its potency in the absence of hormone-regulating cybernetics.

While her attention was split between the four remaining organisms, a new one she hadn’t noticed leapt onto her back. The impact sent her rolling across the square’s smooth tiles, still holding onto her gun with a deathgrip as she struggled to stop and get her bearings. She mentally kicked herself for not having paid closer attention, but she had neither eyes in the back of her head nor neural coprocessors to hyper-accelerate her reaction times.

The beast’s ribs, which were also an opening to its mouth, clamped around her torso, its tail wrapping around her leg and its tongue around her neck. Its unsettlingly humanlike arms reached for her stomach and dug their clawed fingers into her suit as if trying to disembowel her. They hooked around Krahe’s arms to pin them to her sides. She struggled to free herself and reflexively sent out mental impulses to cybernetics that were no longer there. Instead, she felt something different react deep within herself.

Something eldritch flowed from elsewhere into her and a flame ignited within her chest. Her left arm came alive, glowing like a rekindled ember. Dense, black smoke began to seep out of the limb. The four surviving beasts from the original six closed in, and one of them leapt at her from the front. She barely managed to force her left hand up far enough to aim at the thing, pulling the trigger.

The gunshot was accompanied by a sudden burst of smoke originating from her arm, rather than the gun. Within its tenebrous mass, she caught a glimpse of crimson light in the brief timespan of its flight.

It smashed into the beast like a gale-force wind, a flash of crimson light bursting through the creature while the strange smoke scoured its flesh, like a swarm of ravenous nanomachines crossed with superheated plasma. The arcane projectile evoked memories of prototype weaponry firing similar nanite-sheathed plasma bolts.

A vague feeling of nausea was left behind, only to vanish from awareness. Even the arm of the creature mounting her was shredded down to bare muscle by what little smoke had caught it, but the pain only motivated it to try harder, as a perverse gurgling growl emanated from just behind her head. Its claws pierced her suit and dug into her flesh. The flame in her chest became something different, collapsing unto itself and uncontrollably drawing in more of that eldritch energy. Krahe felt her consciousness fade as the blazing force erupted from her as a pyroclastic flow illuminated by blood-red light and filled by an all-consuming buzzing.

Krahe returned to awareness into the scene of a city square devoid of life, the outlines of its parasitic occupants burned into the stone as ghosts. Everything in her vicinity seemed… sanded down. She looked down to find herself sitting in a shallow crater.


CHAPTER 4

A sudden, rising sickness gripped her, and an uncontrollable deluge of revolting, acrid smoke came spilling from her mouth. She spent the next several minutes coughing and retching as the otherworldly miasma poured from her face. Despite her condition, Krahe mentally searched for that menu again, frantically sifting through its articles in the hopes that it would explain what had just happened.

Already, the initial menu had changed.

She now had an archetype.

[ARCHETYPE: Deathsmoke Mage Lvl. 1]

However, it was the Boons menu that held her answer. Two of them, in fact.

[CHERNOBOG’S MYSTIC WISDOM]

Tags

Taboo Knowledge

Outer God’s Touch

Selective Randomness Nullification

Details

The holder of this boon possesses the knowledge of Chernobog; she may query this boon regarding subjects tagged with Outer God’s Touch.

Grants the holder full control over Thaumic Fusion, increasing efficiency. Enables the holder to contain anathema generated through Thaumic Fusion within the left arm of Chernobog. Anathema thus stored has no effect on the rest of the body, but dissipates at a significantly reduced rate unless reintroduced into the body.

Renders the holder immune to mental manipulation.

[DEATHSMOKE BLESSING]

Tags

Elemental Affinity

Outer God’s Touch

Identity Obfuscation

Details

Grants Third-order Elemental Affinity: Cinder

Grants Zeroth-order Elemental Affinity: Anathema

Blocks nonconsensual appraisal attempts targeting the holder, regardless of potency or anti-concealment properties. Allows the holder to corrupt the results of consensual appraisal attempts such that the nature of boons and grafts tagged with Outer God’s Touch is obfuscated.

Improves the holder’s anathema and entropy tolerance.

Causes the holder’s anathema tolerance to scale with her entropy tolerance.

Improves the holder’s entropy tolerance growth.

Still hacking and heaving, she dragged herself to the fountain. She wasn’t coughing up her lungs or puking smoke anymore, but her body was gripped by flu-like sickliness, making even small movements demand full effort.

Krahe wondered what the hell terms like anathema or Thaumic Fusion meant, or even just thauma on its own, thinking of the supposed feature of her first boon. It didn’t go off. She tried focusing on the idea of Thaumic Fusion as it related to the boon, and this time, it worked.

Knowledge that wasn’t her own flooded in, like someone had just given her a back-alley memory implant operation. It was in flashes of thought and mental association, but slowly coalesced into a coherent thought-mass.

First came the idea of drawing in the essence of some nebulous other place, this so-called “thauma.” Second was the idea of using one’s own body and soul as a furnace, burning thauma as fuel to power artifacts, give form to mental patterns, or conjure spirits. Magic, plain and simple.

Third came the memory of that sickly feeling. Impurity left behind by the burning of thauma. Entropy. What was happening to her at this very moment was just the body’s reaction to an excessive buildup of entropy, one surpassing her tolerance for it.

And last, the actual idea of Thaumic Fusion.

Instead of a flame, there was a sun, but it changed to a fusion reactor in a flash.

It was a reaction that could only happen inside a living human; the collapse of thauma into something greater, yet altogether far more terrible, anathema, or “The Graven Flame.” A force so great and terrible that only the truly mighty or truly desperate dared wield it, for just as it scoured away one’s foes, so too did it grind away at its wielder, twisting the flesh and cutting their lifespan short. Every spell and attack fueled by anathema carried its mark, causing them to inflict these same maladies upon targets and even modifying their behavior due to the fundamentally different properties of anathema. A series of flashes rushed through her mind’s eye.

The image of a weakling who throws his life’s candle into a fusion reactor just to blaze with that infernal power for the briefest moment. A walking corpse glowing with otherworldly power just as her own arm did. Immediately afterward came the image of an imperious, shining form of true might, a paragon of mankind bending anathema to his will through unimpeachable power and skill. Both bore the epithet “Anathemist,” but for the former, it was a mark of disdain, and for the latter a badge of accomplishment.

Then, there was her.

A foreigner forever changed by contact with whatever it was that had brought her to this world, her being twisted into a form that needn’t fear anathema’s scouring radiance.

As the nausea faded, her coughing slowly became a bitter, dark, yet thankful laughter.

“You made me a fucking nuke mage. A walking dirty bomb…” She cackled to herself, not expecting the otherworldly presence to hear her.

As if in response, her archetype changed.

[ARCHETYPE: Cherno Caster Lvl. 1]

“Oh, fuck off. Seriously?” she scoffed, finally getting her disbelieving laugh under control. The cruel humor of it wasn’t lost on her. She had, after all, voluntarily chosen radiation blasters as her weapon of choice in her past life. That sickly grin in her mind wasn’t there anymore. As far as she could tell, this was just an impassive system trying to adjust to the end user as any adaptive software would.

Krahe took stock of her surroundings, reloading her gun as she did so. Not sure where to put the empty en-bloc clip and knowing what a pain it could be to get new ones, she clamped it around the edge of her bodysuit. Rather than spend more time in the open, where she risked being ambushed again, she rinsed off the ashen remnants of her assailants, stuck the hose back in the water, and returned to the laboratory.

Once more, her mind wandered to the true implications of her predicament. Her death, this new world, all of it.

A part of her wanted to work on rationalizing this, but she didn’t have it in her. She’d already learned the hard way that letting grief overtake her was foolish, that there would be a safer time and place to process it all. Even this fate of being thrown into an abandoned city filled with horrifying mutants was fine—refreshing, even. Compared to waking up armless in a cyber-butcher’s body dump and dealing with the everpresent malignant deception of Megacity Gamma’s lower levels… This was a rough hike at worst, she thought.

So it was that Krahe walked through the ancient city, leaving a trail of wet footprints and errant droplets, not all of which were fountain water.

As she walked, in an effort to occupy her mind, Krahe repeatedly attempted to pull up the menu while maintaining awareness of her surroundings. It was a common exercise to her, one she’d done hundreds of times, as it was standard practice for any modification that added or altered the menus one could pull up on their HUD. It worked just as well with this more esoteric alternative as it had with the cybernetic HUDs she knew.

Once she’d gotten a handle on the mental control, she browsed through the various submenus, starting with thaumaturgies since she figured if she could use magic, she might have a basic spell or two. Surely, whatever she had done back at the square counted.

What welcomed her was half of an explanation in the form of a single listing.

[Deathsmoke Tracer]

Tags

First-order

Cinder Element

Bimodal Projectile

Lacerative Damage

Energetic Damage

Details

A core of compressed flame contained by a jacket of razor-sharp ash and smoke particles.

Linear input/output scaling. Scales more efficiently if imbued with anathema.

Low-velocity projectile; can be attached to another projectile such as a bullet, trailing just behind it. Dissipates over an approximately five-meter stretch after passing approximately thirty meters; range scales with power input.

Inflicts a burst of Energetic damage on impact followed by Lacerative damage, making it efficient against lightly armored targets.

My outburst didn’t count as a thaumaturgy, then, she thought. Her line of thinking led her to consider what exactly she could do without having it listed in the Thaumaturgies submenu.

Her first thought was light, and indeed, burning a smattering of thauma and funneling it through her arm with the intent to produce light caused a reddish-orange glow to spill from its many crevices, illuminating the entire hallway with scattered rays. It staunchly refused to narrow into a usable beam, and feeding it more thauma produced an unacceptably small increase compared to how much heat and entropy accumulated, so she let it go for now. With some further experimentation, Krahe found she could easily create a small flame from her left hand, a trick she had always wanted to do but never could justify due to the space it would’ve taken up in her cybernetics.

“Now I just need hand-rolled, au-naturale real-paper cigarettes,” she muttered with a melancholic smile, quoting a cheesy line from an old B-grade gangster movie.

Soon, she reached the lab.

First things first, she washed her face in the sink and sat down behind the writing desk. Krahe took more ammo from its topmost drawer so she would have one clip in the gun and three in hand’s reach, whilst keeping awareness of the entrance. She rifled through the desk’s other drawers. Most contained writing supplies, books, and journals, a majority of them cryptic. The texts she could decipher fell into one of two categories: maintenance manuals for the machinery around the lab, and anatomical reference books. The latter of the two were marked as “Property of the Grafting Church, Audunpoint Branch.” The lab owner was either a member, or not supposed to have these. Or, the original owners could be defunct, she supposed.

As she went further, Krahe laid out anything vaguely interesting on the tabletop.

First came the gun’s ammunition, holster, and a gun maintenance kit, including a manual, a box filled with spare en-bloc clips, and another filled with empty shell casings and bullet molds. Instead of primers, the cartridges had arcane sigils. The manual’s cover gave up more than just the secret of the gun’s name.

Pattner Mod. 3 Lever Pistol

Prod. Series No. 1

5133 AB

1/72

On the inside was a hand-written dedication.

To my good friend and generous benefactor, Audun Sorun. This gun wouldn’t exist were it not for you. It is only right that you have the first production model.

From a brief skim, Krahe was delighted to find that the manual contained blueprints and guides on how to produce new ammunition. Besides the ammo, she also found a rectangular slab of onyx or some other polished, stone-like material, thrumming with magic. The moment she picked it up, she felt a ping from her menu.

[STORAGE]

Excited by the prospect of being able to have things on hand without needing to physically carry them, she mentally commanded the storage to open, only to find that the tablet demanded thauma. And so, she sat down, with the gun in her right hand and the tablet in her left, once more focusing on the idea of opening a window to that promised storage space. Thauma surged in, igniting and flowing through her arm and out of her palm, setting the whole limb alight with the same ember-like glow she’d produced in the hallway.

Seconds turned into minutes. Krahe felt a vague sense of progress, but with a bit of focus, she managed to catch not only a more exact sense of how far along the opening process was, but also how much entropy she had. By the time she felt she was nearly done, she also felt that her entropy had built up to a little over one quarter of her maximum capacity.

With a noise like flesh tearing and glass cracking simultaneously, a hole in the world yawned open over the tablet’s reflective surface, a gaping void shimmering with iridescent shades of unreality. Meanwhile, in her mind’s eye, the Storage submenu opened. And it was empty. Weird, considering where she found it. A few possibilities came to mind. It could have gone unused for some reason. Perhaps it was a backup, or each person had their own specific storage pocket to which the tablet merely served as a connecting terminal. The reason to keep things around physically was obvious—the time and effort required to access storage made it inefficient for items needed on short notice.

Krahe tossed an ammo clip into the rift. It showed up on the list. One by one, she transferred all the ammo from the drawer into the storage dimension, keeping two clips on her person. Accounting for the five bullets in her gun, she had a total of seventy-one bullets. Not as many as she would’ve liked, but it wasn’t as if she relied on ballistics anymore.

The firearm maintenance kit followed, and since she couldn’t find a belt of any sort, she stored the gun’s holster as well. She had half a mind to toss all of the books into storage, then gut the whole place and take as much as she could. However, she felt that the type of person to have a lab like this would be far more likely to come after her over research materials than a handgun, unless firearms were extremely valuable in this world. She ended up taking only the anatomy book, as it had been buried deep enough and covered in enough dust that she figured it wouldn’t be missed. She chose to leave the other books behind, taking a few more minutes in this place of apparent safety to examine the other facets of her menu, closing the Storage. Putting down the tablet, she wondered what exactly was special about her left arm, what features it had, and so on, just as she had thought about actual cyberware in her past life. Querying Chernobog’s Mystic Wisdom, she found that it nudged her toward Fleshgrafting.

There, Krahe found not just her arm, but her bodysuit as well.

Is this why the suit was the only thing that came with me? Can’t be just because it’s organic; half my cybernetics had organic components… She didn’t dwell on it much longer, opening the detailed readout for her left arm.

[LEFT ARM OF CHERNOBOG]

Tags

Inseparable

Self-evolving Graft

Channeling Catalyst

Anathema Container

Outer God’s Touch

Living Item

Details

This graft expresses amplified performance metrics based upon the holder’s attributes and archetype level.

This graft can contain an amount of anathema based on the holder’s entropy tolerance.

Anathema dissipates at a significantly reduced rate while contained within this graft.

Self-evolving graft? she thought. Instantaneously, the arm’s description shifted; the tag vanished, and a new line appeared under the details section.

This graft’s characteristics will evolve autonomously based on the holder’s own growth. It may develop entirely new characteristics.

Backing out and opening her suit’s listing, Krahe chuckled as she found an exact copy of the self-evolution line in its details section.

[TYPE-37 BIOSUIT]

Tags

Torso

Second Skin

Regenerative Armor

Living Item

Details

This graft serves as a second layer of skin, providing E3-grade armor protection. Very effective against Kinetic and Lacerative damage. Ineffective against Energetic damage. Effective against Arcane damage.

This graft is semi-amorphous and can regenerate back to its full size from a piece as small as 1x1cm.

If left in high temperatures for extended periods of time, it will dry out and need to be soaked in water to regain its properties.

This graft passively feeds on the wearer’s lower-order bodily excretions such as sweat, dead skin cells, and arcane waste (entropy). The holder may choose to actively feed the graft to accelerate its self-repair.

As a result of its natural metabolic processes, it bestows a slight improvement to entropy and anathema dissipation. It reduces the holder’s fluid loss through sweating and frequency of higher-order bodily excretions.

This graft’s characteristics will evolve autonomously based on the holder’s own growth. It may develop entirely new characteristics.

It stood out that the biosuit’s details section repeated some of the same phrases she remembered seeing on its cold storage box. This, combined with the system’s interface design, made her certain that the system had at least partial access to her memories. It may have been unsettling, had she not lived a lifetime in a world where malware could steal one’s childhood memories for targeted advertising data.

Damage categories, huh?

Flashes of what each category meant ran through her head, mostly confirming what their names already suggested. Energetic meant fireballs and lightning. Kinetic meant bullets and mace strikes. Lacerative covered sword slashes and other attacks effective against flesh, but more interestingly, it brought to mind the very smoke blasts she’d conjured up to defend herself.

Arcane, however… Well, it was Arcane. It implied the bypassing of cause and effect, inflicting harm directly, such as forming a ray of pure annihilating magic rather than creating a beam of flame. Its main advantage was its consistent output; however, this predictability also made it neither weak nor strong against any particular defense.

What those defenses were exactly was a whole other matter. She didn’t know enough to even begin asking questions, and so she didn’t worry about it. It was only reasonable to assume that the existence of magic also meant that, at some point, magical defenses were developed. She could feel that she was missing something, but not what it was. To her frustration, no convenient flash of knowledge came to elucidate this gap. Either way, she figured these damage categories were not literal terms, but rather a generalization; at least she wished that to be the case, considering the implications it could have otherwise.

Krahe tied rags to her shoulder, creating a makeshift harness for the tablet, then left the lab for what she hoped to be the last time. Slowly making her way up the city’s spiral structure, she found that it was largely deserted, but there were some signs of human habitation, mostly in the form of old campsites. Then again, if every major building threatened to be full of such horrid things as she’d been attacked by, it was no wonder that explorers would consider the streets a safer alternative. Unfortunately, she soon came upon an area where a building had collapsed, barring passage.

Looking around, she saw a tentative path forward and got to work, dragging rubble to the base of a wall and using it as a ramp to parkour up to the building’s terrace. From where she now stood, the only other options were a hundred-meter drop to the lowermost level of the city, a fifteen-meter drop to the other side of the rubble pile, or through the building—into swallowing darkness where monstrosities might dwell. Leaning over the edge, she could make out a door on the same building that exited the direction she meant to go, so she steeled herself and walked inside, lighting a small flame in her left hand for light.

Everything not carved into stone had been stripped from this place. Empty slots for what she presumed to have been lights yawned on the walls like shallow wounds. She could clearly make out that this building once had doors, which had been torn off their hinges. Going down to the ground floor, instead of parasites she was met by a room filled with at least a dozen pulsating, vaguely egg-shaped mounds of flesh. Her little flame was barely sufficient to give her an idea of her surroundings.

One of the nearby flesh mounds suddenly emitted a muffled moaning, reminiscent of a tongueless man trying to call for help from inside a sleeping bag. When Krahe brought her meager light source closer to the mass, it became clear where the sound was coming from, and why these things were here.

It was one of the parasites fused together with a curled-up, half-molten human, the host’s limbs and head barely discernible amidst a heap of vague flesh. The parasite observed her with complete apathy, seemingly satisfied and unconcerned about anything. Below its head, the host’s hazel eyes could be seen half-concealed by a translucent membrane; they darted about in wild-eyed terror before locking onto her. The mewling sound resumed, a faint tone of relief now present. She could clearly see the door. Looking around, she noticed that all of the other flesh mounds completely lacked any recognizable remnants of human form.

Probably further along in… digestion? she thought, hoping that they were indeed just digesting their prey.

Krahe took her gun and pressed it to a spot she thought to be the parasite’s head, trying to line it up so that one shot would kill the parasite and the host simultaneously. Then, she reconsidered. Would a gunshot wake the other parasites? Would it even matter?

She walked past, hearing relief turn to terror once more.

Once she’d passed the precipice and was securely out in the open, she turned around. Her eyes met the molten man’s.

Somehow, he managed to gurgle out three words. “Jhufst… Khill… Mgheee…”

Krahe took stock of the flesh mounds inside. Eight.

She raised her hand to the man and started burning thauma. The flame in her palm went out as smoke and glittering particles erupted from the many creases of her arm, swirling about the limb, illuminated by its emberlike glow. At this point, she was so used to the sick feeling that it didn’t really feel sickly anymore. It was the feeling of entropy, nothing more or less.

Release.

A fiery core jacketed in smoke and volcanic glass zipped through the doorway, splattering atop the parasite and its still-conscious victim. A shadow burned into the wall; only traces of quivering flesh remained, their edges eroded by the aftereffects of Deathsmoke Tracer.

“Yeah. I’d say the name is accurate,” she admitted to herself. The system had named the thaumaturgy as such due to “deathsmoke” being a colloquial term for airborne nanite weapons. Once she was sure none of the other flesh masses had started moving, Krahe took a moment to fiddle with the flow of burning thauma inside her arm, generating more smoke and flame, gathering it into the palm of her hand to form something more appropriate to room-clearing.

These things would make for great testing targets, and she wasn’t about to just leave them here and risk them biting her in the ass later. She had no way of knowing they wouldn’t turn into fully formed parasites in minutes, hours, or however long it took her to escape this place. Just as with Deathsmoke Tracer, it was a core of flame jacketed by smoke and ash, having taken over twice as much power to generate. She was trying to make a grenade, but unsurprisingly, the result was disappointing, given the power input. When tossed into the midst of three flesh masses, its explosion managed to tear them apart, and left behind noticeably more remnants than its predecessor.

It instantly appeared among her thaumaturgies, and she quickly noted its name.

[Deathsmoke Burster]

She figured she could probably make the burster exhibit performance metrics closer to a real combat explosive if she just put more power into it. However, the time and effort it would take made it useless as anything other than an opener; a viable surprise attack tool, maybe. Not much else. Tracer was still more practical, and with its flesh-shredding wrath, she disposed of the others.

Investigating the gore-splattered room, Krahe found the remnants of two parasites still twitching, both the parasites’ and victims’ eyes tracking her movements. Safe in the knowledge that they wouldn’t be able to attack, she formed another burster in her hand and kept burning as much as she could endure. It took nearly twenty seconds, and in this time, she looked around the room; some remnants of clothing were among the gore, but her disposal tactics had already damaged them beyond use. The fact they were slathered in rancid body fluids made it easier to leave them behind.

Exiting once more, she tossed the grenade into the room and ducked behind the door. There came a low, rumbling roar, not quite an explosion, which reminded her of a gas pump catching fire. A pyroclastic deluge poured out from the door and windows, flashes of red light streaking through.

When the smoke cleared, only shadows burned into the floor and walls remained.

Moving on before the noise and stench could attract nearby parasites, Krahe continued experimenting with thaumaturgy as she journeyed up the city’s spiral. A few parasites here and there readily offered themselves up for target practice. Hitting moving targets as jumpy as them with tracers alone was difficult, effectively forcing her to attach them to bullets for consistency.

Eight more bullets gone.

Krahe attempted to apply her magic to a more close-range method of attack—a pyroclastic shotgun of sorts. Simply dispersing a tracer rather than focusing it into a projectile produced some results, but it was more of a… gust than a shotgun blast.

I just can’t make high-velocity projectiles on my own, huh? How about a flamethrower instead?

Her throughput proved inadequate for this application as well. She couldn’t burn thauma quickly enough to sustain a flow longer than a meter. It was less a flame and more a mass of pyroclast with some flame. However, she overcame this barrier by charging her arm as she would with the tracer, then using a flow of thauma to direct it outward as a stream rather than a projectile. Releasing it all at once through her arm, then, did work. The recoil was substantial enough that she had to brace herself, but the outpour was a forceful pyroclastic flow that created a noticeable pit in the rock wall she was using for a target.

[Deathsmoke Spray]

She figured she could apply a similar charge-up to eventually arrive at something resembling an actual shotgun blast, but for now, this was good enough. Though, it did build up a fair bit more entropy than a baseline tracer.

Krahe took a moment to give both the spray and burster a closer look. They both shared their basic properties with the tracer, effectively just being alternate delivery mechanisms that lacked the tracer’s special bimodal functionality and damage over time.

[Deathsmoke Spray]

Tags

First-order

Burst Beam

Cinder Element

Lacerative Damage

Energetic Damage

Details

A short-lived, unfocused pyroclastic flow.

Very high energy demand.

Burst duration scales linearly with energy input and more efficiently if imbued with anathema.

Approximately five-meter effective range, dissipates over approximately a meter afterward; range scales weakly with power input.

Inflicts heavy Lacerative damage and light Energetic damage. Ideal against soft targets.

targets.

[Deathsmoke Burster]

Tags

First-order

Explosive Projectile

Cinder Element

Lacerative Damage

Energetic Damage

Details

A sphere of compressed flame and pyroclast which explodes after a brief delay. The delay can be adjusted to a degree based on the caster’s Control attribute.

Explosion intensity and area of effect scales strongly with energy input. Scales more efficiently if imbued with anathema.

Approximately one-meter area of effect.

Inflicts a burst of heavy Energetic damage on detonation followed by heavy Lacerative damage, making it efficient against massed lightly armored targets and some obstructions.

There was one more tool Krahe would fashion before fully committing to her escape from this hellish place—a smoke bomb. Following her limited understanding, she attempted a similar creation process to the burster, but instead focused purely on smoke and the idea of it erupting into a lingering cloud on impact. The energy demand was roughly twice that of a baseline tracer, just like the burster. Still, since it dealt no damage, the area of effect was several meters wide, even without investing extra energy.

She could taste the smoke, but it didn’t burn her eyes or nose, even though it was dense enough that she felt it should have. It lasted only ten seconds before visibility returned to normal. That was enough, but the level of obfuscation felt lacking, producing more of a blur than a hard wall. A mental pull toward the Thaumaturgies menu, and the spell’s newly formed listing put a smile on Krahe’s face.

[Smoke Eruption]

Tags

First-order

Explosive Projectile

Cinder Element

Crowd Control

Position Concealment

Details

A sphere of compressed smoke which explodes after being thrown and striking a surface. The sensitivity can be adjusted to a degree based on the caster’s control attribute. Creates a lingering smokescreen which lasts approximately ten seconds, obstructing visibility. Caster retains partial visibility and those with magical sight can see through the smoke.

Duration scales linearly with energy input. Scales more efficiently if imbued with anathema.

Approximately five-meter area of effect.

Inflicts no damage. May induce choking, coughing, and eye irritation in those of particularly low durability ratings. Caster is unaffected by irritant properties.

The very idea of thaumaturgy brought to mind the possibility that she might not be able to use her hands in a situation where she would need a smoke screen. Out of curiosity, she experimented by taking a deep breath, burning some thauma, and exhaling smoke.

After a brief fit of coughing, she found the experiment was successful. A few more hours of travel and sporadic attempts later, she got a grip, managing to not only generate a breath version of the Smoke Eruption, but Deathsmoke Spray as well. Though, the latter left her feeling like she’d just gargled sand. Their properties were identical to their normal counterparts beyond the fact they came out of her mouth.

[Smoke Eruption Breath]

[Deathsmoke Spray Breath]

All this experimentation, and every single spell had that tag: First-order. They were all ordered under that same category of the Thaumaturgies menu, so Krahe guessed it was a tiering system. More intriguingly, her level had risen.

[ARCHETYPE: Cherno Caster Lvl. 3]

Despite having leveled up twice, there was no alteration to her attribute ratings. She still wasn’t sure what exactly qualified her for a level-up—killing all those mutants, coming to grips with this world’s magic, exploration, or perhaps some combination of multiple factors. There seemed to be no “experience” bar to speak of, and reaching around mentally came up with nothing. A faint mental impulse nudged her toward the Boons submenu, but she had stayed in one place too long.

The chattering of teeth and the sound of bony hands on stone sounded nearby.

Speak of the abomination… She sighed inwardly, drawing in a deep breath, burning thauma. Lungs full of smoke and arm glowing like a fresh ember, she sprinted ‘round the corner and down the stairs. She rushed into the entryway of the building she had occupied, meeting the three monstrosities that meant to make a flesh-egg of her. Krahe met them with a deluge of blinding smoke and a flow of pyroclast from her left arm, consuming two of them as their meat shredded down to bone and smoldered. Krahe shot the third one in the head. The other two were disoriented and in disabling pain, but she knew they would soon recover, and she had no time to charge tracers, a blast of spray, or make a burster.

Acting on instinct, she collapsed the flame of thauma into anathema, stopping just as her entropy tolerance neared its limit. Instead of the ember-like orange that her arm took on when she channeled through it normally, it was consumed by an ominous cherry red. It took significant willpower and a fraction of the usual time to rein it in. The meter rose with a notch that meant something she couldn’t quite understand, and the feeling of entropy was different to boot, hearkening back to what she had felt in the square. There was another feeling, a burning at the border of untouched flesh and living coal. It sparked a memory of how it felt when she first got her radiation blasters. Their nerve interfaces had deteriorated over decades of storage in a forgotten corpo vault and had become “bitey.”

That spark was so deeply rooted in Krahe’s psyche that it effortlessly outshone her intention for a fast spray.

Her arm erupted not with pyroclast but with a hellish, red light as embers sprayed forth. A deafening buzz accompanied this, the air itself screaming alongside her victims. It lasted just long enough for her to sweep her arm over all three mutants. Piles of molten gore and cooked bones were all that remained… And Krahe slumped down by the wall, letting out a sigh of relief and exhaustion. She glanced at her arm. The inside of her palm still shone cherry-red with scalding heat.

That blast… It wasn’t like her rad-blasters, but it was close enough.

[Cinder Flash]

There’s my shotgun, she thought.

Krahe found that her entropy dissipated normally, but there was still a tentative sense that something was off. Her body felt weirdly achy. Then, it clicked. She queried Chernobog’s Mystic Wisdom about the feeling, and lo and behold, her theory was confirmed. It was the feeling of anathema buildup.

Two more gauges made themselves known. The first was tinged yellow and separated into thirds by two notches. The other was tinged red and subtly styled to resemble her left arm. The anathema gauge was filled to just over the one-third notch and was draining at an agonizingly slow pace, while the arm gauge was empty. Remembering one of her arm’s listed traits, she considered trying to drain her accumulated anathema into it, but chose to let it dissipate normally instead. Compared to how she had felt after pushing to keep up with corpo assassins in her past life, this was fine. When the gauge dropped beneath the one-third notch, it turned an atomic green, still distinctly from the green of her entropy meter even at a glance. Her aches faded to a near-unnoticeable level. As convenient as these pseudo-HUD elements were, Krahe didn’t want to rely on them.

There was no mind-impulse to draw her to her thaumaturgies this time, but she checked anyway. Immediately, one thing stood out. Cinder Flash was categorized separately from the others, under second-order, and its tags also reflected this.

[Cinder Flash]

Tags

Second-order

Cinder Element

Burst Beam

Energetic Damage

Anathemism

Details

A short-lived, unfocused high-energy beam.

Can only be cast using anathema.

Linear input/output scaling. Burst intensity scales with energy input.

Approximately five-meter effective range, dissipates over approximately a meter afterward; range slightly scales with power input.

Inflicts heavy Energetic damage.

She tried casting it with around as much thauma as a tracer, but all that produced was a deep-red flashlight out of her palm, and one that faded away beyond five meters regardless—straight out of some shitty VR horror game. Not unexpected, but markedly more disappointing. Querying Chernobog’s Mystic Wisdom gave a straightforward answer: It was due to the thaumaturgy’s order, and this being a second-order thaumaturgy, it demanded far more energy than its First-order counterparts. She tried casting it again, burning thauma and charging her arm until she nearly maxed out her entropy, but it still wouldn’t go through.

Another query to Chernobog’s Mystic Wisdom answered her by changing Cinder Flash’s details.

Can only be cast using Thaumic Fusion.

She’d misinterpreted the first line, thinking it merely required anathema to be imbued while casting. Krahe wasn’t exactly in the mood to irradiate herself more than she already was, so she let it be, pulling most of the anathema out of her arm so it could dissipate.

Continuing further up through the city’s spiral shape, traversing rooftops where she could, Krahe came across further signs of human activity. Some building entrances were blocked off, while others had new doors installed with machines inside. Tubes and cables snaked about like some hack writer’s attempt to draw a parallel between human constructions and cancerous growths.

Dead abominations littered the area, charred from one side, always from a direction facing the center of the pit. Following traces of human activity led her to a fully subterranean temple, its gigantic, wide-open doors blocked by a junk palisade with mutant corpses strewn atop it. The barrier’s smaller, makeshift gate was intact, latch and all. Beyond it, in the temple’s single chamber, a campsite capable of housing at least thirty people by her estimation had been established. It was… deserted. Not quite like the people had just gotten up from their dinners and left, but not as if it had been abandoned for an extended period of time. An evacuation of some sort?

As she entered Krahe closed and latched the gate behind herself, looking around for survivors or anything useful.

Someone had left behind a pair of rust-colored trousers, belt and all, and a black-stained wife beater. She took the pants for herself, finding that they were a little loose around the ankles, and a tad too long. They would do for now, as Krahe finally had somewhere to stow the clips she’d been carrying under her suit. She took a few minutes to remove her holster from storage, then fixed it to her left hip.

Besides the pants, she found nothing exciting, though some useful objects had been left behind. Pickaxes. Shovels. A few knives and some cheap-looking metal cutlery. By their make, she guessed the manufacturing level to be roughly on par with the Pattner pistol, around late nineteenth to early twentieth century. She took the nicest knife, a bowl, spoon, canteen, and a cup. The last item of interest was a water machine much like the one in the lab. This one worked, so Krahe filled her canteen.

The same icons she’d seen in the lab lined the walls, and their eldritch forms glared down with prime-numbered eyes. The central icon of worship had been defaced; only two vast, trunkless legs remained, wrought of pitch-black stone whose surface gleamed with otherworldly iridescence. They were precisely cut off just above the ankles. At its feet was a basin caked in dry blood, but naught else was to be found.

Krahe stuck around for a bit longer, hiding in an abandoned tent while she checked her menu, giving in to the impulse from earlier.

One new boon.

A grin grew on her face.

[KENOMA POCKET]

Tags

Dimensional Storage

Outer God’s Touch

Details

The holder of this boon may open a rift to a personal storage space, separate from the storage space accessed by normal means such as storage artifacts (the holder’s Kenoma Sack).

The Kenoma Pocket’s size is extremely limited, opening and holding it open generates hard entropy, and adding or removing any items also generates hard entropy based on the physical and magical mass of the item.

The Kenoma Pocket and Kenoma Sack cannot be opened simultaneously.

“Hard entropy? How is it different from normal entropy?” she mused aloud. No answer came even when she queried Chernobog’s Mystic Wisdom.

Leaving the tent, she investigated the rest of the great chamber, and finding no entrances beyond the one which she’d barricaded, she decided she was unlikely to find a better place to sleep.

She dreamt of nuclear fire and woke up in a cold sweat, stomach wrenched by hunger and tongue curled up like a dead snake in her mouth. Quenching her thirst, she ventured into the camp to comb through it once more, hoping to find something to eat.

Bread. Half of a small loaf, dark brown, dense, filled with nuts and seeds. It smelled… Wonderful. Like nothing she’d smelled before. Even somewhat stale, it was perhaps the most right-tasting food she’d ever eaten. Unadulterated, made from real plants rather than reconstituted starch, with a strong, malty scent and taste that she had previously associated only with a case full of real beer she had once stolen and resold for a small fortune. For the first time since her rebirth in this new world—nay, for the first time in decades—she had fully let her guard down. And for stale bread, no less. It barely took half of the piece to banish hunger, and she thought to stash the rest into her Kenoma Pocket for later.

Chernobog’s Mystic Wisdom guided her hand in opening the rift, merely using the palm of her left hand as a surface. With around one-third the entropy needed to form a basic tracer, Krahe felt the process take place. A horrid noise sounded as a slit opened along the fate line of her palm, from her wrist to right between her ring and middle finger. It sounded like flesh tearing open and charcoal breaking simultaneously. An untoward sense of hesitation led her to carry it out slowly, feeling the skin of her palm recede. She was greeted by a set of pointy, yellow, scrimshawed teeth that formed a nauseating, wound-like grin across her hand.

With a bit more will, the hand-mouth opened fully, revealing the same shimmering nothingness as the black tablet’s rift. Simply holding it open generated more entropy than she could dissipate. She felt a more tangible buildup as the gauge itself rose with a notch delineating what she assumed to be hard entropy—whatever that meant. Quickly, she stashed the bread away, though not before taking one more bite. With its insertion, her entropy subtly increased. Krahe closed the rift, shuddering slightly. The imagery of a mouth on her hand wasn’t what did it for her; it was the eerie, otherworldly grin itself that unsettled her.

After taking a few more minutes to wash herself using the water machine, store a knife, and retrieve two more ammo clips, she moved on. A flame of hope ignited in her chest as she neared the great lift, occasionally warding off mutants. Smoke Eruption served to give her enough breathing room to use magic rather than spend her limited ammunition.

It did, however, still impede her vision.

A particularly large and clever mutant had bided its time, reading the smoke’s movements, while Krahe was engaged with two of its feral compatriots. It leapt upon her when it thought that she would be most vulnerable, and it was Krahe’s situational awareness alone that alerted her to that sound. She released a tracer, annihilating the head of the second mutant; the first one still writhed about after she had shredded away its back and with it most of its organs using a spray seconds earlier.

Just as her smokescreen started to dissipate, a form at least twice the size of any previous foe came flying at her from the left. Krahe whipped around and raised both arms in a defensive posture, instinctively fusing thauma. Given the shape’s velocity, she knew even Thaumic Fusion wouldn’t have time to charge and fire with enough strength to bring it to a halt; certainly not with the entropy gauge sitting at four-tenths.

She stopped the fusion, releasing what charge she had, bracing to leap backward, and fired a bullet in its direction. She hoped that at least the recoil of a spray would carry her out of its landing zone. Smoke, ash, and sparks erupted from her arm just as the bullet ripped forward, clearing away what smoke remained and briefly bringing the hulking behemoth of a mutant into view. Driven by a defensive impulse, her cinders swirled together barely half a meter in front of her arm—and the mutant slammed into it as if it were a brick wall. With a crack, its mass crumpled to the ground, neck broken, face and upper chest burned and shredded.

She felt her entropy spike well beyond her tolerance. Gripped by a fit of coughing and heaving, Krahe still found it within her to raise her gun and put two more bullets into the creature’s skull, right where it had cracked open.

The consequences of surpassing her own tolerance weren’t nearly as debilitating or enduring this go around. The ache of being irradiated, however, didn’t make it any better, so she shunted as much of it as she could into her arm. She noticed that her entropy was dissipating in bursts as she coughed and spat, overall a bit faster than normal. This monster, unlike the others, possessed functional and robust, albeit short, rear legs; its arms were freakishly muscular, and its fingers were tipped with thick claws. It even had hair, long and matted, and… burning. Krahe felt the coughing fit waning, her entropy dissipating completely by the time it was over.

She took a few moments to reload her gun, stowing the empty clip and shell casings in the Kenoma Pocket, conjuring the knife into her hand before she closed it—at least, she tried to. It slipped out of her hand and clattered to the ground. With an annoyed groan, she picked it up, then got to work. The blade met the heads and tendons of each mutant she’d put down, just to make absolutely sure they were dead and couldn’t get up, even if they somehow survived an impromptu trepanning and lobotomy all-in-one.

As she walked away, Krahe realized that she could’ve just blown them all to bits at once with a burster, or done so without the associated noise using spray. With a chuckling sigh, she stored the knife in the Kenoma Pocket and continued her journey to the surface, trying to replicate that projected shield-esque phenomenon as she went. It didn’t take too long to get a grip on it, but that swirling umbrella of pyroclast ate up an utterly impractical amount of entropy, demanding her to build up a charge just to make it stick around for a few seconds. Once formed, its distance and relative angle from her was stationary. Combined with how much entropy it had taken to stop a relatively slow-moving mass of sixty kilos, Krahe assumed that it would be far from her preferred option. She thought it was a niche, unrefined defensive thaumaturgy spawned by a spontaneous self-preservation impulse. It didn’t even show up in her menu, proving that it would take a fair bit more work to produce a practical magical defense.

She half hoped that this world’s knowledge of magic was as advanced as her own world’s sciences, while the other half hoped it to be the opposite so that she could leverage her pre-existing knowledge somehow.

Without any further incident, she finally reached the lift; a towering spire, and her ticket out of this hellhole. It was situated at the far end of an outcrop toward the pit’s center, with mechanical crucifixes lined up on either side and the remnants of an ominous monument standing right in front. Like the statue in the temple, it, too, had been surgically cut off right above its base. She was fully ready for the lift to be non-functional, but she’d try it nonetheless. Its ground level was flanked on either side by chunky machines with dials and gauges that were connected to the lift by black cables; generators, she guessed.

A press of the only button on the lift’s exterior proved her right. Both machines hummed to life with a churning sound, soon followed by distant, quickly approaching rattling from above.

The cabin, despite its build, halted with surprising ease; it had a sliding grill gate and walls of the same design. Inside, two corpses waited. One was a man slumped against the wall, disemboweled, with his intestines gracelessly splayed before him. The other was the perpetrator of that violation, still attached to his back, its tail visibly going through the poor fool’s pants. The mutant’s head had been blown off, and the same went for the back of the dead man’s skull, but she could find no gun on or near the corpse. His left arm was longer than the right, its skin slightly the wrong shade.

At least he took the easy way out before he got eggmorphed, she thought, pulling open the rattling gate.

He was charred on his right side since it faced the center of the pit, but not completely melted. Once she ensured that the parasite was dead, Krahe began to rummage through his belongings. A loud clang, echoed as something fell into the shaft below, prompting her to drag his body out of the lift to prevent any further loss of loot.

The dead man had several things on him: silver-framed glasses, two small, faintly glowing, pale-blue gemstones in brass frames, a weird rectangular device, and a stone-and-metal cartridge.

The gadget resembled a pocket hologram projector, with a round, crystalline lens on one end and an empty slot at the other, into which the cartridge fit. One of its longer, narrow sides had a few buttons with weird symbols that Krahe understood to be equivalents of play, pause, forward, back, stop, and eject. It didn’t function when she slotted the cartridge into place, prompting her to turn it over and notice that it had a dull, gray gem slotted into its underside, shaped identically to one of the gems she’d found in the dead man’s pockets.

She set it aside, her attention caught by a spike of some sort embedded in the side of the victim’s head, just behind the ear where one would have datachip slots or cable plugs installed—that was also the reason she had checked there, out of habit.

The weird prong gleamed the colors of brass or perhaps bronze. Its head was the shape of a flat-topped triangle about three centimeters on each side, embedded with a small amethyst at each point, which were connected by a silver-inlaid, geometric pattern dominated by a smaller triangle, inverted in facing compared to the spike’s head. In the smaller triangle’s center was a weird, elaborate rune that she couldn’t read. It looked like kanji, if kanji had evolved from ancient cuneiform. Bracing her right hand against his head, she gripped the spike with her left hand and pulled, only for it to come out with little resistance, leaving no trace that anything had ever penetrated the area. The spike’s body was a three-winged key that tapered to a needlepoint, each wing about a millimeter wide and covered in complex etchings. The whole thing was about as long as her index finger and thrummed with the same type of energy as the glasses and stones, but far more intensely.

Not being the type of person to just jam a random object into her own head for no reason, she stored the trinkets away in her Kenoma Pocket and gave the corpse another once-over. In his back pocket, she found three large brass coins and a string with several copper rings.

As far as she could tell, the man had nothing more on him, so she made her way to the lift. She tested it, looking it over to judge the likelihood of it crashing down before she committed to entering. Krahe didn’t want to spend another moment in this dismal place, but safety first.

Closing the gate behind herself, she pressed the up button. With that same noise from the generators, the cabin rattled and began to rise.

Minutes passed as the cabin slowly rose.


CHAPTER 5

With the machine’s herculean effort, Krahe was lifted out from the earth’s stygian depths, emerging onto a manmade platform that went out to the pit’s edge. Squinting, half-blinded by the sun, she stepped out into the light.

Her eyes adjusted quickly.

A several-hundred-meter-wide band of desolation surrounded the pit, but green sprawled out in every direction beyond it. A bright-blue sky, skewing toward turquoise, stretched out overhead, dappled by a smattering of white clouds. Down the way, well within the ring of dead earth, she could see a town, but not a living soul in it. Its buildings were scorched on the side facing the pit. A road led through it, tracks in the dirt suggesting motorized vehicles.

A warm breeze washed over her skin and through her hair as she made her way toward the town, scents which she hadn’t experienced in decades filling her nostrils alongside those she had only tasted in a synthetic form. There was the smoke of a wood fire, but also the fragrance of grasses and…

Flowers.

Upon realizing what those distant, tiny specks of color were, Krahe wept at the sight. In all her life, never had she witnessed such unspoiled, natural beauty. Even her home, before it was rendered into radioactive glass, was but a small, engineered oasis supported by advanced technology.

Then, she noticed it—a structure so vast it had evaded her until she gazed up at the sky. A gigantic, golden tower off in the distance, its base far beyond the horizon.

From where she stood, she couldn’t even conceive of its full scale, but she was certain it stretched far into space. For a moment she thought it to perhaps be a space elevator, but nay; she quickly realized it to be the spoke of an artificial planetary ring. From the angle at which she saw it, its base couldn’t be far, at least on the planetary scale. For all she knew, this world could be far larger than Earth.

Slavishly taking in her surroundings as she went, Krahe reached the town to find that it was just as deserted as the subterranean campsite. Krahe’s mind instantly jumped to any of a myriad of calamities and depopulation tactics. Conceivably, whatever had caused the evacuation had also stripped the land around the pit of life.

There, she scrounged for a short while, finding that its inhabitants had been very thorough. Going from one boxy building to the next, she found some bottles, a few with strong grain spirits sloshing about within. She also found some sort of jerky, a more familiar food item. Unlike that which she was familiar with, however, this wasn’t reconstituted and dyed protein mush with insane amounts of salt and spice to mask the horrid aftertaste. This was real meat. It took substantial willpower to set it aside for later, as she was not yet hungry.

In the same place as the food, she also found, of all things, cigarettes, four of them hand-rolled on the table right next to a small two-compartment box; one had papers, and the other a mass of stringy, dry plant matter. The fragrance was unlike tobacco or any other commonly smoked plant of her home, being light and sweet, with notes of sandalwood and cinnamon, both of which she had smuggled in the past. She hadn’t smoked since the accursed day of her home’s destruction.

Nonetheless, she took both the cigarettes and the box.

“Guess my wish came true,” she mumbled under her breath.

The last object of substantial interest was a pair of worn boots, seemingly forgotten by their owner in a back alley. There were spiderwebs inside them, but once she shook them out, they made serviceable foot protection, though oversized.

Krahe spent a short time in one of the homes to rest for a short while and examine the things she’d gotten off the elevator corpse. That weird brass nail kept tugging at her attention, but she instead took a closer look at the glasses, putting them on only to find that they highlighted everything she thought was magical with a simple outline. A mind-impulse sufficed to make that cease.

When she wondered whether they could tell her more about an object besides it being magical, the glasses responded by demanding a smattering of thauma. When thusly supplied, they gave a readout on one of the gems in front of her. It showed itself in her field of vision, rather than upon the glasses themselves.

[DD BATTERY]

Status

Good

DD Charge

Full

Besides curiosity as to what exactly “DD” meant, Krahe also wondered if the glasses could tell her their own properties. The glasses’ response was the flash of a detailed listing in her mind’s eye.

[PROSPECTOR’S EYES]

Tags

Second-order

Artifact

Eyewear

Active

Details

This Artifact possesses the following functionality:

Highlight Magic Object

Appraise Object D1 (at-will)

Detect Tur’ith Baneworm E2

Detect Life D1

“So our man was a prospector, was he?” she mumbled as she turned her gaze to the weird cartridge-based holoprojector. Though more compact than even their sleekest Megacity Gamma counterpart, the Prospector’s Eyes were functionally just smart glasses.

They pointed out a faded symbol on the item’s chassis; it almost looked like an Eye of Horus.

[“OCULON” EYEBOX MOD. 5226]

Status

Good (Heavily Used)

DD Charge

Empty

She took the eyebox in hand, fiddling with it for a moment before she got the gray gem to pop out. Slotting in one of the others and pressing the Play button made a simple but easily readable projection pop out of the lens. It was a block of text. A croaking, authoritative voice spoke the words from an unseen speaker, enunciating as if he were explaining to a brain-damaged inbred.

“You will work in sections of Jas’raba where you will encounter frequent anathema hazards, as well as a sizeable Tur’ith Ur-baneworm population. Your issued voidkey enables you to protect yourself from these hazards and allows you to carry out the labor which will be required of you where it will be required of you.”

“If you already know what a voidkey is and what it does, skip ahead. If you already understand the basic mechanics of thaumaturgy, you may skip the entirety of this memoryslate; be aware that you will be tested on the basics. If you cannot grasp even that much, it will be your fault alone.”

There was a pause. The image of that weird three-pronged spike came up, rotating slowly. Upon closer inspection, it was subtly different to the one she had, but the glasses confirmed that it was indeed a voidkey.

“Voidkeys, as their name implies, act to unlock the door to the void, or to Kenoma. In more specific terms, a voidkey is a type of graft which permanently unlocks an implantee’s ability to channel thauma and wield magic in all its forms. Most common voidkeys, such as yours, will magnify your thaumic throughput, entropy tolerance, and entropy dissipation by a flat amount. This reinforcement will permit you to operate in irradiated environments for short bursts and defend yourself at range without a firearm, even if your natural affinity for magic is low. Do not fight Tur’ith in melee if at all possible and prioritize escape at every opportunity. Seek shelter immediately if you hear a blowout warning.”

“Implantation is safe and relatively painless, such that one can perform it on themselves. In order to implant the voidkey, simply…”

Krahe’s eyes glazed over as she skimmed through paragraphs upon paragraphs of text detailing a step-by-step implantation process that came down to just activating the thing with a mental impulse and then pushing it into one’s skin. One further paragraph stood out in this section, however. It came right after instructions for removing the voidkey, which themselves were as simple as willing it to emerge and pulling it when the top of the relic popped out. The stand-out text read:

“You can only have one voidkey implanted at any given time. Modern production-model voidkeys have safety features to prevent attempts at multi-implantation, but attempting it with particularly old keys such as the one you were issued will, in simple terms, tear your soul inside out and send the thinking half careening into Kenoma. So don’t try it.”

Pausing the playback, she took the brass item and did just as instructed, pressing its point into the back of her head as if inserting an interface cable. Its point sunk in with only slight resistance, accompanied not by pain but by a pulsing sensation of heat and buzzing in her head. Soon it was all the way in, leaving no physical trace, disappearing into her body.

The change was immediate; her entropy gauge and anathema gauges showed themselves, grew by a noticeable increment, and then shrunk back down before fading out. Her attribute readouts had also changed, now showing the voidkey’s effects.

THAUMIC THROUGHPUT: F1+G2

ENTROPY TOLERANCE: E3+G2

ENTROPY DISSIPATION: F3+G1

Krahe wondered why the bonuses from her boons weren’t showing up, but she figured their effects were already factored in and the voidkey’s effects were being displayed separately due to it being an external, replaceable item, not unlike the quick-replace burner coprocessors she made such heavy use of in her previous life. The more she dealt with this world’s magic, the more it reminded her of just how magical and esoteric many things in her own world had been.

There was more information to be had in the cartridge; three more sections, specifically.

The first was about thauma, its burning, and entropy generation, full of warnings. Skimming it at least clarified that puking smoke was, in fact, a normal symptom of pushing well past one’s entropy tolerance, revealing the true nature of the process.

At this point, she summoned one of the cigarettes into her hand, giving it a look with the Prospector’s Eyes.

[ARRHA CIGARETTE]

Status

Fully Intact (Hand-rolled)

Details

Stress Release G1

Focus Amp H3

Body Energy Amp H1

Mental Energy Amp G1

A moment of consideration.

Krahe placed it between her lips before setting it alight with a flick of her thumb, taking a tentative first toke, prepared to stop if something felt off. The smoke tasted just as the herbs’ scent insinuated, and the effects were just as immediate as she remembered inhalants being. However, it felt nothing like nicotine. The world came into focus and the tension released from her body, filling with an at-ease sense of energy. It felt more like certain high-end energy solutions than the crudeness of nicotine, or at least her tenuous memory of that stimulant.

Smoking and basking in the sunlight coming through the window, she pressed “play” again.

“In addition to letting entropy dissipate passively, you will be able to actively expel it by entering an Entropy Purge, wherein you continuously draw in and expel thauma to flush out the impurities that make up entropy. Purging is significantly faster than passive dissipation, but it prevents you from burning thauma for any purpose and it will not end until you are rid of entropy. Purging also generates visible, easily recognized magical artifacts around you, making it risky in direct combat. The appearance of “Purge Remnants” is determined by your dominant elemental affinity; if you lack one they will take the arsenic-green form of raw magic. Exact details can vary from person to person. Should you make the foolish decision to push past your own entropy tolerance, your body will enter a state of toxic shock as it scrambles to expel the surfeit of impurities, causing an uncontrolled form of Purge. Entropy will flow from your mouth, eyes, nose, ears, skin, or if you are rather unfortunate, other bodily orifices. This “meltdown” state takes a form determined by your dominant elemental affinity or lack thereof. Without an affinity, it will likely be green, coppery-tasting sludge. During a meltdown, you will find it difficult or even impossible to move depending on your durability and athleticism ratings.”

The second pertained to thaumaturgies, mainly focusing on the idea that the voidkey being implanted would most likely catalyze the formation of a rudimentary offensive thaumaturgy best suited to the user. It stated that if they still lacked one even after implantation, they would be given a Blasting Ring as a substitute.

At last, the third remaining section was about magical defenses.

“Another vital function of the voidkey is allowing you to raise an effective barrier—yes, a magical shield—just as real thaumaturges do. Your barrier will naturally take on the properties of your most dominant elemental affinity, if you have any. Otherwise, it will be a shimmering arsenic-green bubble.”

“The two most common barrier types are dynamic and fixed.”

“A typical dynamic barrier’s coverage is a 30 to 180 degree cutout of an ovoid or sphere around the user and can be reoriented at a limited speed. Fixed barriers take less energy to maintain and consume less energy to dissipate impacts, and typically have a coverage of 90 to 360 degrees, but full-bubble barriers are rare. Fixed barriers also expand twice as quickly as dynamic barriers. All of these advantages come at the cost of, as the name implies, not being able to adjust the barrier’s facing whatsoever.”

“The third most common type, though uncommon by comparison to fixed and dynamic barriers, are hybrids; these possess traits somewhere between both categories and can be redirected, but the barrier must be dissipated and reformed at its new facing. Barrier coverage is fixed for nearly all thaumaturges. You will most likely possess a 30 to 60 degree dynamic or 90 to 150 degree fixed barrier.”

“While some voidkeys can modify or override the characteristics of someone’s barrier, the Voidkey you were issued will do no such thing. It will do nothing more than act as an amplifier to make your barrier operate at a practical level of efficiency. They were mass-produced for the armies of ancient Jas’raba, and if that was good enough for them, it will be good enough for you.”

“IMPORTANT: Most impacts on your barrier catalyze a thauma-burning reaction that generates particularly dense impurities, or “hard” entropy, which cannot be dissipated while you have a barrier raised. Exceptions to this rule include continuous sources of strain, such as environmental anathema radiation or sustained beam-type spells.”

“Barriers are typically weak to Kinetic damage such as concussive strikes, but strong against Energetic damage such as fire or lightning, meaning that blocking the former generates more entropy, and the latter less. Lacerative damage from things such as blades or claws is very weak against both barriers and wards, but highly effective against soft targets—that is to say, flesh.”

“In the event that your entropy tolerance or dissipation (most likely both) turn out to be insufficient to power a barrier against a given threat and you lack physical armor, wards will come into play. Think of them as magical armor that is stripped away before you can be struck. The strengths and weaknesses of wards are opposite to those of barriers. Just as with barriers, your voidkey will grant you the ability to form rudimentary wards by simply burning thauma, channeling it to whichever area needs reinforcement, and focusing your intent. Be warned—Forming or repairing wards is entropy-intensive and time-consuming.”

“Just as the voidkey enhances your attributes, it also enhances the efficiency and other properties of your barriers and wards. It is your life. Do not sell it for alcohol or cigarettes. You will not be issued another one.”

Krahe stopped the playback, sick of that old man’s sanctimonious tone. She opened her Fleshgrafting menu and took a look at the voidkey’s details. Marginally interesting, but no big revelations here.

[JAS’RABAN THREEFOLD VOIDKEY]

Tags

First-order

Voidkey

Ancient

Details

Thaumic Throughput +G2

Entropy Tolerance +G2

Entropy Dissipation +G1

Barrier Catalyst (Basic)

Ward Catalyst (Basic)

Toking from the cigarette, Krahe raised her hand and tried to form a barrier just as she had done before. It startled her just how quickly and easily her smoke swirled together now, and sustaining it now burned little enough thauma that it didn’t even build up any entropy, not even coming close to reaching the limits of her throughput. As before, its position and facing was fixed in relation to her own body, but she could adjust it by reforming it elsewhere. In combination with the fact she could somewhat adjust its coverage by changing how much thauma she burned to power the barrier, it was clear that her natural barrier type was a hybrid.

She let it go, attempting to follow the eyebox’s advice pertaining to these “wards.” Besides the ridiculous amount of thauma she had to burn just to cover her left hand, it was almost pathetically simple, no more complex a task than retouching power armor ablative plates with ceramide spray. A second skin of condensed smoke took shape as she worked, soon reaching the limits of her tolerance. The moment she stopped, the skin-tight ward vanished from view as if it had never existed.

Krahe took this opportunity to trigger a Purge. Wisps of dense, black smoke escaped from her skin and swirled about her, and she felt her entropy melt away in moments. It was nearly twice as fast as letting it dissipate normally, there was no doubt. Her annoyance at the obnoxious tone of whomever was recorded on the memoryslate was now tempered by gratitude for such vital information about this world’s magic.

It took her the better part of an hour to completely cover herself in wards head to toe. In that time, she smoked one more arrha cigarette and, through experimentation, learned that she could use the cigarette’s smoke as an aid for casting breath thaumaturgies, reducing their energy demand by around one-fifth.

Krahe hadn’t been in this good of a mood in a long time. This world was undeniably gorgeous, and the technology she’d encountered thus far promised that civilization was at bare minimum industrial age. Her thoughts, however, turned to corruption. She knew, in her heart of hearts, that it was inevitable. Without a doubt, this world had its equivalents to the Bergmann and Whitestone Financial Group. Be it an actual financial group, a merchant clan, an entire mercantile country, warlords, extortionate landlords, guilds that sought to destroy the competition, and so on.

On the smaller scale, wrongdoings were inevitable.

Whether Megacity Gamma or this world, there was always work to be found for a private investigator.

Intending to leave soon, she took a few more minutes to look over the rings and coins she’d gotten off the corpse.

Both were money, at least she gathered as much from the rings having the same type of readout as the coins.

[JAS’RABAN BRASS COIN]

Status

Good (Ancient)

DD Value

4,500

[NEW CALBIUM RING]

Status

Good

DD Value

10

Most of the rings were valued at 10 DD. Nine larger ones were worth fifty, and six rings with small orange gems read as one hundred. Krahe didn’t think twice about what “DD” stood for. As far as she was concerned it was just a currency denominator. Stowing the cash in her Kenoma Pocket, she retrieved the cigarette box and spent a few minutes rolling up a dozen more, storing them away as well. After only two cigarettes, that ancient habit resurfaced, perhaps nostalgic for a happier period of her past life.

Following the road, she soon left the deserted town behind.

It led her to a greater road, and that road, to a city.

It was beautiful; a blend of ancient buildings with new construction, bones of middle-eastern semblance, and a contemporary style adjacent to early-1900s art deco. She estimated its population to be around a hundred thousand at most. She supposed that, by this world’s standards, it likely counted as a proper city, though it was barely the size of a Megacity subdistrict. For every major difference, Krahe found something vaguely familiar. She wasn’t about to complain about being able to function on a basic level. It was certainly a preferable alternative to getting thrown into an utterly alien and hostile world.


CHAPTER 6

Entering the city was simple. It wasn’t walled, though the road by which she had entered was guarded. The guards wore no visible armor save for chunky belt buckles with a conspicuous lever on the right-hand side. Their uniforms, simple as they were, projected an aura of just-good-enough professionalism. One was a human, and the other a humanoid crocodile. She’d seen weirder, both from cyberized animals to gene-modders.

They looked her over, the human raising a monocle before clearing her for entry. She made her way through the city, taking note of the people she saw as she calmly explored the place. Besides a vast variety of lizardmen, she also saw a few lanky, insectile humanoids that incessantly rubbed their hands together. Fly-men, perhaps?

As Krahe continued along the road, she came upon an apparent gathering place—a temple of some sort with a bronze statue of an impeccably chiseled, long-haired man out front who was tearing his chest open, revealing three golden hearts inside. Hymns extolling some figure named “Zavesh” resounded from within, and the same name was found on the statue’s pedestal.

ZAVESH THE GRAFTER

OUR LORD OF FLESHLY ARTIFICE

FOUNDER OF THE GRAFTING CHURCH

Out front of that place, she overheard a conversation between an incredibly muscular woman covered in stitch-trails and a man with camera-like implants instead of eyes.

“Can’t help it. The Silversword Agency blacklisted me, so it’s either church work or go through an independent broker. I’d rather make less money than indirectly do the dirty work of some baneworm scumbag.”

“Why’d they blacklist you?” replied the man, though his tone of voice was one of rhetorical amusement.

The woman gave an incredulous reply. “Fuckin’ guess.”

“You got caught complaining about favoritism.”

“Yeah, no shit. It’s obvious they do it, but if you mention it they wait until you call a Saurian a lizard and blacklist you. Asinine. Sanctimonious cunts.”

“Guess we’re both church contractors now.” The man laughed.

Agencies. Contractors. Brokers. Corruption.

The more things change, the more they stay the same, Krahe thought. The mention of baneworms reminded her of what the memoryslate had said, and the consideration that there were sapient forms of those horrid parasites ran through her head. She shuddered and continued into the temple, curious. Within was no silent cloister, but a reception room with a bizarre-looking person manning the counter. Her skin was pale blue, with no hair, ears, or nose to speak of; the latter two only being holes on her head. Most glaringly, she had a vertical third eye which spanned from just above her nose holes to where the top of her forehead would’ve been if she had any hair. Half of its sphere protruded outward, triangles of moist flesh above and below it. Despite a lack of hair, she had bony ridges in place of eyebrows.

While her horizontal eyes were fixed to paperwork that her hands were feverishly filling in, her third eye snapped to Krahe.

“Ah. You look new. A foreigner, I presume, and an Anathemist to boot. Come in with the latest Dregstone Road caravan? It doesn’t matter. Are you here to get a CQF ID printed, or perhaps to get that absolutely horrid anathema burn looked at? The gym is down the hall.”

She thumbed to one doorway behind the counter.

”If you’re looking to schedule a grafter appointment, you’ll need to get a health assessment first.”

Krahe wasn’t particularly eager to register in any system before she could find out the ramifications of such an action.

“Just looking around,” she said, doing just that. A real, wood-and-metal bounty board caught her eye; particularly, sketches of deformed people with bounties for crimes such as “body theft” and “banisher kidnapping.” She also caught sight of a piece of paperwork that explained what “CQF” meant—Capability and Qualification Framework.

“I could use a spot of bounty hunting…” she muttered, turning to the receptionist for a moment. “Do I need an ID to claim a bounty?”

“No, though other contracts will be inaccessible to you until we can ascertain your capabilities.”

“Say I can deal with a handful of those half-torso things that prowl in Jas’raba without a voidkey. How’s that?”

“A handful of Tur’ith?” The receptionist raised an eyebrow ridge.

“Five, give or take one or two.”

“That would make you a…” The receptionist squinted before snapping back to a professional countenance. “Please come here so that I can ascertain your claim. Just repeat it to me while looking into my third eye.”

Krahe did, despite the fact the duo from earlier had just entered, and the goggle-eyed man had turned his gaze toward her. Her distrust of organized systems and desire not to draw undue attention was not quite as strong as her ego streak, which she had cultivated through her time in Megacity Gamma’s underworld. Projecting an aura of power was often just as good as actually being powerful. It hadn’t saved her from a monomolecular whip through the neck, though.

“I’ve defended myself against a pack of Tur’ith without a voidkey, barriers, or wards of any kind,” she said, expanding on her earlier claim.

The receptionist looked down at her papers, then back up at Krahe.

“Well, that would qualify you as a G3 or perhaps F1, making you an Exterminator. Just a step below a proper Contractor. Quite good to start with. I can either print you a basic CQF ID or file a paper record in our archive with your description.”

“Is it a self-contained item, or is there an archive of IDs somewhere?”

“We don’t archive CQF IDs, and there is no single archive of them either. Many Agencies do keep thorough records of their roster of Contractors, however.”

“Like the Silversword Agency.”

The receptionist nodded.

“Alright. Give me the ID.”

∆∆∆

Krahe made her way out of the Zaveshian church with three memoryslates and lighter by three hundred DDs worth of rings as payment. One held her ID, and two detailed bounties for local criminals, both of whom were grotesquely deformed. The bounties listed their races as “Gor’un baneworm/Human.” She hadn’t asked what that meant, but she guessed them to be some sort of body snatching parasite due to the similarity to Tur’ith Ur-baneworms.

She stuck her hand down her pants pocket, stored the memoryslates in the Kenoma Pocket, and summoned a cigarette into her hand, lighting it with a flick of her thumb. A faint smile had stuck itself to her face as she looked up at the sky, and she couldn’t shake it off. The place was beautiful wherever she went, both in construction and weather. It still hadn’t fully sunk in that the weather was naturally like this here. It wasn’t an engineered clear-sky event for some executive’s visit. No acid rain. No smog. Just sunlight.

Taking a puff of her cig, she ventured deeper into the city, off the main arterial road. What drove her was the search for a trustworthy source of up-to-date information from below the skin of the city. Krahe knew she’d never get it from ordinary folk. Only those who were socially invisible would do. The small people. Laborers, cleaners, street vendors. It wasn’t long before she found one. A peddler of drinks—a normal-looking, old man with a mustache—perfectly inconspicuous. She bought a glass bottle of dense, bluish juice from him, drinking it on the spot. It was overly sweet and tangy, seemingly flavored by fruit. A pleasant, tingling heat glided down her throat alongside a curiously metallic aftertaste. It was sold as “machine crab juice,” and when questioned, the merchant revealed that the name was literal.

“It’s one part specially processed machine crab blood and eight parts goat milk. Drinking the pure stuff makes your teeth fall out and causes all sorts of nasty mutations. Dunno what they do with this stuff to make it safe. I just buy it wholesale from the Crystal Decanter Agency. I’ve drunk it nearly everyday for the last decade, though, so no worries.”

No leads here, but she remembered him for later. Over an hour later, having spent several hundred DD and having sampled several different kinds of equally delicious street food, Krahe finally found a merchant who gave her the right feel from observing him for a few minutes. The cautious spark in his eyes, the way he cycled through his motions, the fact he had clearly noticed her yet masterfully pretended as if he hadn't.

A lizard man, over two-and-a-half meters tall even with a hunched posture, his face resembling that of a mythical dragon more than a real animal. His green skin was like a monitor lizard, reinforced in many places by large, armor-like scales with peacock-like patterns in purple. His arms were long and lanky, and his tail was prehensile. Using these three limbs he skillfully worked his grill-cart, a rack of rectangular pans lined up over burners that bloomed with white flame. Seeing Krahe approach, he scooped a grain that may as well be rice from a pot of water and spread it out in a pan.

“What’ll it be, Boss?” he asked.

Krahe’s eyes momentarily glazed over at the wide array of natural fragrances that lingered around the cart. Four options were listed on a small chalkboard on the cart’s side.

“One of each.”

“So eh, where’s you from? Ain’t seen you ‘round, and you sure sound like a foreigner,” the lizard asked. Innocent small talk, at first glance.

“A faraway land plagued by thieves and scum, one where even the most virtuous man must become a grifter just to survive,” she said in an exaggerated tone.

“Don’t narrow it down much, but I get ya. Ain’t much better here in Audunpoint, truth be told.” He cracked open a pot, stirring its contents. “Folks vanishin’ off the street ‘n’ turnin’ up gutted or used as some baneworm gangster’s newest meatglove. Vedesians walkin’ out in the open and hasslin’ good, honest Evoy that don’t want nothin’ to do with their racial supremacy bullshit. It’s just a mess, tell you what. But it’s our mess, and I wouldn’t trade it for nothin’. We’ve got all sorts’a foreigners comin’ through, what with the Dregstone Road out west and the Beyond Frontier down south. But eh, can’t hold it against you if ya wanna leave your past behind. Half this damn city came here to escape from someone… or something,” he rambled. Krahe had to blink a few times to snap her attention away from the pot’s mouthwatering contents, or the smell of them at least.

“Vedesians?”

“I know, right? You’d think they’d have been wiped out. Those Evoy are all the offspring of Vedesis, if you ask me. So long as one of ‘em lives, the Vedesian Swarm ain’t really gone… but some of ‘em are good folk. Some. You can usually tell which ones, ‘cause they deface their swarm marks. You ain’t gonna find a guy that hates the Vedesians more than an apostate Evoy. And uh… You didn’t hear this from me, but if you ever see a real twitchy fella that keeps rubbing his hands together, it’s probably a Vedesian Evoy tryin’ to pass for another race with heretical fleshgrafting.”

Krahe wasn’t one to take racial prejudice at face value, but she was also neither dumb nor idealistic enough to dismiss it. She would form her own views on this world’s races, but even if the vendor’s rant turned out to be simple racist rumors, it was still valuable information.

“Supremacist fly-men in skinsuit disguises, huh? Can’t help but think of all those baneworm body theft bounties down at the Grafting Church,” Krahe said, trying to get him to speak more on these “baneworms.”

He grabbed her bait hook line and sinker. “Oh yeah, no. Don’t get me wrong. I hate Vedesians much as the next guy, but it’s those body-snatchin’ cunts makin’ it hard to make end’s meet for small folk like me. Swear to Zavesh, those cunts been the bane of all good folk on Zastreon before the Evoy were a twinkle in Vedesis’ envy-green eyes. They want me to pay protection money! Me! I don’t even have a fuckin’ storefront to smash for cryin’ out loud! Ey, forget about it. They ain’t bothered me in a lil’ while at least. Just hope that the Mamom Knight that used to come ‘round to scare ‘em off is alright…”

A few minutes passed before he took three of the pans off the heat, revealing sheets of browned, scorched rice, the sort one would find at the bottom of a rice pot. He covered the sheets with various fillings, folding them in half, and wrapping them in brown wax paper.

“That’s 130 DD.”

She paid with rings as before, and the vendor gave her one more invaluable piece of advice. “Oh, New Calbium Rings. That’s nice. I’d get those changed for Dregstones or somesuch if I were you. My cousin Garvesh can get ya thirteen dregs for a ten dreg ring if you don’t ask any questions. He’s got a nice lil’ pawnshop just down the street and to the right, can’t miss it.”

“Thirteen DD for ten doesn’t mean much without something to compare it to. Wouldn’t want to get scammed like some stupid foreigner, right?” Krahe said, looking over her glasses and adding a vaguely threatening edge to her voice.

The vendor took the message. “Oh, ‘course not, I ain’t like that. You can probably exchange eleven for ten at the market. Be my guest, go ask ‘round for yourself.”

“I’ll make sure to do that, Garvesh’s Cousin.” She smirked, slowly making her way down the street as she took the first bite of her first proper meal in this world. It took a significant amount of willpower to not let out an entirely inappropriate noise at the blend of textures and flavors.

From behind came the vendor’s raspy voice saying, “Imraal! The name’s Imraal!”

Krahe held out a thumbs-up, not willing to waste a bite of that delicious scorched-rice foldover by swallowing it unchewed.

Finding a market wasn’t difficult, and Imraal’s claim was confirmed right then and there. The exchange rate of rings to dregstones was indeed eleven to ten DD, not just with one money changer but every establishment and vendor she could find that provided such a service. Jas’raban brass coins were also being exchanged at an increased rate compared to the value the Prospector’s Eyes assigned them.

She leisurely headed the way he had pointed her, wary of signs of an ambush. Luckily, she reached Garvesh’s pawnshop without incident. It was tucked away in the side alley of a side alley, identified only by a small brass plaque inside the doorway with an arrow pointing downward.

She pushed the door in and was greeted by two narrow stairways, one upward, one downward. On the inside, she saw that the hinges were disproportionately built-up, firmly anchored into solid stone, with a second metal gate that was open. Krahe took the stairs down until she came upon a hammered-iron door with a peephole, three locks, and presumably similarly massive hinges to the ground-level door. An “OPEN” sign was affixed to the middle by unseen means.

Finishing the first rice foldover, she stowed the second and bit into the third before entering, embodying the mask of a random would-be customer. That mask crumbled the moment Garvesh’s eyes unsubtly snapped to her. The store was a small room with a counter and a great array of objects displayed behind it.

He recognized her. Krahe felt it. How did he know?

“Garvesh, I take it?”

“Mrrrhm. Y’know the rules,” he grumbled, pointing to a sign on the countertop.

NO QUESTIONS ASKED

“Imraal sent me,” she said to him.

No tangible attitude shift; a reaction of feigned surprise. “Did he? Explains how you found the place. Didn’t happen to run into any baneworms on the way, did you? Some of those dregs have been causing trouble for our customers lately.”

“He did mention them. He also mentioned how a Mamon Knight that used to come ‘round to scare them off hadn’t showed up in a while.”

“That fool. Hashem’s people got to him, no doubt. He was already a big juicy target to begin with, being a Pilgrim Banisher and all, throwing himself like a wrench into the gears of their plans only gave them all the more reason to nab him.”

“Banisher? Wouldn’t happen to be…” She retrieved the “banisher kidnapping” bounty memoryslate and her eyebox from her pocket, slotting the former into the latter and pulling it out. With a click, she presented the projection of the bounty. “This guy?”

That bounty poster had stood out to her because it was the only one with the listed crime, and because it was the only one that looked new.

His eyes narrowed to slits and he spat an instant response. “That’s Semzar Hashem’s newest skinsuit. He’s the offspring of the big boss, Damrus Hashem, with all the bad manners and misguided egoism natural to a mafioso’s kid. Fucker busted down my front door last month. Tell you what.Since my cousin likes you, I’ll make you an offer.”

Garvesh took a piece of paper, and sketched a crude map of the local area.

“A few of Hashem’s people tend to hang out in the smokery down this alley.” He pointed to a spot on his map. “Semzar even makes an appearance every once in a blue moon. Pretty sure it’s run by the Hashem Family. They host prize fights and keep the losers’ corpses. You oughta be able to blend in there. If you bring me any info on Casus’ whereabouts, I’ll make it worth your while… Once he’s found.”

“What makes you think I can or intend to help you find some wannabe paragon of justice?” she asked, though she fully intended to follow through. If for nothing else, then for curiosity.

For a few seconds, Garvesh stared at her. Then, with brazen seriousness, he stated, “You’ve got murder in your eyes and you walk like a loaded gun.”

She chuckled, looking at him over her glasses. “You flatter me. C’mon, the real reason.”

“Alright, alright. Imraal told me you’d come. I wouldn’t have made the offer if I didn’t think you could get it done, though. In my line of work, you learn how to take someone’s measure without being able to see their attributes and the like; some call it soft appraisal, but I say they’ve got brain-rot if they can’t describe shit without using System words anymore. I’ve made my offer, take it or leave it. With that out of the way, want to pawn something? Buy something? Exchange money?”

“I did come here to exchange my money to begin with,” she said, digging her hand into her pocket in an exaggerated manner, gradually retrieving one of the brass coins and all her remaining rings. Her entropy spiked sharply with the brass coin.

“Do you change Jas’raban Brass Coins?” she asked.

A nod. “Of course. Sixteen-to-ten on those. You’ll be pleased to hear, I think.”

“Huh. The rate was the same on rings and brass coins at the market.”

“Yeah, no clue why. They also don’t let you change other currencies for Jas’raban coins. Only one way, y’notice that? The money seems to just vanish into thin air, and for all the strings I tried to pull, all I got was that some rich fuck keeps buying em’ enmasse at twice their value. Something buggy goin’ on there, tell you what. That bastard is why I offer sixteen-to-ten instead of fourteen.”

“Strange. Might be trying to keep them out of circulation or just hoarding them.”

“All I know is Jas’raban coins screw with tracking magic and corrupt the trackers on other money like CRC rings. You can use ‘em to make pretty good divination wards or even warded DD vessels in a pinch, but making vessel cases out of them is a bit of a waste.”

A gesture of his hand led her eyes to a brass talisman hanging on the wall. Now that she knew, it really did look like an elaborately carved brass coin. A second gesture pointed to an item similar to the brass-encased battery powering her eyebox, with a milky-white stone set inside a brass case that didn’t look at all like it was made from a brass coin. It was lined up next to similar “crystal battery” type items, but this one in particular had a thick layer of dust.

She still had no clue what DD were, but between the solid-state storage devices and fixed-value currency, they didn’t work all too differently from certain types of decentralized money she had dealt with in Megacity Gamma. “Orenom Credits” came to mind; an evolution of once-maligned crypto-technology into a usable format, backed by real assets. If DD were a stable store of energy, then it made perfect sense to use them as currency.

“Right… The money. How much do you want to exchange?”

“These rings should be around eight hundred, and one…” She pulled out the rings and coin, then stuck her hand back in her pocket so some of her entropy could dissipate. “…two brass coins.”

He slowly ran his scaly fingers across the coins and the string of rings, nodding as he went.

“Good, good. No counterfeits or curses.” He nodded. “Wait just a moment.”

Garvesh raised a hand, snapping his fingers, a tiny magical spark flashing with the snap. Loud, stiletto-like clacking and the sloshing of liquid could be heard from the door behind the counter. It opened, and through the gap slipped a bug-robot of some sort. It was a nearly one-gallon jar astride six stilt-like limbs, purplish muscle rippling under chitin plates. A faintly glowing, pearlescent-white substance swirled about in the jar. At its base was a recessed slot, a lens that projected a four-digit counter, a mechanical, typewriter-like keypad of numbers and some other controls.

Most importantly, it enlightened her to the meaning of DD. It was a gaudy brand logo on the meat-machine’s side. Or rather, the valuable info came from its even more obnoxious subtitle.

DREGSTRIDER XL-C

Denatured soulDreg Storage ON THE MOVE!

“You want the dregs pure, diluted, or solid-state?” the pawnbroker asked, as if Krahe knew what any of those things meant.

“Get me a fresh vessel, put them on it.”

“A burner, I get it. I only sell warded ones so it’ll run you a bit more than usual—twelve-hundred DD.”

“Bring that down to a thousand.”

“Best I can do is eleven-fifty.”

“Eleven hundred.”

“Deal.”

He took one of several near-identical metal rectangles and placed it into the dregstrider’s slot, hovering his hand over the keypad as he squinted. His free hand’s fingers twitched as he counted in his head.

“Two brass coins and eight hundred rings convert to… Then subtract eleven hundred… That’s 14,340. Anything else you want to buy?”

She wanted to lambast him for pulling that “what else” shtick, but he was right.

“Show me your voidkeys,” Krahe said, nodding toward a shelf. Atop it was a heavy, reinforced case with fourteen different voidkeys lined up; left to right, with increasing price tags. She recognized a Jas’raban Voidkey; it was third from the left, with two icepick-like, iron keys left of it. She wondered what exactly the lizard meant when he said his cousin told him of her coming.

“Ranged communication. Radio equivalent? Wired? Telepathy?”

“Uh-huh, sure. Don’t try anything funny,” he agreed, taking the voidkey case off the shelf.

“The cast-iron ones are good for learners, y’know, if you want your kid to learn the basics of thaumaturgy but don’t want him doing anything dangerous with it. The Jas’raban Threefolds are the most basic I would recommend for actual use. You used to stumble over these things, but ol’ Audun Sorun bought up so many for his deadman prospectors that you don’t see ‘em too often anymore. I reckon there’s thousands of the things stuck in corpses, way down in Jas’raba. They’re home at least, I suppose.”

The prices steepened from one to the next, each being some variation of a flat head with a long body. Some resembled keys, others blades or icepicks. There were two keys she considered within her budget, and two others that caught her eye as potential future purchases. Both were in the ten thousand DD range, the second approaching twenty thousand.

Not wanting to rely on her glasses, she pointed at the first. It was thick and heavy, resembling some sort of ornamental nail or stake made from a dark, marbled stone. “What of this one?”

“Strong. Good for enforcer types. Reinforces your tolerance above all else, with a secondary focus on throughput at the cost of dissipation. It bestows a boon that allows you to agitate your wards for a few seconds every half-minute or so. Lets you withstand powerful attacks without serious damage to your wards, though you won’t be able to cast thaumaturgies or raise barriers while the boon is active.”

“And the narrow one?” The other was shaped more like a circuit board than a key—rectangular and flat, with a head around a centimeter wide and four centimeters long. Its blued-steel surface glistened with intricately embossed patterns.

“Uh… I think this one modifies your barrier in some weird way and catalyzes the thauma-burning reaction, so the barrier can absorb more punishment for the same entropy buildup. As for its boon, it does do something very nice for its price point! It lets you dissipate hard entropy while you have a barrier raised at half the usual rate. I’ll be honest. I am nearly certain the guy who sold this to me stole a test model from the Silversword Agency when he got expelled from their research division. So I wouldn’t buy this if you plan to sign up with them. Hell, that’s why I put this low price on it.”

“Hot goods are only worth a tiny fraction of their market value because of the heat they bring.” Krahe nodded. “How about you reserve it for me? In exchange I’ll make sure to look into Casus’ case.”

He squinted, and with some reluctance, nodded, opening the case and removing the thin voidkey.

“Appreciate it. Now, if it’s not too much trouble…” She pointed at the cluster of keys she could afford right then and there. “Mind going over each of these?”

Some fifteen minutes later, Krahe had decided on an unsettling thing that looked like a steel tube with a gruesome, jagged edge on one end and violently unsettling sigils crisscrossing its tarnished surface.

“It’s downright iconic, this one,” Garvesh said. “They were made and used by a gang of pyromancers that would stick them into the palms of their hands so that the key’s black circle would show. That lot is long gone, but the keys are still in circulation and causing as much mayhem as ever. It’ll run you a tidy 5,300 DD.”

“Drop it to four thousand and you’ve got a deal.”

“I can’t do less than five thousand. This thing’s got history.”

“A history in the hands of small-time gangsters. Forty-three hundred.”

“Forty-five hundred.”

“Deal.”

The face value of a Jas’raban brass coin.

There was one more thing that had her curious, right next to a jar full of dried arrha and a box with thin cigarillos. A silver trinket with a crank wheel on one side, only about ten centimeters long.

“The cigarette roller. That’ll be everything.”

“Hm? This one?” he asked, taking the item. He opened it, cranked its gears a few times to make sure it worked, and put it on the counter. “Six hundred.”

A pointless expense, but she acquiesced. A few more click-clacks on the keypad to account for the price, and he handed her the souldreg vessel. An engraved number, 9,240, appeared on one side.

It really wasn’t much money, considering the cost of food and really everything, but it was something. She fully expected to be short on money soon given that she still needed to get proper clothes and boots.

Krahe gave it a once-over with the Prospector’s Eyes.

[WARDED SOULDREG VESSEL]

Status

Good

Details

Contents Concealment E1

Anti-Scrying E3

Contents

9,240 DD

“Uh-huh. One more thing. Can you point me to someplace I can get things tailored and some leatherwork done? I figure a pawnbroker like you—”

“—would know good local merchants and craftsmen? Yeah. I do. And you need them. Those pants don’t fit worth a shit. Question is, what do you have to offer for that kind of info?”

Krahe squinted at him, raising an eyebrow with a quizzical smirk.

He chuckled. It sounded more like an alligator growling than a laugh. Another paper of directions, these purely written based on landmarks. A street not far from the Grafting Church.

“It was worth a try. A cousin of mine works at a cobbler’s, there’s a good tailor across the street from that place, too. Tell ‘em Garvesh sent you. They’ll hook you up with whatever you need… within reason. Fair word of warning, they’ve got baneworm employees, but they’re a good sort.”

With a nod of acknowledgment, she took her things and left Garvesh’s pawn shop. However, she stopped right outside the door, using the opportunity to change her voidkey and make sure Garvesh hadn’t tried to scam her. First, a once-over with the Prospector’s Eyes. Everything seemed to line up with the pawnbroker’s promises.

The Jas’raban Voidkey came out, the Purgation Chimney went in. Her mind’s eye wandered to Fleshgrafting.

[PURGATION CHIMNEY, BLACK IRON VOIDKEY]
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Thaumic Throughput +F1
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[LESSER PURGE ACCELERATION]
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Entropy Purge Enhancement

Details

The holder’s Entropy Purge dissipates entropy approximately one-fourth faster. Does not apply to Meltdowns.

Satisfied that she hadn’t been taken for a fool, she made her way to the street above, stowing her old voidkey. It would’ve been too obvious to just go back in and try to sell it to Garvesh right then and there.

∆∆∆

Garvesh breathed a sigh of relief.

Something was off about her, beyond the state of her arm. Nay, even that looked wrong. At a glance it seemed to be terribly anathema-burned, but just a few seconds of watching it move disproved that hypothesis. A limb that badly damaged ought not to be able to move at all.

Her gaze, the way she held herself… Everything about that woman screamed trouble.


CHAPTER 7

Just outside the pawn shop’s street-level entryway, Krahe spent a few minutes fiddling with her new cigarette roller. Its insides were six lengthwise-ribbed cylinders, and erelong she had a perfectly fine arrha cigarette in hand. She rolled up a few more and lit one before taking off. Just as she was putting the box away, she heard loud, desperate footsteps quickly approaching. They clicked against the paving stones like metal shod boots.

It was one of the fly-men, an Evoy, dressed in a tunic. His exoskeleton had cracks in places, with meaty tendrils protruding from them. At first he just rushed into the alley, only to stop dead as if he’d run face-first into a wall when he faced Krahe.

Recoiling, he barked, “Eugh, put that shit out! An—and get the fuck outta my way, right this second, if y’dont wanna die!”

With the second sentence, he raised his hand to her, gesticulating as if the weird ring on one of his three fingers meant anything.

“Huh? Sorry, I don’t have any money.” She feigned ignorance, taking on a slouched posture, hands in her pockets as she leaned against the wall. Not wanting to alarm him, she started dragging her cigarette, meaning to use it as a casting medium for a Smoke Eruption.

“You’re killin’ me here. Put that fuckin’ thing out! Don’t y’know arrha is toxic to bugmen?!” he once more barked, banishing any doubt as to the fact he was a baneworm hitching a ride in some poor Evoy’s corpse.

Krahe sneered, letting her true opinion of the man shine through. “I’ll be nice, and let you walk away just this once.”

He let out a chittering laugh. “I’ve got Appraising Eye, woman. You’re not foolin’ me with edgy looks. Now stub out that cigarette, kick that gun over to me, and spill yer pockets, or I’ll blow yer head off!”

She ignored him, taking another drag. Burning some thauma, she prepared a Smoke Eruption.

“I—Can’t you see I’ve got a Blastin’ Ring?! I’ll blow—” He froze in place. There was another pair of approaching footsteps, heavy and armored, accompanied by a rather pretty whistled melody.

“Helluva contractor I am. Can’t even catch a half-baked body-thief…” the quickly approaching voice lamented. The crook’s eyes went wide. She could feel him looking for an exit, and used the opportunity. A long exhalation. The alley filled with smoke, the bane-Evoy’s head wildly snapping to and fro. He started waving his arm around, screaming; wave after wave of concussive force erupted from his ring, quickly scattering her smoke.

Rushing up behind him, Krahe secured him in an armbar, angling his ring away from herself and pressing her palm against his face. An unpleasant squelch sounded as her grip ruptured the tendril around his left arm, causing his hand to curl downward like a dead spider’s legs. The motion caused the Blasting Ring to slip off his finger. His incessant blasting had cleared her smoke enough that she got a close look at his face before she obliterated it with a point-blank Deathsmoke Spray. Arsenic-green ribbons unfurled from his chitin at first, but his wards’ protection only sufficed to ensure that he wound up writhing on the ground rather than dead. On second thought, she figured his exoskeleton also acted as a sort of armor, making spray perhaps the least optimal choice.

“His dregs are mine. Step off, Anathemist,” came the voice from earlier, its owner entering the alley. She was a short woman with bronze-toned skin. Young, maybe even in her teens. Her very much feminine dress, frills and all, was contrasted by heavy boots and gauntlets; the right-hand one particularly elaborate and set with a large blue gem on the dorsal side. Dancing across her chest was a prominent necklace adorned with a silver sword. With a glance, it was clear she was stronger than Krahe, at least in terms of raw capability.

“Oh? I see. He was running from you. I take it he’s got a bounty on his head… Well, what’s left of it. Be my guest.”

Krahe knew better than to get into a potentially dangerous conflict for something she didn’t know the value of, and this could be a learning experience besides.

“I need only his dregs, nothing more,” said the strange woman. She knelt down and thrust her arm into his head, ripping out a writhing, muscular worm as thick as her arm. A three-pronged Jas’raban Voidkey popped out the dead fly-man’s empty head and rolled out onto the cobbles, unharmed, though slathered in gore. The woman ignored it, taking an ominous device out of some unseen pocket with her left hand. It was clearly designed to fit in the hand going by its size, with two thick hypodermic needles and an empty glass vial. Meanwhile, the gem lit up for a moment, and the next, the baneworm froze in her grip. She stabbed the device into an intact portion of the creature and squeezed a trigger on its side.

Purplish, iridescent liquid partly filled the vial over the course of around a minute. During this time she turned her gaze to Krahe and flatly remarked, “If I were you, I wouldn’t deal with those lizards.”

“I’m not sure I understand what you mean,” Krahe lied.

“You’re smoking arrha in front of Garvesh’s pawn shop.” The stranger rolled her eyes. “Take it as a friendly warning for helping me catch this good-for-nothing body-thief. Involving yourself with them won’t lead you anywhere good. Powerful people want to see them gone, and that fake Pattner on your hip won’t get you far against the likes of Damrus Hashem. Certainly not with an anathema-fried arm, or any voidkey that old lizard can offer. Can you even move that thing?”

Krahe casually raised her right hand to her lips, shaking the ashes from her cigarette. She turned to meet the stranger’s gaze, taking a long drag before flicking away the stub with her left hand. Somehow, just moving her arm like normal seemed to have shocked the woman. Its charred appearance must have led people to assume it was completely inoperable.

“I’m sorry to say that you’ve only made me more interested in whatever dirty shit is going on in this town. I have a bad habit of sticking my nose where it doesn’t belong… And powerful people like Damrus Hashem have an unfortunate tendency of meeting terrible fates whenever I do that.”

The stranger stowed her device and shook the gore off of her gauntlet. “It’s your death sentence.” She shrugged, turning to leave. “At least visit the Seven Spokes and get your arm sealed up. It’s leaking Bane Soot all over the place—anathemic remnants. The types of folks you mean to go up against know how to track you by less than that.”

“Why give that kind of advice to a stranger? The real reason,” Krahe prodded. The Stranger stopped, giving Krahe a hard stare.

“It gets old, seeing a new face one day, then pulling a baneworm out of her head two weeks later.”

Something of the exchange made Krahe double-check the bounties she’d picked up. It was right there, she’d just skimmed over it. Besides just bringing in the target physically, bringing in their souldregs was a third option for claiming the “dead” option of “dead or alive.”

She went through the Evoy’s pockets. He had a small, shoddy souldreg vessel with some money on it—a couple hundred DD. Just to see if it would work, but not expecting it to, Krahe pressed her own and the Evoy’s vessels together and tried to will the contents to transfer to hers. Surprisingly, it worked. She hoped it wasn’t exactly as easy as it seemed, that such a transfer at least required consent from the holders of both vessels, but until she could be sure she decided to store her Souldreg Vessel in the Kenoma Pocket.

Before moving on, she returned to Garvesh and bought a device similar to the stranger’s, spending another chunk of change, most of which was covered by the Evoy’s money and what little she got for his souldreg vessel. The brass-cased, reverse auto-injector as she thought of it, was accompanied by three spare vials, one loaded in it already. A button on its top made four wickedly thick needles jut out of the bottom end, while pressing a clicky trigger on the side made her feel a sudden demand for thauma from the item, presumably to initiate its gruesome function.

[Souldreg Extractor]

It was clear he’d assumed she’d forgotten the first go-round, but she decided to be nice and let him know about the corpse in front of his store before she left.

Wasting no time, Krahe headed for Kamran’s, the store Garvesh had pointed out. She found relief in learning they stocked mass-produced items, though the individual pieces were still fairly expensive. There was no cheap trash to be found here; it was all robust clothing, just as advertised on the sign above the door.

In the store, she got a closer look at two variations of baneworm. One inhabited a Saurian with similar deformities to the individuals on the bounty posters, with long, bulging veins snaking across his head and down his arms. His face, in particular, was warped. The other employee was a humanoid with skin much like the Zaveshian receptionist, but lacked the giant third eye and had mostly normal anatomy—proper ears, nose, hair and all. Krahe wasn’t even aware that it was a baneworm in there until the Saurian pointed it out, affectionately bragging how he bet she couldn’t tell and adding, “I’m still waiting for mine to be finished.”

“You wouldn’t happen to be Garvesh’s cousin, would you?” she jokingly asked the bane-Saurian.

With a laugh just as rumbling as Garvesh’s, he shook his head. “No, no. He’s in the back. He did let me use his brother’s body when he dropped dead, though. Blood clot in his brain, y’know. Made sure to change his face at least.”

Upon giving them her order, one of them took Krahe aside to take her measurements; it was a purple-skinned… woman? The figure was androgynous, but her voice and mannerisms made Krahe figure she was female, or at least adjacent. Do baneworms even have sexes?

She had half a mind to ask how exactly baneworms—who didn’t wish to live lives of crime—sourced bodies for themselves, but she figured it would be excessively rude and ignorant. It wasn’t the morality or legality of it that stumped her, but the logistics, mostly because she didn’t know the physiology or capabilities of a baneworm. Were they just impotent worms scurrying around in hopes of finding a lone hobo to take over? Or did they perhaps have bodies akin to the monstrosities of Jas’raba and simply transferred a worm-like core into a human host?

So many questions, but she only asked one. “How do they make those artificial bodies?”

“No clue. I’ve heard they grab unripe Banishers from inside the Banishment Wheel before the big eye forms, but I doubt it. Normal Banishers don’t have normal eyes, just the big one, and Pilgrim Banishers are one-in-a-thousand—walking holy relics. Doubt they’d give their bodies to the likes of us. Hells, Hashem’s gang have been trying to nab a Pilgrim for years with no success.”

“Well, seems they got their big score, then. Garvesh asked me to look for one by the name of Casus. Seems he vanished after chasing Hashem’s men away from his cousin’s food cart.”

The woman froze halfway through measuring Krahe’s waist, peering up at her. “Casus? Casus Aristedes? Mamon Knight Silberblut? That’s…” She shook her head and continued measuring. “Oy, Igaria, banish the thought. The whole district will become a warzone if Hashem gets his tendrils on a body like that. We’ll get apostles digging their noses in here and they’ll turn the whole place upside-down to retrieve Casus’ body. Won’t have been the first time they demolished a part of town for something like this.”

“When was the last time?” Krahe prodded. More and more, this place felt like home. It wasn’t unheard of for Gammasec to bring down whole hab-blocks if they thought someone dangerous to Whitestone was hiding there. She’d been the cause of many such demolitions in her past life.

The tailor finished her measurements, then reviewed her notes before responding, leading Krahe back to the storefront as she did so. “In town? That’s easy, some three months back there was an Archon Flash down at Shamrin 5th. Big fuckin’ ray of that hole-in-the-world-colored Kenoma shit ripped straight into the sky through the roof, making that screaming noise, the whole shebang. Some genius had tried implanting a load of unrefined thaumstone into himself or some other sketchy shit, maybe did an outer god cultist ritual, I dunno what you do to rip a new asshole into the banishment veil. Point is he ended up turning into a walking Archon Core, and transformed the whole building and four families into monsters. Hard to forget warnings about a ‘potentially mobile B-class Hazard Zone’ getting blasted all over the place.”

The bane-Saurian cut in at this point. “They had the Cleaner Krait  sterilize the place with superheated steam and then compacted the buildings straight into the fucking ground. Bet those lots aren’t even empty anymore.”

Something about the emphasis on the fact it happened within city limits raised Krahe’s curiosity.

“How about out of town?” she asked.

“Jas’raba ripped a fuckhuge Archon Flash straight into the sky three weeks ago, they evacuated everyone they could when they realized it was gonna happen, the line at the gate stretched past the horizon. You must be really new if you weren’t here then.”

Krahe smiled. “I arrived earlier today.”

She was, of course, considering the possibility that her incarnation in Jas’raba could’ve had something to do with that massive “Archon Flash.” Even if the timeframe didn’t seem to line up, she had no way of knowing just how long she had spent in that weird flesh-cocoon before she came to.

∆∆∆

Krahe left Kamran’s wearing rugged, dark-green trousers, tailored to properly fit her, with a few spare pairs in the Kenoma Sack.

Her visit to the leatherworker went just as well, though it was far shorter. The place was run by a bearded old man with weirdly long fingers and an extra eye on the left of his forehead. In addition to whatever discount Garvesh’s reference likely got her, the man also agreed to give her some store credit for the boots she’d walked in with. He openly admitted that he would just recondition them and sell them as new. Using her store credit and a chunk of her remaining money, she bought one of the only premade pairs of boots that fit her. Moreover, she had him fashion a holster for the stone tablet from blackened leather to match her gun’s holster. He muttered something about a “nice replica” when she mentioned the gun and thus drew his attention to it.

With these errands out of the way, Krahe took a little while to look around the city, searching for a quiet place to sit down and think. She sought somewhere with decent privacy, such as a hostel dismal enough for the vast majority of people to gloss over its very existence. It didn’t take long to find one. Following her instincts got her there in no time. A somewhat seedy part of town, not the sort of place one would expect to get shanked just walking down the street, but where one wouldn’t have a hard time finding a middle-aged father of five that runs a backroom gambling ring. Despite the atmosphere of seediness, it was still barely comparable. Even the shitty parts of town were pretty by comparison to Megacity Gamma.

The inn which she found was cheap, somewhat run-down, and altogether uninteresting. It was staffed by people who didn’t want to be there and clearly didn’t make enough money to pretend otherwise. As far as she could tell, it had maybe ten rooms. Taking a seat at the empty bar, she bought a drink of low-quality cider whose flavor was undercut by a vaguely acetone-like sting, but even this she enjoyed in a way. It reminded her of home. Zastreon’s equivalent to the swill that broke teenagers would buy to get drunk off of. Indeed, it was a nostalgic taste, but horrid nonetheless. No amount of appreciation for this new world could do away with the unpleasantness of lukewarm alcoholic piss. She took care not to move her left arm much and just left it by her side with the hand in her pocket, and that seemed to suffice to keep suspicious eyes at bay. Satisfied with the fact that nobody gave a shit about her presence, Krahe committed its location to memory and left. Renting a room right then and there would’ve tied her to the inn, and the risk of a no-vacancy situation with a place like this was all but nonexistent.

Krahe made her way back to the square where the Zaveshian and Seven Spokes temples both stood, at the behest of that strange woman from earlier.

Unlike the Zaveshian temple, the Seven Spokes one was markedly more alike to what she expected from a religion. In fact, its interior was unsettlingly close to old pictures of Shintoist temples she’d seen. Imagery of the seven-spoked wheel abounded wherever she turned, though it was more of a spindly, seven-pointed star whose points went through an outer ring.

At the doors, men in massive suits of armor stood, boxy belts on their waists and giant swords in their hands. She felt their gazes pass over her, only briefly stopping before they moved on. A sorry-looking person with burns similar to the state of her own arm could be seen hunched over on a bench next to one of the walls, shivering as the cracks in his skin exposed bare flesh beneath.

Yet again, a conspicuously shintoist donation box awaited at the room’s far end, at the foot of a towering statue flanked on each corner by a different figure. The centerpiece depicted a robed woman with flowing hair and a featureless face, seated with legs crossed, holding in her hands a seven-spoked wheel at whose center sat a planet.

Krahe didn’t have the time to get a closer look at the display, as the state of her arm immediately drew attention. Not from the guards, but from one of the priestly individuals who milled about, clad in a wide-sleeved robe from which reams of densely inscribed seals fluttered like tendrils of torn caution tape whipping from the nose of a speeding motorbike. It was a man with a majestic mustache and spiky goatee, his slicked-back hair tied up in a ponytail, and his eyes a fiery orange. He reached out a puppet-like hand of ivory segments and silvery joints.

“My friend, your arm. Is it why you have come?” he questioned with a tone of honest concern. Krahe wasn’t used to such open helpfulness, but she decided to at least try to trust him until she saw signs that something culty might be afoot.

“Someone recommended that I get this sealed up,” she said, slowly raising her limb. The priest gently pushed it down as if he feared that it might crumble off of her shoulder at any moment.

“That was a wise recommendation, and a wise choice you made to follow it. That you can even move your arm in such a state is a miracle in itself. If you would come with me to my sanctum, I will prepare seals to contain your Bane Soot. There is no need for payment, just donate as much as you are able, when you are able. Perhaps consider doing one of the volunteer contracts. I am sure there is something to be found for you.”

The priest led her to a quiet side room filled with a combination of strange technology and occult implements, the imagery of that seven-spoked wheel everywhere she looked. No altars or similar subjects of worship; it was laid out more like a doctor’s office than anything else. The severed head of a Banisher stared at her from a large jar set on a writing table in the room’s corner, seemingly untouched by decay. It only had one large eye, no human ones. Beside the jar, a typewriter caught her eye. Rather than a keyboard, it had a cylinder with rows of symbols and a single trigger. A reminder of this world’s linguistic system which had faded out of her awareness.

The priest of Igaria pulled up his sleeves, securing them with strings seemingly designed for just that purpose. While his right arm was completely synthetic as far as she could tell, the left was distinctly fleshy, yet patchworked and strange, covered in Frankenstein-esque stitch lines and tattooed with eldritch symbols.

He gestured for her to sit on an elevated seat and gingerly took her arm in hand, asking, “Does this hurt?”

“No.”

“And this?” He squeezed her hand slightly.

“No. My arm does not cause me pain,” she admitted.

“Truly? Igaria and Zavesh smile upon you, then. Do you practice anathemism, or did you suffer these burns by some other means? How long ago did you suffer them?”

“I’ve had them for as long as I can remember. Anathemism comes naturally. I try to avoid using it unless I must,” she lied.

“It is not my place to judge you for making use of that which is within our reach beneath the Seven Spokes. Burn some thauma and channel it through the limb, if you can.”

Krahe did as asked, burning only a tiny amount. A few lines on her arm alighted with a fiery glow.

“Yes, I feel traces of anathema flowing out even now. You seem a truly curious case, presenting as extremely severe at first glance, yet do not seem to suffer any symptoms of deep-tissue damage…”

Trailing off, he let go and turned his back to her, going over to one of the cabinets. Retrieving a ream of yellowed paper, he put it on the writing desk and took from its top drawer a brush alongside a shallow, rectangular stone dish. A bottle of ink and a black stick followed. Calligraphy tools, she wagered. The priest mixed the ink, said a prayer, and set it aside as it bubbled in its dish. He then cut a section from the ream and loaded it into his typewriter, dexterously spinning the cylinder and striking the trigger like a gunslinger.

The priest proceeded to paint esoteric symbols overtop what he had typed, and held it out to Krahe as if it were a geiger counter. His eyes flicked between the paper and her. Once more he returned to the writing desk, this time retrieving a roll of plain white fabric.

“Your body can barely manage to dissipate the anathema it passively produces, and the apparent leakage happens to be a side effect of this imperfect process. Rather than a hard seal, I will provide you with one which will fully disperse the leaked remnants. Assuming your condition does not worsen, you will not need to have your arm amputated any time soon. Count yourself lucky.”

Those last three words carried a sense of hard-earned, bitter experience. Perhaps the priest was an ex-Anathemist who chose to help others like his past self.

“I almost expected to be sent to the Zaveshian temple,” she remarked, trying to probe for info.

“I would have done just that, if your condition was severe enough to merit amputation. You would then be given the choice of either buying a new arm on the spot or waiting until the church found or made you a free replacement,” the priest said, raising his Frankenstein-esque arm and wiggling its fingers.

“How long?”

“A month or two for an arm. They are not exactly rare. Alright, nearly done here.”

Upon finishing the calligraphy, he once more recited a prayer over the inscribed wrappings. Brilliant rays of gold light erupted past him, projecting circular sigils onto the ceiling. The next moment, he brought wrappings bearing those same sigils to her and bound them around her left arm. Krahe had been worried that it might impede her arm’s ability to passively dissipate anathema, but she felt no such change.

The priest thereafter escorted her back outside, not-so-subtly nodding toward the request board. She didn’t find anything of interest, and thus decided to repay her debt in a different way, turning to the priest again.

“I… believe I forgot something in your sanctum,” she said.

Once they were back inside and the door was shut, Krahe turned her eyes to the priest. He knew that she hadn’t forgotten anything, and awaited what she had to say with a curious gaze.

“I fancy myself an investigator of sorts; just a low-ranking contractor with a knack for digging up filth I really ought not to. So, humor me for a moment. As an investigator, What would be the ramifications of a Banisher being kidnapped by the Hashem Family? Forgive me for not sharing specifics. I am not certain of the accuracy of my information.”

“Ah… Well, it depends. Normal Banishers are functionally flesh machines, maintainers of the Banishment Wheel,” he said, gesturing to the one-eyed head in a jar. “The kidnapping of one would be treated as a sacrilegious property crime, a severe one at that. On the other hand, a Pilgrim Banisher, sacred children of Igaria and Zavesh,would merit calling in a graft apostle. My superiors would spare no expense to ensure their safe return, even if it meant the destruction of the district.”

Krahe couldn’t find an iota of surprise within herself at those words. To hear that the church was heavy-handed in its handling of such matters was, at least, a preferable answer to one that might insinuate deep-rooted corruption. More importantly, she’d just gotten an important piece of knowledge; the distinction between normal Banishers and Pilgrim ones.

“As I thought. I will be sure to get back to you if I manage to find any evidence in favor or to the contrary of my suspicions,” she lied. “What would your name happen to be, good man?”

“Razem. And yours?”

“Krahe,” she said, making her way out of his office for good this time. Not even for a second had she considered involving the authorities; she didn’t trust such authoritative bodies as far as she could throw them. At best, they were overly heavy-handed like the priest’s words had implied the Seven Spokes to be. More commonly, they were just toothless and complacent. At worst, they were actively complicit in the evildoing of those Krahe went after, the powerful and corrupt.

The path by which she continued her investigation from here had three branches. First, she could return to the inn and get some sleep. Every tired fiber of her being wanted her to choose this path. The world had that airy haze about it emblematic of sleep deprivation, kept at bay only by the effects of arrha.

The second option was to head straight to the establishment Garvesh had laid out as a potential clue. The sun was setting, so she wagered places of the not-quite-upright sort would soon awaken. Strangely, the pawnbroker hadn’t given her the establishment’s name, just its location. Perhaps he had just forgotten, or it was a down-low type of place that hadn’t an official name.

The third option was to gather further intel, a path that could easily connect to the other two. She couldn’t get by on pretending to know things; not for long, anyway. As such, not only did she need more intel relevant to her investigation, but also basic information as to the world she’d been reborn into.

She decided to try and find a library. Simply asking another of the priests was enough; she learned that there was a public library a few streets down. She also gathered that the Zaveshian temple would lend out more specific texts pertaining to anatomy, grafting, and so on; however, they would only lend to trusted individuals, or those referred by a trusted individual. That is to say, not Krahe. So, the public library it was.

There was an entry fee for those without a membership, which she paid. Even this seemingly mundane place was a feast for her senses. The smell of real books, rows and rows of them stacked up on real-wood shelves, meticulously categorized and ordered.

Even now, she took care not to expose herself, only taking books that weren’t obvious sources of intel pertaining to her actual targets. Tomes on maintenance of machinery and basic guides to the law, as it related to small-scale merchants, were accompanied by books such as Historical Thaumstone Extraction Techniques, Souldreg Extraction and Refinement 101, as well as tomes on history and geography. Lacking a membership, she couldn’t check them out of the library, so she found an out-of-the-way corner and took to reading.

She shamelessly skimmed over the actual history of this world, only taking note of the continent she was on and the general world map. It was not out of disinterest that she did this, but simple priority management. The major players of this continent seemed to be the Samstani Sultanate and Calbian Restoration Confederacy in the northeast, the Afshani Sultanate to the northwest, with the continental map also noting a Khovian Khaganate far to the west off the map’s edge.

Notably, a great swath in the southwest was outlined as nationless territory; both Jas’raba and Audunpoint itself were marked as significant locations of interest. Apparently, Audunpoint’s water source was a giant artificial river that pulled water from seaside marshes and purified it to freshwater conditions. According to the map, these marshes were consumed by a stormsalt jungle. This hostile-sounding environment transitioned into normal temperate forests as the canal pushed inland.

From the continent, she moved to material concerning the world at large. That was when things started to click.

Zastreon, as it seemed, was a planet substantially larger than Krahe’s Earth and was split down the middle by a vast megastructure called the Banishment Wheel. It was so called due to its role in banishing the influence of Kenomaic entities from the material world, with Archon Flashes and the resulting Hazard Zones being symptoms of temporary tears in the wheel’s barrier. The geography tome also noted the wheel’s history; particularly, the fact it constantly rotated and thus had significant effects on trade routes.

What she found on Banishers aligned with what she already knew. New information primarily pertained to Pilgrim Banishers, specifically the reason for the “Pilgrim” name. They would first emerge from the Wheel with their horizontal eyes closed, and pursue a specific task to completion, before awakening as sapient creatures. Pilgrim Banishers also tended to possess fragmentary memories of other worlds. The fact this was a footnote raised some alarm with Krahe. Was reincarnation just part of known natural law in this world? If she encountered someone from Megacity Gamma, what then? She banished the thought and shifted her focus to souldregs.

Knowledge of the nature of souls seemed limited, but also well-established. They were made up of two parts, the Material and Immaterial Soul, also referred to as the Astral Body and True Soul. Upon a living being’s death, the Immaterial Soul would depart to Kenoma, while the Material Soul would be left behind and slowly dissipate over time as the body decayed. It was this Material Soul which could be extracted as souldregs.

Curiously, it seemed that the souldregs of most sapient beings were extremely undesirable for any practical applications. This information came from a section on why souldreg harvesting focused on animals and monsters.

“The souls of baseline humans, Saurians, Evoy, and even Gor’un baneworms (further referred to as “humanoids”) leave behind marginal souldregs with a very high average impurity, making it impractical at best to focus on harvesting humanoids specifically. Harvesting of humanoid souldregs is still practiced as part of post-battle scavenging, but humanoid souldregs are by law required to be stored in clearly marked storage devices. As a result, humanoid souldregs are typically rendered down and denatured to produce thaumic fuel (thaumine, a.k.a liquid DD) for various thaumatech devices or to charge dregstones.”

“Notable exceptions to this rule are the souldregs of those who have progressed far in developing an archetype; the magnitude of one’s souldregs grows with one’s archetype level. Roughly 90% of all humanoids will never reach a high enough archetype level to leave behind substantial souldregs.”

“By contrast, archetype-induced growth of souldreg magnitude is, in most non-humanoid creatures, geometric from the very earliest archetype levels. This phenomenon is the reason souldreg harvesting focuses on nonhumanoids to begin with, and roughly 80% of all souldregs which are later processed into thaumine/DD come from archetype-possessing nonhumanoids. Unfortunately, any degree of farming will completely stifle a creature’s ability to produce souldregs, skewing them toward souldreg-poor archetypes. Thus, vast tracts of land—such as the Beyond Frontier—are purposely left uncivilized to facilitate the growth and hunting of souldreg-rich fauna.”

A small map on the side of the page depicted Audunpoint as a dot in the top right, with text that read “the Beyond Frontier” sprawling across the rest of the window. There was no milestick, so she had no way to know just how far this supposedly uncivilized land stretched… But she liked the idea of it. Such an ecology would, by its very nature, prevent the hellish, hyper-urbanized fate that her own world had met. She kept reading.

Animals that develop an archetype to a momentous degree become separated from their own species, and are reclassified as Soulbeasts. It is these great beasts who provide that vast majority of the modern world’s non-denatured souldregs. Our most powerful artifacts and greatest works of Thaumatech are born from the sacrifice of such beasts.”

“It has long been theorized why only humanoid souldregs are near universally tainted, when many soulbeasts develop intelligence comparable to humanoids through evolution. The most widespread theory postulates that, due to a soulbeast’s previous existence as an animal, they all hold within themselves the assumption that they would be eaten after death—a notion not shared by humanoids. This theory, of course, does not hold up to scrutiny, but it is nonetheless one of our most widespread theories.”

Krahe felt her eyes starting to glaze over; as if out of nowhere, the weight of the world itself seemed to bear down upon her. She forced herself awake, darting out of her seat and returning the tomes to their rightful places before she left. It was not a choice—she needed rest. So, she returned to the run-down inn. Rather than ask to be woken up, which would draw attention, she barred the door and leveraged the chair against it for good measure. The room had a clock on the wall near the ceiling.


CHAPTER 8

When she awoke, the clock’s dial glowed a faint milky-white in the dark. She’d slept for around three hours, awakening just before midnight. Wakefulness had returned to her, though she wagered she had at best ten more hours before she would inevitably crash. That left her more than enough time to conduct her investigation. Were circumstances any different, she would’ve let herself sleep normally, but as far as she knew, her target might not have more than a few hours to live. For all she knew he could already be dead.

Krahe didn’t know why she felt so invested, so motivated to fulfill this seemingly random case. It wasn’t special in any sense, other than being her first case since rebirth. Deep within, she knew what it really was—a burning drive to struggle against evil and prevail. Saving an innocent life was secondary. Krahe wanted—needed—to find and expunge wickedness. Zastreon’s unspoilt beauty only served to amplify that subconscious desire.

Lighting a cigarette, she left, savoring Audunpoint’s tranquil nighttime atmosphere and staring up at the night sky. It wasn’t the wisest move, taking her attention off the path ahead, but she couldn’t help herself. That kind of nighttime sky could not exist in her world. Chemical pollution, light pollution, orbital pollution, and advert satellites all made sure of that. Not to mention the Banishment Wheel, ever looming, or Zastreon’s many small moons that hung up there as pale witnesses to all. The moons’ pallid glow made the street lamps feel obsolete.

With Garvesh’s directions, she easily located the smokery, though its location alone confirmed everything she’d expected—a shady place, in a shady part of town, hidden in the city’s twisting intestines and surrounded by about as much filth as that metaphor implied. Through a back road, she navigated her way to a yard where a sturdy door awaited. It was almost unassuming, if not for the raucous noise and the stenches of humanity blended with uncounted kinds of smoke that issued from within the ancient building.

Unsurprisingly, the bouncer stationed out front demanded payment for entry. He mentioned free admittance for fighters, but she wouldn’t have gone that way even if she was perfectly rested. The bouncer was a tall, muscular lizard, imposing and deformed in equal measure. His right arm was completely out of proportion, twice as large as it rightly should be, and bulging with baneworm tendrils beneath the skin. After taking a sizable bite out of her funds, he let her into the building where she was met by a nostalgic sight.

The L-shaped space was half hookah lounge, half pit-fighting den. It called to mind memories of at least twenty different establishments she’d carved into memory throughout her lifetime. For its shady provenance, it was a rather nice place overall; plush cushions and couches surrounded hookah-like water pipes and curious racks of more typical pipes. She even saw altogether alien implements, chunky machines with sloshing souldreg tanks, wafting iridescent fumes into the air. Somewhat surprisingly, she saw not a hint suggesting the presence of a VIP lounge.

Farthest from the entrance, she saw and heard the pit, surrounded by a dense wall of bodies cheering on the current combatants. Flashes of bluish light and the sounds of electric snapping played companion to mechanical whirring and heavy stomping.

A quite typical bar counter flanked her to the right, several stools lined up before it, with an eclectic variety of alien beverages on the shelves. Above, blackboards hung on the wall, listing fighter names and betting rates, as well as one with prices for renting the machines and their respective fillings. Apparently the souldreg-powered ones were called, uncreatively, “dregfumers.”

Two individuals were seated at the far end of the bar, bickering and drinking toxic-looking liquids. One was an Evoy painted head to toe in Seven Spokes imagery, his chitinous plating distorted and patchworked, as if hefty chunks had been cut out and replaced with grafts. His drinking companion was a man of seemingly Ainu ethnicity, possessing dark skin and an Asian facial structure. His curly, black hair hugged his skull, set into what would be best described as a punch perm. He wouldn’t have stood out, were it not for the fact that his teeth were painted black and he had an additional pair of arms sprouting from his upper back. Krahe didn’t pay them enough mind to take note of how they were dressed besides the Evoy’s near-nakedness and the presence of many bright, clashing colors on the four-armed man’s outfit. Both gave off an aura that made her want to avoid fighting either.

It was a relief to see these figures and many others like them all over the smokery, including three Anathemists that she could pick out just by their widespread anathema burns. One was a female, sitting alone, wearing a gorgeous, golden human face mask that contrasted with red-white hair and burns that seemed to cover most of her nearly exposed upper body. The two other Anathemists stood out by their—to put it bluntly—crackhead twitchiness. She took care to not move her left arm too much, but couldn’t bring herself to emulate that behavior.

Krahe sat down at the bar and waved over the barmaid. A well-endowed, scantily clad woman with subtly off-color skin on her face, much younger looking than the rest of her. She ashed a squashed cigarette into one of the several ashtrays littering its aged, pitted, battered wooden surface.

“What’ll it be?” came a chainsmoker’s croak from her.

Half an hour later and a chunk of change poorer, Krahe sat back and took a long drag from the mouthpiece of a hookah. She’d rented it for two hours, buying a lump of cassia, a vaguely minty herb that the barmaid said to be a step above arrha. From the kick Krahe got on the first drag, she was inclined to believe the sales pitch. She’d given it a once-over with the Prospector’s Eyes beforehand, of course, just to make sure she wouldn’t get dragged into a typical addiction hook scheme.

[Dried Cassia]

Status

Good (Average Quality)

Details

Habit Forming F3

Inhibition Release F3

Body Energy Amp G1

Mental Energy Amp G2

Before long, before she could even finish one-third of that cassia, a tanned, scarred man with a shaved head approached her stall and asked if he could partake. “Don’t got enough to rent a hookah for myself, but I’ve got my own stuff and mouthpiece. I can pay you a uh… hundred dregs.”

She had watched him get rejected by two other stalls, in the dismissive manner one might use on a legless hobo asking for spare change. He looked somewhat shady; just the sort that might know something interesting. So, Krahe let him in. There were multiple empty bowls on the table, one of which he took and replaced atop the hookah, filling it with his own herb. Krahe handed him the hose, taking the moment to observe what he had put in. Thin shavings with streaks of dark grays and purples.

[Dried Sabbi Root]

Status

Bad (Low Quality)

Details

Habit Forming C2

Inhibition Release D3

Stress Release C1

Stupefaction E3

When offered a drag, Krahe refused. “Eh, not for me.”

Despite her refusal, she couldn’t fully escape the smoke rising from it, or the scarred man’s exhalations. It tasted tobacco-adjacent, but acrid and sour, even by comparison to the most horrid SynthbaccoTM. She chuckled at that thought. That TM wasn’t a trademark; instead, including it as part of the title had been the brand’s attempt at convincing people that a two-hundred-year-old government project they had resurrected was, in fact, a proprietary product. The sad part was that it had worked, and their monopoly on their horrid product had gone uncontested for thirty years.

After some time, when he had smoked around a third of the bowl, the Sabbi-smoker made it clear that its effects had taken hold of him. His demeanor changed in a manner akin to someone pleasantly intoxicated, and his gaze leered down across her chest and to her hips, then a bit to the side. His eyes bulged out as he mumbled, “What’s that? Izzat…”

Catching himself, he glanced left and right, then leaned in, sputtering smoke into her face as he whispered, “That a Pattner repro on your hip? Damn, looks like an original at a glance… Can I take a look? Shit, sorry, I shouldn’t ask.”

Before she could even respond, he already leaned away from her and took a long drag, sighing on the exhalation.

“So uh… What kind is it? I could get you some dregshot and thaumine powder on the cheap if you wanna buy, but I’d rather not have your blood on my hands if the gun blows up…” he wheezed, still clearly trying to keep his voice down, and somewhat succeeding in that pursuit.

“No clue where it came from, took it from a dead man,” she lied.

“Well, you could always buy one bullet and test-fire the thing with a vise and a string, couldn’t you?” he suggested with a wheezing laugh, as if he’d just told the funniest joke imaginable. Then, the hysteria vanished from him and he took another drag, once again melting into his seat as verbal incontinence made a whole lot of interesting info leak out of his mouth. “Those Pattner guns… they’re basically indestructible. It may seem unenchanted, but the reason is that they’re built to deal with any bullshit that you put through them. You make an enchanted gun, you better be goddamn careful about what sort of ammo you put through it. Sometimes even the wrong kind of metal can play fuckfuck games with your enchantments. But a Pattner? A Pattner will shoot fire, ice, lightning, water, and curses, one after the next, without jamming, and you won’t even have to clean it afterward. Good fuckin’ luck finding a modern gun that can take that kind of abuse. Bissler’s weird mutant guns are the only copy-cats that even come close to the Pattner originals.”

“Tell me some other piece of interesting trivia and I might consider taking it as your payment.” She grinned, making a very real request seem like a joking one. Intoxicated as he was, though, her guest took it seriously.

"What'd you wanna know?"

“I’m curious about the big man around here; Mr. Damrus Hashem. Y’know, best to know who you don’t want to screw with.”

“Hashem? Where to start… Oh! I know! Those rings of his.” The baldo lit up, dipping his little finger into the smoldering mass of roots atop the hookah. He smeared the tar-and-ash mixture on the table, drawing a stunningly competent approximation of a hand bedecked by three rings; one on the index, and two on the ring finger. The first was a large plate with a spindly star, while the second had a pyramidal gem, and the third was a plain band above the pyramid ring.

“The Crimson Star, and the Amber Pyramid. That’s red and yellow. These are the symbols of Hashem’s power, both as a mafioso and as a thaumaturge. He’s got a nice revolver, too. Looks like a… I dunno, some kind of Bullstopper. A hundred types of those things out there. Four shots, big bullets, real powerhouse, but you can tell it’s a muzzleloader by the ramrod and the solid-backed cylinder with ignition glyphs where the cartridges would sit.”

“What of the plain ring?”

“It’s not real. The design is indicative of the ring’s power. It allows Hashem to double a thaumaturgy cast while the ring is active, or at least it seems that way. The copper ring vanishes once the artifact’s power has been spent, and reappears when it is ready once more. He’s… not the sort to spill what kind of abilities he has willy-nilly. The Amber Pyramid just happens to be the one he uses so often that someone managed to target it with a sufficiently powerful appraisal to penetrate his anti-appraisal measures.”

Fighters of increasingly eclectic nature came and went, and once the bald-headed man was finished smoking what he had brought, he bid her “Zabye” and left, making his way to the bar. There, he bet a hundred dregs on someone named Palehead. Krahe thought nothing of it, seating the bowl of cassia back atop the hookah and replacing her own mouthpiece. After burning the memory of the man’s drawing into her memory, she smeared it away with her bare hand and erased it with a flash of thauma. No harm came to her; the wards of her right palm took the punishment, making themselves known with a puff of ash that vanished as quickly as the tar flame.

It wasn’t long before Krahe got to see a belt-user in action. After his name was called, he rose up from a nearby booth and approached the pit. He was pale, short, and thin of figure, with straight, snow-white hair, and soft facial features. Even his irises were gray, so she inwardly nicknamed him “Monochrome.” His belt had a slot on one side and a lever on the other. He held in his hand a pressure canister, one whose shape resembled a CO2 cartridge and was about twice the size of one. Its silver contrasted with three yellow caution stripes on its side. Monochrome slotted it into the side of his belt and pushed the lever down; this action was accompanied by a somewhat unsettling cacophony of sounds as the belt itself spoke in a gruff, metallic voice. “WARNING: High velocity. Explosive pressure. Stand clear.”

Liquid metal flowed out from the belt over the man’s skin, enveloping him before it solidified into a full-body suit with a glowing, blue strip in place of a visor. It was made up of sleek, case-hardened armor all over, as if a stealth hoverbike had been given human form. Perhaps it was due to the cassia’s inhibition releasing effect, but Krahe actually made an effort to watch his fight; from her booth, she only needed to stand up to see into the pit.

His opponent was another belt-user, armored in the guise of a humanoid grasshopper, reinforced by what looked like a heavy-lift exoskeleton on his upper body. The grasshopper’s punches carried appropriately explosive force, whereas Monochrome outpaced his opponent in nearly every other aspect.

It was a typical matchup of power versus dexterity, and the technical fighter prevailed with ease. He wore down his opponent until the grasshopper limped and his helmet’s left eye came off, exposing the goo-smeared face beneath. Monochrome assumed a low, wide-legged stance, and both combatants operated their belts. Monochrome Man pushed the lever down twice in a row, while the grasshopper pressed a button in the center of his belt.

The grasshopper’s arm bulged before a mantis-like blade erupted from his forearm, spraying yellow fluid over the pit’s walls. Meanwhile, Monochrome’s belt emitted a warning klaxon, and steam vented from the gaps of his suit. His right leg’s plating came apart, an ominous blue glow between them.

Monochrome’s belt once more issued an ominous alert. “WARNING: Overpressure. Stand clear.”

The grasshopper charged ahead, howling in desperation.

Monochrome kicked him in half with a standing roundhouse, then almost immediately fell to all fours, the canister popping out of his belt. His armor melted away, and he heaved until pearlescent fluid that she presumed to be his blood showered down onto the sand-covered floor, mixed with a blue-glowing goop. It was a meltdown, as made abundantly clear by the barmaid’s croaking bellow calling it out; her voice blasting as if amplified by a speaker. When she turned to look, she saw that the woman was just speaking through an “O” made with her fingers.

“Palehead does it again, that’s a five win streak! Get the loser out of the pit and get him grafted back together, he doesn’t owe enough to just let him die yet!” the barmaid harked, putting down her hand. Monochrome had recovered and climbed out of the pit, heading toward the bar. The barmaid handed him a tiny bottle of thaumine, presumably his winnings, and said, “At this rate, you’ll get to fight Semzar.”

“I would rather not,” Monochrome replied coldly, walking to the exit.

The barmaid spoke grimly, under her breath as she watched him leave. “I’m afraid you won’t have a choice. Semzar doesn’t like losing out on a fresh new skinsuit.”

A few moments passed, and the barmaid perked up at the arrival of a new figure; several of them, considering the number of footsteps. She greeted them from out of sight in a sycophantic fashion that clashed with her demeanor up until now. Krahe filtered out most of what she said until she heard something worth paying attention to.

“Right this way, Mr. Hashem. We’ve plenty of free booths.”

Speak of the devil… Krahe thought. There were, in fact, not many free booths at all. Now that she’d looked around, she realized there was actually one free booth, right across from hers. A curse and a blessing at once, she supposed. It took absolutely ironclad mental focus to pay attention to Hashem’s coterie while giving off the appearance of an inebriated patron. Watching someone using only her peripheral vision was significantly harder when she couldn’t use an implant to lock her gaze to something. Nonetheless, she managed.

Judging by Mr. Hashem’s appearance and demeanor, she was quite confident that this was Semzar rather than Damrus. His body was young and barely had any visible deformities, besides what looked like bulging veins on his neck. She wouldn’t have been able to tell he was a baneworm if she didn’t already know. His four-man coterie contained exactly one individual of interest; a tall, lanky woman whose appearance made it feel like she stepped straight out of a late-twentieth-century biker gang. She wore black leather pants and a vest to match, with nothing underneath. Edgy tattoos covered her arms, and she had an orange-red mohawk. Though, the most enthralling details were a pair of bent-back horns, pointed ears bedecked by earrings, and ominously glowing eyes with black sclera. There was an elaborate sigil of tangled chains on the left side of her shaved head; the mark of her voidkey, Krahe guessed. Holstered on her left hip were a pair of strangely seventeenth-century-esque pistols, including large external hammers, though their heads were solid tapered strikers rather than holding flint.

For more than twenty agonizing minutes, Krahe listened in while quietly smoking all the cassia she had left. She heard absolutely nothing of interest beyond a single offhanded mention of getting someone called Gorguk to pay protection money.

Then, something changed. Rather, someone arrived. A small figure, face hidden by a gold-trimmed burgundy cloak. There was something “beyond” about that little person, a killing grace that she couldn’t place. The figure sat up at the bar and openly said to the barmaid, “I’m looking for Semzar Hashem.”

Aghast, the barmaid lied. “He’s uh, not here. Come by tomorrow, perhaps?”

“Pity,” said the cloaked figure, the tone of its voice making it abundantly clear that they hadn’t bought the lie. Nonetheless, they left, walking with an unnatural grace.

Every soul in the smokery seemed shaken, so Krahe appropriately sunk into her seat and took a long drag of the hookah, sighing in an exaggerated manner. It wasn’t long before Semzar leaned over to the lanky woman, a tense expression on his face, and spoke to her without the slightest effort to lower his voice. “Bring my new skinsuit. You know the one.”

The woman raised her split eyebrow at him, and he let out a frustrated sigh. “Number sixteen. Same holding place as Silberblut.”

At that, the lanky woman nodded, turning on a bootheel. Krahe took one last long, long drag, creating a reason to leave by burning the last of the cassia as well as a time gap between the lanky one’s departure and her own.


CHAPTER 9

Krahe made the incautious choice to trail the woman without knowing the extent of her sensory or combative capabilities. The utter brashness of her decision only grew more obvious when she spirited herself away from the smokery and actually started trailing, finding that the lady had at some point been joined by a quartet of henchmen; rather, two henchmen and two henchwomen each.

Nonetheless, her skills in evading detection and keeping track of a target remained sharp. It was true that she would’ve loved to have her WBX-4 Chameleon Field Generator, but on the other hand, she didn’t have to worry about cameras and network ping traps. Such had been the state of Megacity Gamma’s surface levels, the price its inhabitants had paid for an illusion of safety. In truth, the violence on the surface had been just as prevalent as in the undercity; it just got covered up or was perpetrated by the dogs of the state to begin with.

Her target was cautious, but not overly so. Krahe managed to follow her through the city’s tangled intestines to a residential district without being seen. The area was full of ancient structures that had been renovated into apartment complexes, showcasing richly detailed facades and bulbous towers reaching skyward. The only businesses she noticed were small general stores on the ground floors of some buildings. The place all but screamed “nobody comes here,” and thus it made sense that a mafia would use such an area to hold captives. Their hideout was hidden not by elaborate or extravagant means, but by simply being in as uninteresting a part of town as possible, an area that others were unlikely to investigate, an area filled by normal people too set in their comfortable lives to risk rocking any boats. She’d seen it a thousand times; people grabbed off the street in broad daylight with hundreds of onlookers, none of whom did anything and all of whom conveniently didn’t see the kidnappers’ faces, license plates, or any other identifying marks.

Eventually, she reached a point from which she could see where Semzar’s lieutenant stopped. An unassuming building with a butcher’s on the ground floor, with the conspicuous selling point of being open twenty-four hours a day, every day. Never unguarded, and a good way to dispose of corpses.

Things, inevitably, went sideways. She couldn’t tell at first, as she made her way back the way she came. There were plenty of chokes amidst that tangle of back alleys, and she intended to set a trap there. Her plan was to kill off the escorts and liberate Casus as he was being brought to the smokery, but that wouldn’t come to pass.

It was some ways in, after she had lit a cigarette, when she heard footsteps fast approaching from the butcher shop’s direction. Enough pairs of footsteps that she couldn’t pick them apart; at least five people. That lanky woman’s voice echoed with authority.

“Find her!”

She’d been seen. When or how, she didn’t know, the only fact which mattered was that she had been seen.

Sprinting through the back alleys, with the barking of her pursuers echoing behind her, Krahe conjured a Smoke Eruption grenade in her left hand and a Deathsmoke Burster in her right, bottoming out her entropy tolerance. She dropped both of them, hoping that the adjustments she’d made to their formation would cause them to detonate as intended. First the smoke bomb, then the burster a few seconds later, the timing based on a rough estimate of her pursuers’ arrival. Lacking the sensory precision or mental computing power to gauge it properly, she relied on the mixture of confused and agonized screaming to confirm she had gotten the timing right.

By her estimate, three pursuers had not only survived the trap but did so in a good enough state to continue their chase.

For all her tactical sense, however, these were their streets. Not hers. She wasn’t familiar with the many twists and turns of this place and soon paid the price for that ignorance when she found herself cornered at a dead end. Two clips in a pocket, one-fifth anathema capacity in her arm, and one-third of a cigarette between her teeth.

The lanky woman raised one of her guns, grinning threateningly.

“So? What happens now?” Krahe asked nonchalantly, taking a modicum of control.

“You’ll come with us, tell us exactly what it is that gave you the moronic idea to trail Semzar Hashem’s lieutenant, and maybe, if you’re very lucky, you might wake up in a dumpster missing a couple weeks of memory… maybe an arm and a leg,” she explained, putting on a serious mask to go with her dark tone of voice. Krahe had seen this act a thousand times before; she wasn’t convinced.

Before her stood a superior opponent with sufficient firepower to end her in one shot, and allies to boot. This was a fight Krahe had taken many times. She mentally stuck the lanky woman with the name “Mohawk” and her henchmen with “Fatboy” and “Slim,” based on their respective builds. Slim looked to be the same ethnicity as Monochrome, though more on the gray side overall.

Fatboy leaned in and whispered something into Mohawk’s ear, prompting a reluctant response from her as she pulled back her pistol’s hammer. “Bad luck. Guess you’ll just have to die.”

Mohawk pulled the trigger, and a killing light built within its barrel. Krahe had begun to dodge before it even fired based purely on the tensing of Mohawk’s arm and the way she leaned into the gun anticipating the recoil. A classic aim dodge, invented by the first users of Reflex Accelerator implants and polished to such a degree over two centuries that even non-augments could learn it by the time of Krahe’s generation.

A bright-red torpedo of screaming magic sailed right into the wall behind her as she slipped beneath and to the right of its trajectory. Its fulgent detonation, which roused memories of plasma warheads, ripped a man-sized hole into the building and sent both rubble and arcs of red lightning flying every which way, temporarily obscuring Krahe’s position and pelting her with small stones. The single crimson arc that found its way to her gouged a deep hole into her wards and put a hole in her bodysuit. Luckily, it was in an awkward location on her upper back, and as far as she could tell, it was merely a surface injury. Concussed by the impact and still reeling from it, Krahe briefly felt her perception of time slow. An adrenaline rush.

In terms of her own survival, the best course would be to run, but that was not a choice she could make. There were no good escape routes, and if she let the biker woman live, she would report back and the entirety of the Hashem Family might come down on her.

With haste, Krahe took a drag from her cigarette and blasted out a deluge of smoke, a Smoke Eruption Breath imbued with anathemic remnants. The smoke tasted absolutely rancid this go round, even burning her throat. This time, Mohawk drew her other gun, and the light which issued from it burned yellow, while her two henchmen glanced around in confusion. To their credit, they both quickly composed themselves; Fatboy smashed his fists together and conjured flaming gauntlets of some sort alongside a small barrier of flames right in front of him, while Slim raised a barrier of purple-glowing brambles that enshrouded most of his body, even as his eyes teared up and he held back a cough. With her free hand, Mohawk handed her other gun to Slim through his barrier, followed by an ominously red-glowing ball in quick succession. He shoved it into the barrel, reloading the arcane firearm much like the muzzleloaders it resembled.

Mohawk fired at where Krahe had been a moment earlier. This time, a bright-yellow tendril ripped forth. It smashed into the wall just behind Krahe, curving in an attempt to hit her, tearing a swiftly growing hole into her smokescreen. She heard the lanky woman swear in frustration as chunks of shattered, half-molten brickwork struck her on the back. It was another graze, but she felt the spray of ash as her lower back’s wards were ablated down to a fraction of their strength. A homing attack, but less than half the strength of that crimson torpedo.

Circling the group, Krahe initiated a Purge, hoping her smokescreen would conceal it. She aimed and fired at Slim through the gap in his barrier, two quick shots to the back of the head. His ward held up. Once. Blood and brain matter splattered the inside of his barrier before he crumpled, seizing in place. Krahe managed to dropkick Fatboy just as he picked up Mohawk’s gun, the firearm careening through the air several meters. She handsprung back to her feet just as Mohawk raised her other gun without reloading it, a faint yellow glow still present in its barrel.

The ammo must function as batteries, she thought. Fatboy had gotten up nearly as quickly as Krahe, already coming at her with those flaming gauntlets of his.

Making a cautionless bet with fate, Krahe rushed in and delivered a push kick, immediately ducking behind Fatboy so that Mohawk wouldn’t think to fire another crimson torpedo. Their proximity made the second of Mohawk’s yellow tendrils miss her altogether, its velocity and turn rate insufficient at this range. The biker-woman stumbled back a few steps, still visibly unsure as to what exactly had transpired. She angrily drew another pistol from inside her vest, trying to line up a shot on Krahe while Fatboy engaged her in a close-quarters battle.

Krahe, however, intended no such thing. She hopped backward and put two bullets into Fatboy, the man holding up a bare-knuckle boxer’s guard and in so doing generating a small barrier of wavering flame. She had guessed that those gauntlets had to be constantly generating entropy, thus significantly reducing his ability to deal with incoming impacts against his barrier. By his reaction to the first bullet, she decided to attach a Deathsmoke Tracer to the follow-up, and her read on him proved right.

The second gunshot sent him straight into Meltdown, flames belching out of his mouth and nostrils and his gauntlets flickering out. Lastly, the Deathsmoke Tracer which it dragged along smashed straight into his chest just below his neck. It wasn’t enough to kill him on the spot, his wards made sure of that, but it did send him stumbling back. The plasma ripped his flesh to shreds and bared his sternum, whilst the ravenous fury of its pyroclast continued to eat away at his flesh.

Perhaps thinking herself clever, Mohawk tried one of the older tricks in the book, using a dying ally as cover for a kill shot. Krahe had fully anticipated this, and by the time the crackling rocket ripped through the air, she was already two meters out of its path, and Mohawk was left standing there, looking like a moron with an empty RPG-7. Two seconds later, the missile’s impact could be heard from a couple tens of meters down the alleyway.

They stared one another down. Mohawk holstered the gun from which she had fired the red missile and began reloading the other. A mottled, cracked metal sphere, faint yellow light snaking over its surface. Krahe took that opportunity to reload for herself, stowing the partially empty clip in her pocket for later.

“So be it. I will give you this—You’ve earned every bit of pain that’s coming to you. What’s your name, moron?!”

Krahe openly summoned a cigarette into her hand, letting Mohawk see the Kenoma Pocket’s fanged grin before she slipped the cigarette between her lips. A flick of her thumb to ignite.

“Krahe. Yours?” she asked, taking a long drag. The thought that ran through her head was a consideration of whether this was just her foe trying to buy time, or some gangster equivalent to a feudal-era name exchange to ensure one could claim an opponent’s bounty.

“Shiva.”

“Nice to kill you, Shiva,” she said, exhaling another Smoke Eruption as she spoke. Shiva was ready, conjuring several blade-ended, wildly writhing chains and whipping her smokescreen apart before it could even settle.

Krahe closed the distance without another word, ducking to the left and raising her barrier on that side. Another graze from the homing yellow tendril, and that was enough to fill her entropy tolerance halfway. Several chains ripped at her back, managing to grab into her bodysuit and tear shallow claw marks through it. Having already dropped her barrier, she triggered a Purge as the dropped gun came into her hand.

∆∆∆

Shiva couldn’t believe just how suicidal this woman acted. Not only was she an Anathemist, the way she held herself suggested that she fully believed she could win. Taking down two low-ranking wise guys barely better than hired muscle meant little, even if she had done so efficiently. Shiva herself was barely above them in rank, sure, but at least she had real combat experience and a decent voidkey. There was something else that gave Shiva cause for concern; the way she dodged her Thaumshot. At this point, Shiva was all out of imbued Thaumshot and had no choice but to rely on normal thaumaturgy to dispose of this freak.

She activated one of her unique boons, allowing her to stealthily appraise someone whilst also penetrating most anti-appraisal defenses that she could expect to see.

Fifth level Cinder Mage with a Purgation Chimney? She must’ve gotten her hands on someone else’s voidkey a few weeks ago and now she thinks she can go against the Hashem Family… Strong base attributes. Explains the explosives. She could’ve set them up ahead of time, though she probably overdrafted or used an entropy shunt to get that much power out of them.

Her train of thought got thrown off when her opponent raised her own gun to her, as if she didn’t know that Thaumshot could only work for the one who imbued it or someone they designated as its user.

∆∆∆

Click.

Nothing.

A half-disbelieving, half-mocking laughter echoed from Shiva’s mouth.

Some kind of ID-lock? Krahe guessed.

Krahe pulled back the hammer and ran the trigger again, emitting a faux-frustrated sigh of defeat. It was a motion of disguise; she used it to conjure the Blasting Ring into her hand, and with some slight of hand, slipped it onto her finger.

“Fine, you’ve got me. Was that a good enough showing to join the Hashem Family? Because that’s all I got,” she lied, spewing whatever ridiculous nonsense she could think of to play for confusion. The split-second it bought her was enough to throw the gun back to its rightful owner, who reflexively grabbed for it, only for Krahe to close her fist and pour thauma into the Blasting Ring. Faint orange light ran down her arm. Two shots in a row; these shockwaves weren’t enough to hurt Shiva, but they did suffice to catch her off-guard, and more importantly, to send her gun flying out of reach. Krahe purged the small bit of entropy and instantly collapsed her flame into a miniature sun, pouring that power into her open palm whilst unloading three shots straight into Shiva’s midsection.

Even these gunshots didn’t quite punch holes into her wards, but it was a start. The emberlike glow of her arm shifted to an ominous hue of the reddest red; Shiva’s jaw fell agape as alarm appeared on her face.

“CINDER… FLASH!”

There was no need for her to cry out the thaumaturgy’s name. She did it purely out of the hope that it would distract, intimidate, or both. To Shiva’s credit, she used the charge time to perform a partial aim-dodge. Hellish light and swirling cinders issued from Krahe’s arm and a loud buzz accompanied it, catching Shiva on the left arm and part of her chest. Krahe swept her arm in the direction of her enemy’s travel, the pulse’s brief duration allowing for the adjustment.

Layers of tightly wound bronze chains made themselves known, only for them to be torn away from Shiva’s body and disintegrate into dust. She managed to raise her barrier quickly enough to catch the last one-third of the pulse, and this, too, took the form of swirled-together chains, with enough gaps between them for her to see through. Nonetheless, her skin bubbled and charred from the heat and a portion of her vest went up in flames and acrid smoke, exposing the plates of metal within.

∆∆∆

Shiva felt absolute wild-eyed panic grip her as that horrifying heatwave smashed through her, the sickness of anathema washing over and into her being as it ripped apart her wards. Its raw power was easily comparable to one of her Yellow Atropals, and though it couldn’t home in like them… It was a thaumaturgy, not a Thaumshot, and what was worse, that abomination wasn’t melting down. She was just casually Purging, an aura of smoke swirling about her, with the Pattner-type gun raised to Shiva’s chest.

That gun also hit like a truck, hard enough to make Shiva reconsider whether it was just another reproduction. That reasonable assumption had been challenged as the three shots whittled her wards down to a fraction of total strength. She prided herself on being able to eat one of her own Red Reapers head-on with just her wards, but they’d been weakened from the explosive traps enough for even this attack to punch through. She quickly rolled to the side, dropping her barrier lest she risk getting forced into Meltdown. Two more shots smashed into her back, and one hit her left shoulder.

Six shots—that’s the capacity of a typical Pattner clip, and Shiva didn’t see the tumorous hump or widened magwell to suggest a lengthened or double-stack system. She was familiar with such details because Sir Damrus had some accurate reproductions in his collection and Semzar had a habit of playing with them—but one of the genuine articles? That eluded even Damrus’ considerable reach. If this woman had one of those guns, it alone was reason enough for her to be hunted down and killed… or to get rich by selling it to the mafia, if she was smart. That was why Shiva had to kill her, right here and now; she might be valuable enough for Shiva to get punished for letting her escape.

Out of ammo and still visibly Purging, the Krahe woman was vulnerable… But so was Shiva. Her entropy was still up there, and nearly all of it was hard entropy to boot, so she couldn’t yet afford to raise her barrier. Purging would be obvious, and since Krahe had a Purgation Chimney on top of that gun it would be a disadvantageous bet to make. She decided to just play what cards she had as best as she could. Her tolerance was high enough that she figured she could eat another of those heat blasts if need be, since it clearly inflicted Energetic damage, but Krahe would just shoot her again to capitalize on the pressure.

No—she was overthinking. That pit fighter mentality was creeping in again, it was just a newbie Anathemist with good combat instincts and a fancy gun, nothing more.

∆∆∆

Before Krahe knew it, she had a snake made of chains and razors rushing for her arm, clearly trying to grab her gun out of her hand. End of the day, it was a gun with no bullets in it… And her Purge was nearly over. She let it go and instead closed the distance, directing a Deathsmoke Spray into her enemy’s face. As before she tried to whip it away, mistaking it for smoke. It didn’t inflict any meat damage, and for all Krahe knew it might’ve been halted by the barrier, but it didn’t matter. She knew how to win, it had become obvious. Shiva didn’t have shit for close-quarters skill. Her stance, her insistence on maintaining distance, everything about her screamed, “I’ve relied on ranged weapons all my life.” Guns, magic—didn’t matter. Wannabe gunslingers always tattled on themselves.

Shiva stomped and four rows of bladed chains whipped up from the ground, approaching like a wave. Krahe jumped over them, but they caught her trousers, causing her to hiss with annoyance, more for that than what they did to her wards.

Having closed the distance, she rolled forward on the landing and planted an overhead palm-heel strike into her foe’s sternum right as another bladed chain sailed past her. The implants were gone, but the mental math wasn’t; it just took more effort to do the ranging estimates. Shiva crumpled onto her open hand like a wet paper bag before stumbling back in an effort to regain range. She raised her barrier in a defensive reflex, but it was only the nail in her coffin. Krahe had already collapsed her own flame by the time she had landed, and her arm had taken on that accursed red glow as her attack hit.

“Who—” Shiva began, but didn’t get to finish.

EVIL-SCOURING KILLING LIGHT

BLACK HAND OF DESOLATION: CINDER FLASH

It sent her straight into Meltdown; her voice was choked by a cough of chainlinks and chips of metal slag. A half-second later the blood boiled inside her heart, a river of crimson-red running from her eyes, ears, and other facial orifices. She was dead on the spot, her brain ruptured by massive hemorrhages.

A nuclear shadow of her upper half had been burned into the wall right behind her, though her corpse remained mostly intact. After a brief breather, Krahe gathered her gun, as well as any empty clips and shell casings. The glasses made this trivial. Afterward, she turned her attention to Shiva’s corpse. First came the rings which adorned her right hand. Krahe pulled the both of them off of her fallen foe’s fingers, scanning them once they were in her hand.

[PURPLE JADE RING, WARDED SOULDREG VESSEL]

Status

Good

Details

Anti-Scrying D1

Contents Concealment D2

Contents

UNKNOWN

The second ring turned out to be a CRC ring with a DD value of five thousand.

As she stripped the rings from her foe’s still-warm fingers, Krahe couldn’t help but notice the gangster’s boots.

They were gorgeous knee-high things, obviously custom-made, and their size seemed similar enough to her own. Their most striking feature had to be their aggressively shaped armored toecaps. Krahe pulled them off the dead woman’s feet without an ounce of shame.

“At least you had good taste in footwear, if nothing else…” she muttered. She had momentarily considered taking her leather pants, too, since they also looked to be of good quality, but Shiva’s legs were downright spindly compared to her own… And she didn’t feel like playing the coin toss that was disrobing a fresh corpse. Krahe had no use for those weird flintlocks, and as far as she knew, they were somehow ID-locked to their original user, making them worthless to her. Shiva’s voidkey had partially emerged by this point, and Krahe pulled it before fleeing the scene, as she could hear others not too far off. Whether they were normal people drawn by the commotion or Shiva’s allies, she didn’t want to be seen by them.

Voidkey in one hand and boots in the other, she made her way to a concealed nook in an out-of-the-way dead-end alley, hidden behind a mass of construction waste next to an abandoned half-finished building. There, she shamelessly donned Shiva’s boots, placing her old pair in the Kenoma Sack. At first, they felt a bit tight, only to widen well beyond what should have been possible as she tried to push her foot in. That was when she gave them a look with the Prospector’s Eyes and found that they were not just enchanted to self-adjust, but also to improve the wearer’s balance.

[HEADKICKERS, HEIRLOOM COMBAT BOOTS]

Status

Exceptional

Details

These boots will adjust to perfectly fit their wearer.

They can shrink down to half or grow to twice their original size.

These boots actively repel filth and expel filth produced by the wearer through the soles. This expelled filth is denatured in the process, making it useless for tracking, and evaporates within five minutes.

These boots passively repair themselves over time. This process can be accelerated by supplying thauma. Breaks can be made to mend instantly by applying a sufficient amount of thaumine (DD).

These boots once belonged to a foolish old man who didn’t know when to lie down and die. The wearer’s sense of balance is strengthened, and supplying thauma allows the wearer to produce a light anchoring effect on any surface touched by the soles of these boots.

Krahe had good reason to have gone for the boots over other loot. Pants and jackets were easily obtained; a size discrepancy wasn’t a dealbreaker. But good quality, fitting footwear was a huge pain to find and could last decades. With cybernetic limbs, footwear sizes became even more standardized and anything that deviated yet further drifted into the realm of expensive custom-made things.

As for Shiva’s voidkey, it was… interesting, at least in its physical design. Its body looked similar to the keys she’d seen at Garvesh’s, a thick, rough iron spike with a wide head. Its surface had been polished and inscribed with ominous sigils, then wrapped in a silver chain with brass rivets holding the chain to its body. In short, it was the definition of edgy. The Prospector’s Eyes confirmed her assumption; it was handmade. It didn’t grant any unique boons, but its characteristics were superior to those of Purgation Chimney in nearly every way. She put it in her Kenoma Pocket to get a look at it and found that despite listing the same numbered letter grade for throughput, the system signaled that it was greater than that of Purgation Chimney.

[SHIVA’S WARDING CHAIN, WROUGHT IRON VOIDKEY]

Tags

Second-order

Voidkey

Details

Thaumic Throughput +F1

Entropy Tolerance +F3

Entropy Dissipation +F2

Barrier Catalyst (Basic)

Ward Catalyst (Basic Hardened)

Ward Hardening +E1

Krahe pulled her voidkey and implanted Shiva’s Warding Chain. Drawing on thauma to test out the change, she estimated the increase to have been some ten to fifteen percent over the Purgation Chimney. As for her tolerance and dissipation, there was a world of difference. She could now fire off two Cinder Flashes in quick succession. A metaphorical double-barreled shotgun; the perfect tool for what she would need to do tonight.

After all, she’d just put down one of Semzar’s lieutenants like an animal—after the woman had come after her, no-less. She’d probably already told whoever was still back at that butcher’s shop. Moreover, these boots were a bright holographic sign screaming, “I killed Shiva, come get me!” Krahe liked these boots. She liked them enough that the desire to wear them was a very real factor in her decision to go back to that butcher’s shop, extract Casus Aristedes, and fumigate the place.

There was no doubt in her mind that whoever guarded that place outstripped her in terms of raw attributes… But these were gangsters. People unaccustomed to dealing with a capable opposing force. Sure, gang wars were brutal, and the mafia walked hand in hand with assassination, but those were different matters. Small-time gangsters folded like paper dolls when put up against a militarized force, or more appropriately to Krahe’s case, someone with the skill set to infiltrate and depopulate a high security corporate black site. Even full-on killer psychopaths often didn’t know how to deal with someone able, willing, and trained to fight an objectively superior enemy.

She took some time to prepare; first, she pulled everything unnecessary out of her Kenoma Pocket and moved it to the Kenoma Sack, then did the reverse by moving all of her ammo into the Kenoma Pocket for fast access. In this process, Krahe also learned that she could now open the Kenoma Sack much faster than at first, guessing that it had to do with her own improved grasp of thaumaturgy and the reinforcement to her throughput from Shiva’s Voidkey.

Though by no means a combat knife, the blade she had taken from the camp in Jas’raba was thick, sharp, and had a good stabbing point. After a brief inspection to ensure it had a full tang rather than a fragile rat-tail, she slipped it behind her belt. Krahe was never a close-combat specialist, but she also hadn’t avoided it, since her radiation blasters, much like Cinder Flash, had excelled at close ranges.

She had undergone both real and virtual close-combat training in various styles, even seeking out an enigmatic martial arts master deep in Sector 7 to learn his fighting techniques. Simply named the “Sector 7 Anti-Cyborg Style,” it was a brutal, hybridized system built out of elements from a myriad of martial arts; these included Oshchepkov-style Sambo, Kenpo, and Escrima, among others.

The man she’d learned it from, an unassuming figure named “Sauer,” had also suggested the existence of techniques specifically for leveraging one’s own cybernetics to destroy “Walking Superweapon” type cyborgs, but she’d never gotten far enough to learn even one.

A bitter taste surfaced in her mouth. She had died only weeks from her next visit with Sauer, a visit during which he had promised to teach her one of these mythical techniques. She hoped that he was still waiting, since the alternative was that her fusion bomb dead man's switch had killed him.

Krahe’s reason to metaphorically dust off this skill set was simple. She had no intent to fight fair, and besides her gun, she lacked effective methods of overwhelming barriers. Thus, her best choice was to just come after people close-in, bypass their barriers, and pierce through their wards to kill them.

There was a flaw to this tactic; a knife wasn’t well-suited for anti-armor combat. Sector 7 Anti-Cyborg Style solved this by simply assuming that the practitioner had a vibroblade or some other anti-armor capable short weapon; a reasonable assumption to make.

Krahe decided to hack-together her own Armor-hunter dagger.

Taking the knife in her left hand, she molded a mass of compressed pyroclast around its handle and down the flat of its blade, with vents facing the edge and point and channels leading to them from the handle. The design came out quickly, not because she had any great mastery over thaumaturgy, but because she was using thaumaturgy to create a crude copy of a knife she was intimately familiar with, a Wolf and Raven Mark 7 Plasma Stinger. The modification would, in her mind, function by funneling and focusing a smaller-scale, more focused Cinder Flash around the blade to erode armor and flesh, making way for the blade itself.

The high temperatures involved wouldn’t be an issue, since it would be a pulsed attack and she didn’t plan on using this knife for long. A brief test proved the theory correct, at least as far as funneling the power of Cinder Flash through the enhanced blade. It still had the issue of requiring Thaumic Fusion to function, leaving her with a limited number of shots before she would need to turn to normal magic. How many exactly, she couldn’t tell; between her arm’s capacity and her own tolerance, twenty was an optimistic estimate, ten if she really poured on the power output.

Maintaining the construct itself demanded a constant supply of thauma, but it didn’t place any significant strain on her passive dissipation while not in use, only rising in demand when she stressed it. When she needed to reload her gun, she could just palm the knife into the Kenoma Pocket.

As she left her hiding place with the knife in one hand and her gun in the other, she pulled up the Thaumaturgies submenu. The dagger, it seemed, was sufficiently differentiated from Cinder Flash to count as its own technique.

[Cinder Armor-Hunter]

Tags

Second-order

Cinder Element

Burst Beam

Energetic Damage

Weapon Support Construct

Anathemism

Details

A mass of compressed pyroclast formed around any short (sub-30cm) blade.

The unstable construct requires a continuous supply of thauma to retain coherence. When supplied with the high energy output of Thaumic Fusion, the construct automatically produces a compact, ultra-short-duration Burst Beam.

Linear input/output scaling. Burst intensity scales with energy input.

Burst Beam has an approximately half-meter range with a hard cutoff.

Inflicts heavy, high-precision Energetic damage.

Inflicts a pseudo-lacerative effect against flesh (hydrothermal rupture).

Avoiding those searching for her wasn’t difficult; they were loud and boisterous, announcing their presence. Even those who kept their voices down stomped loudly enough to track. The first unavoidable obstacle: Two men in the alleyway leading to her target street. They spotted her peeking out from behind the corner and called out, demanding she identify herself. Krahe responded by shouting that she had found Shiva dead nearby, alongside four other bodies too mangled to recognize.

The bait accomplished its goal, getting the two to come closer so she could hit them with a short-fused burster. One survived; she soccer-kicked him in the head. Once, twice, thrice, until his brain matter signed an impressionistic death certificate on the nearby wall. Unnecessarily brutal, maybe, but this was a matter of preserving resources, and Krahe wasn’t opposed to brutality in the slightest. This grisly scene would have a stronger psychological effect on the returning patrols than clean kills. Terror was among a lone warrior’s best weapons against a superior force.

Krahe approached the butcher shop quickly, though cautious to minimize the amount of time she spent within sightline of the windows. There was just one person visible through the storefront.

She rushed in and took down the man across the counter with a flying headscissor, pulling his arm back until it popped out of the socket. It was a surprise that it even worked; she’d expected his wards to resist, but no such thing came to pass, as if he didn’t have a voidkey to begin with.

Lifting him up by his good arm and twisting it behind his back, she pressed her knife against him and hissed in his ear. “Try anything and I’ll fry you until there’s nothing left but a pile of meat and a greasy shadow on the wall, understood?”

The only response was a vaguely affirmative whimper of pain and fear.

“Casus Aristedes, Mamon Knight Silberblut. Pilgrim Banisher. Ring a bell?”

Another whimper of affirmation.

“Up—Upstairs, top floor. Dunno anymore. I don’t care who you’re with, just don’t kill me. Please!” he begged. “I just run the butcher shop! I’ve got no stake in this gang shit!”

Krahe silenced him by choking him out, then broke his shin by holding his leg still and kicking it. It was to ensure he couldn’t run away and warn others. She shifted him a bit so he wouldn’t try to stand on the busted leg; it wasn’t an act of cruelty, but simple pragmatism.

Unfortunately, she hadn’t gone as unnoticed as she would’ve liked. In the back of the butcher shop, right there in the doorway, another figure awaited her, gun in hand and bright-red glow roaring in its barrel.

Another female gangster, dressed similarly to Shiva. A notable difference, heavy eyeshadow and dark-green lipstick. She regarded Krahe for a moment; her eyes ventured downward, and an appalled and infuriated expression gripped her features at the sight of Krahe’s boots. With that tensing, so too did her hand tense, and Krahe instinctively leapt down into a near-quadrupedal scramble, raising a barrier above herself. Red lightning lashed at the barrier from another of those crimson rockets as it flew overhead and wrecked a portion of the storefront. The windows blew out. She hoped the butcher was unharmed.

Krahe would’ve risen up from the ground to try and take down her foe, but the one she’d mentally nicknamed Lipstick had already fled up the stairs. She gave chase and soon caught Lipstick in her sights.

∆∆∆

That wasn’t a person staring at Valza from across the butcher’s kitchen, wearing her sister’s boots. Those boots, which Shiva had inherited from their late father; she would’ve sooner died than part with them, and so Valza was undeniably certain this raven-haired Anathemist had killed her. He was once a renowned freelance contractor, fallen at the soulbeast-muscled, steel-boned fists of a Zaveshian graft-apostle. It had been a minor miracle that there was even a fight, but a fight there was, and the story of it was still told to this day… every once in a while, in certain parts of the city, usually in bars the old man used to frequent. But what mattered was that he was remembered by strangers after over a decade after his death, and Shiva told his story whenever she could.

Shiva, in her ever-brash personage, would’ve willfully ignored the signs, but Valza could scarcely ignore it. That stare, the posture, the sense that she could kill at a moment’s notice… Sure, Valza was a gangster; she’d maimed and murdered, but she hadn’t ever done it lightly. Even pit fighters had to separate themselves from their hyper-violent profession somewhat, as they were just normal people outside the pit. And those anathema burns, by Zavesh, she ought to be curled up on a grafter’s table begging for painkillers, not gripping a gun with those fingers as if it didn’t so much as itch.

This green-eyed demon? She wasn’t a person anymore. Like one of the few soldiers who came back from the Third Saglasian Secession War missing limbs only to get themselves fixed up with gun-arms and write memoirs about how much fun they had.

Valza knew that look, that subtle tension, the near-tangible willingness to kill just to overcome a perceived obstacle. Mr. Hashem had that look in his eyes, and it was that look of his which so effortlessly turned his rabid dog of a son into a pacified puppy.

She wielded one of Shiva’s guns—a gift from her sister—and, maddened by grief, Valza hoped that this strike from beyond the grave would help avenge her. She gathered what courage she could and pulled the trigger, hoping that a Red Reaper would put her down. The green-eyed demon ducked under it as if she’d known exactly when it would come, and in panic, Valza sprinted to the upper floor to try and warn everyone as fast as she could, given her footwear.

∆∆∆

Lipstick was shouting. That wasn’t good. There went the stealthy approach—right out the window. On the landing between floors, Krahe caught up to her. Those stupid-looking platform boots had turned her gait into a hobble.

Her last moments began with a kick to the knee from behind, and as she crumpled to the ground and her ankle rolled in a way it absolutely shouldn’t, Krahe caught her. She caught her with her left arm and put her dagger right into her back, then hit her with enough power to put out a full-scaled Cinder Flash, expecting her wards to be as strong as Shiva’s. They weren’t. No sooner did her knife sever Lipstick’s spine that the heat blast ripped straight out the front of her wards, and the flash-boiling of her bodily fluids blasted the woman's chest cavity onto the nearby window pane.

Krahe immediately started Purging and raised her gun up the stairway, hearing two sets of footsteps approach. As she fired off four rounds in rapid succession, a hail of fingerbones peppered her chest. Soon thereafter, their source dropped to the ground, gurgling, made to drown in his own blood by way of ballistic tracheotomy. His wards had put up enough resistance that the bullet couldn’t sever his spine. Those fingerbones hit like .22LRs and put a good dent in her wards, she had to give him that. If he could maintain that firepower he would’ve been a real threat, and had she had her barrier raised, the barrage would’ve thrown her into Meltdown. Unfortunately for the gangsters, they lacked the tactical sense to assess threats and use cover. Or perhaps they simply lacked the hard-earned instinct to treat everything as a potential combat situation.

Regrettably, the other man did possess the presence of mind to rush her while she was still purging, and her two remaining rounds bounced right off his intense, blue, full-body barrier. It was unique in that it conformed to his shape, resembling a suit of shimmering armor rather than an ovoid bubble. He came at her blasting rays of that same seething-blue out of his hands, eyes, and even mouth—ripping sizable holes in her wards despite her best efforts at active projectile avoidance. Krahe had no choice but to use a simple takedown, once more exploiting the fact neither barriers nor wards did jack shit against grappling. It wasn’t long before both his arms had been liberated of their sockets and she had her knife against the back of his head, kneeling on his neck.

He barely got his shit together enough to start pleading by the time she charged another Armor-hunter, bottoming out her entropy tolerance to maximize its power. As she’d expected, the man’s barrier-armor flared to life a second before she brought the knife to bear against the back of his head.

Holding the anathema charge as if it were a deep breath, she got up and threw a few quick kicks. The impact of steel toecaps made his barrier ring like a glass bell. As he fumbled to get back to his feet, she pressed the knife into his back and released the pulse. The only thing his stalwart struggle for life brought him was a messy death, leaving him melting down with a wound in his back just deep enough to expose his spine. Another pass with the knife was the coup de grâce, stabbing deep and puncturing his heart.

Hearing only vague, distant commotion perhaps two floors up, Krahe took a few moments to reload and pull the voidkeys from the corpses surrounding her. All were significantly inferior performance-wise to the Warding Chain, but they would be good money once she could sell them; that is to say, once there was no Hashem Mafia left to pose a threat to future purchasers.

Vital intel revealed itself when she reached the next floor up and glanced down the hall. Hushed voices accompanied tense and scared faces peeping through the door cracks of their apartment doors. She wouldn’t have to clear the whole building.

As for those on the third, uppermost floor, it seemed they decided to wait for her rather than come down. The better of two choices, true, but nonetheless a doomed tactic. Krahe picked out one of the people peering out from inside an apartment, a small lizard-boy with an innocent wonder in his eyes, and went over to him.

“I need to go through your home, out the window,” she said, and the child let her through, to the absolute terror of his anthropomorphic Komodo-dragon parents. Krahe was gone in moments, passing through their two-room abode like a ghost and leaving out the window. She climbed up to the next floor using the many handholds that this venerable architecture provided. Peeking inside, she saw two obvious gangsters sitting by a table playing cards, audibly guffawing about the commotion downstairs, seeming not to take it seriously. That is, until she smashed in the window and tossed in a short-fused smoke grenade to disturb their game.

∆∆∆

The window broke. A spherical something tumbled through, and then there was smoke. Rancid, horrid smoke that burned the eyes.

Before they could spring into action, one of them was already dead. A blade of searing heat smashed right into the survivor’s chest, tearing apart ward and armor and skin, only to sputter out and die. A steel blade followed with it, but he was gone from its reach by then. A woman’s scoff. Three gunshots in three seconds. He was dead on the spot.

Three of his friends rushed to the room, following the noise. The green-eyed devil had smoked it up all over again and hid behind a corner. With a flash of the heat-knife, another man went down. Three more gunshots. An overloaded barrier—the second, a pointy-eared man, went to the ground, puking green sludge. Last, a woman with six fingers met her end by way of grappling; wards did nothing to stop the holds and takedowns employed by the demon, and before the smoke could clear, the six-fingered woman no longer had a congruent brain.

By the time the pointy-eared man’s meltdown ended, he saw her face. It was burned into his brain when he caught three bullets to the head and did not die, because he raised his barrier and his wards were strong. She raised her knife, only to realize the blade was warped and useless, so she threw it aside.

The Anathemist made her gun vanish into a fanged maw on her palm as she lunged at him, hooking one leg and pressing her coal-skinned claw of a left hand to the side of his head. Her face centimeters away from his, a sickly burn consumed him as he witnessed the rising crimson glow. He thrashed in wild-eyed, fight-or-flight panic, and she released him, but an eruption of preternatural heat boiled the brain inside his skull before he could cross the doorway.

In that room, she left a scene of boiled gore and shadows burned into the walls. It was a sight that would soon become familiar to those who served Damrus Hashem.

∆∆∆

Scrambling. Doors creaking. Calling out for their comrades, then swearing in anger. Five sets of footsteps on the approach. A mechanical callout was heard from the next room over. “WARNING: High velocity. Explosive pressure. Stand clear.”

Was Monochrome here, or was that just the same type of belt? It didn’t matter. Krahe made her way back out the window, onto the tiny balcony, barely more than a ledge. One fool who leaned out to check soon met the pavement at terminal velocity, and a short-fused burster went in right after he had been dragged out.

Purging, Krahe vaulted to the adjacent balcony, kicking in the window and leaping through. A large projectile struck the wall in her wake, tearing at her wards with its passing. Cold. Very, very cold. Even the sound of the impact shattered like ice. This room was laid out like a cell, its door open outward. Waiting for an occupant. She wasn’t that occupant. Rushing out into the hallway, she raised her gun to those survivors who exited the room. The first and second fell to two bullets with anathema-imbued tracers attached. Rather, not anathema, but its waste, stored in her arm. Krahe decided to differentiate anathema itself from that detritus; she would call it Isotope. It was as useful for enhancements as it was getting rid of that flu-ish ache in her body.

The next assailant, she missed with her initial shot—the second struck him on the shoulder. He returned fire by sending a wave of needlepointed ice spikes rushing down the hallway, forcing Krahe to jump straight up and wedge her legs between the walls. She let herself fall a moment later, raising her barrier straight down. The construct-ice crumpled beneath her weight before she broke into a sprint down the hallway; not because of the ice mage, but because of his silver-armored compatriot whom she spotted at the corridor’s far end.

Door after door, all heavy-set, most closed. She made her way to an open space at the top of the stairwell. She had not just reloaded by the time she reached that place, but also dropped a burster behind herself.

Out from its eruption, the silver warrior ran just as unnaturally fast as Monochrome. Krahe pushed as hard as she could, collapsing flame into fusion and flooding her arm with anathema as she popped off one bullet after the next. The silver man cranked his belt twice. It began the same warning vocalization as Monochrome’s belt had done in the pit, but this warrior leapt into a flying dropkick before the belt even finished the first word.

Krahe pushed as hard as she could whilst falling to the side in the hope that the man in silver would be unable to adjust his own trajectory, but his velocity far surpassed any that Krahe could generate.

The light of anathema painted the walls and ceiling in swaths of dancing crimson, and just barely, Krahe managed to get her head out of the way of his outstretched foot. At that moment, there came a horrid buzz, and bloody light flowed forth from her arm. The man in silver was struck aside by the force-wave of not her magic but the air itself being caught in its terrible deluge. His course was only skewed by a touch, but that was enough; as his armor warped under the dreadful heat, the man smashed into the wall and tumbled down the stairs to the landing below. It would’ve been more of a struggle if his armor had been slower and more power focused like Monochrome’s opponent; then, he would have been able to withstand even the strongest of Krahe’s attacks.

A hacking cough came over her—meltdown.

Despite it, Krahe forced herself to keep moving. She dragged herself up the stairs, holding onto the railing as she trailed dense smoke and spat ash.

The armored man’s belt spat out its fuel cell, and his transformation vanished, just like Monochrome’s in the pit. That burst of ultra-high performance probably forced a detransformation to ensure the user wouldn’t suffer serious consequences. She’d seen it before in power armor; the Mk. 5 Interceptors could go from a standstill to supersonic in a flash, but they had a hardwired shutdown right after the speed burst because it near-universally knocked out human operators. Krahe didn’t know if this system worked like that, and didn’t care. They were just memories dragged to the surface, like corpses washing ashore upon a frozen lake’s first thaw in a decade.

Spewing vile ash and smoke from her face, Krahe stumbled down the stairs, emptying her gun into the man one bullet after the next. Ka-clack. Bang. Ka-clack. Bang.

She clumsily loaded a fresh clip and emptied it into him, aiming for spots she knew were unlikely to cause lethal injury. The last thing he saw was her smoke-wreathed, ash-coughing countenance filled with anger and hatred before she kicked his head in. Krahe hated him not on a personal level, but in the moment, for causing her meltdown. She nearly tripped over an extra canister which had rolled out of his pocket onto the landing and decided to take it and his belt just in case one of his friends came up the stairs. There was nothing to suggest those belts couldn’t be reused, but she also didn’t feel confident in using one herself, considering its obvious deleterious effects on the user. As such, she simply tossed the belt over her shoulder for now.

Krahe felt some remorse as she made her way back up those stairs; remorse for wasting good bullets.

She proceeded to the other end of the corridor, carefully checking each door in turn. All but two of the apartments to the left-hand side had been converted into holding cells, while the one farthest from the stairwell served as a makeshift office. The room she’d broken into had a reinforced cell door, but internally, it seemed to function as a recreational area… At least as far as she could tell under the battle damage, gore, and burnt-in silhouettes of her own making. The ice-user from before was still there.

“T-take whoever you want. I’ve seen nothing!” he pleaded the moment her gaze fell upon him.

Krahe briefly weighed what to do with him—whether to tell him to live and tell of her as a terror tactic, or to interrogate him about Casus’ whereabouts. She also noticed thick window bars leaned up against the wall, suggesting that the room was, in fact, being converted into a cell.

Before she could question him, a voice came from the cell directly across the hallway. “Favonia? Favonia, is that you?” It carried a curious warble, with a depth and timbre that suggested a masculine source.

Hoping that this was her target, Krahe approached the ice-user. “The cell keys.”

Trembling, he pointed toward the office as she’d expected, and erelong she had locked the surviving gangster inside an empty cell for posterity. There was little reason to kill him now, and Krahe did want at least one survivor to go on and tell the tale. In this world, at this juncture, she could afford to do that, having exactly zero background or past identity here. This incident would be a good first line on the first page.


CHAPTER 10

As she unlocked the door from beyond which that voice emanated, Krahe beheld a figure she strongly suspected to be Casus Aristedes. It was either him, or the Hashem Family had managed to kidnap two Pilgrim Banishers.

His sleek form rose up from a curled-up heap on the ground with a not-quite-human grace, languidly sitting up on a wallside cot. Between his build and slickness of motion, the Banisher could’ve passed for a street samurai wetwared to the gills with motoric coprocessors and xenotech nerve accelerators. For all she knew about Pilgrim Banishers, he could very well be this world’s equivalent to that; even the best of the best could get captured by normals if they got caught off-guard. The faint phantom pain in Krahe’s neck was a testament to that.

Much like the Zaveshian receptionist, his skin was segmented into plates, though colored in shades of periwinkle and blue rather than purple. Unlike the receptionist, Casus possessed a nose and even hair with a substantially shorter third-eye slit between his horizontal eyes to the top of his forehead where his hairline began. As for his hair, it was long—far too long for one who presumably used form-fitting armor like the belt-users she’d seen thus far; it was swept to one side, cascading down his back and chest to just below his ribcage. At a glance, it seemed white, but it was pearlescent in the light and revealed the faintest of blue shades. Pointed ears stuck out of this mane, almost exactly sideways.

Despite everything else, his eyes grabbed her attention the most, being bright burningly orange with streaks of yellow. His pupils, cross-shaped at first, had now expanded into four-pointed stars.

His outwardly alien appearance contrasted with his foppish style of dress: a white, satin shirt, tight leather trousers with lacing up the sides, and a bright white snakeskin belt with a golden belt buckle in the form of the Igarian Seven-spoked Wheel insignia. Strange dress shoes in the same white snakeskin as his belt adorned his feet, with sabaton-like segmented armor on their front halves. They even had bright-red soles, if his fashion sense wasn’t already outrageous enough.

He squinted, confusion audible in his voice. “You… are not Favonia.”

Krahe raised an eyebrow. “Casus Aristedes, I presume?”

“Yes, that would be me,” he said lethargically. “I appreciate the rescue, stranger. However… Please do not say the church sent you.” He seemed exhausted, or perhaps sedated, and it was clear that he had questions pertaining to Krahe’s identity.

“They didn’t. Garvesh did,” she said, squatting in front of him, palming a cigarette into her mouth. In the same motion, she lit it and outstretched her hand to him, conjuring another and offering it up.

“It’ll wake you up. It’s just arrha.”

The Banisher regarded it briefly, a blue glow pulsing in his eyes before he muttered an affirmation and took it from her, to which she lit it for him. A long drag and a sighed exhalation later, the sleepless fatigue began to recede as he straightened out, stretching. His right hand was not his own flesh, but rather a skeletal scaffold of brass-like metal intertwined with bundles of bare muscle, through which black tubes were intermittently visible.

“I—I can fight, but… my belt, they took it. I will not be much use without it. It’s…”

He kicked his head back. The vertical slit on his face spread open, revealing itself to be a third, particularly large eye, pale blue in color; it sat in its socket such that half of it protruded outward, the muscles which held it in plainly visible in the socket as concave triangles of flesh to its top and bottom. Its star-shaped pupil expanded out to nearly the shape of a diamond as the eye rolled wildly in its socket, the Banisher’s human eyes looking around as if he were searching for something in a pile of strewn-about clothing.

A half-distraught, half-resigned expression furrowed his brow.

“Not here. Far to the northwest. Somewhere in the city, underground, they must’ve taken it elsewhere. I must retrieve it, else it will surely be broken apart and used for evil.”

“Alright, fine. I’ll help you retrieve it,” she said, not even bothering to put on the facade of reluctance. “But you’ll owe me big time.”

“I already do.”

“No, that’s on Garvesh. This one’s on you. Can you use another belt in the meanwhile?” she said, offering the canister-driven belt. “If not, just pull a voidkey out of one of the corpses along the way. You look like you can fight even with an unfamiliar weapon.”

His eyes lit up when she drew attention to the belt.

“A Dregsteam Coupler will work, yes.” He nodded, taking it from her and effortlessly whipping it around his waist. He gave the lever a few tentative cranks, the belt complaining about “NO FUEL CELL PRESENT” with each one. The belt seemed to perk him up significantly more than the arrha, a spark lighting up in his eyes. “First of the Fourth-generation mass-production models, this must be the Mark Six or Seven going by the improved strap and slimmed-down coupler chassis. It burns a thaumine-based compressed fuel rather than using a traditional Catalyst. The bodily strain factor is fairly high, but still tame compared to my Silberblut Coupler. Its biggest disadvantages are the lack of inbuilt weapons, relatively weak armor, and the forced detransformation when you use a Coupler Charge. These things are built for the consumer market, and it shows. You have a fuel cell?”

Krahe raised a brow at how quickly his demeanor improved. She then summoned the requested fuel cell into her hand and tossed it over to him.

“There’s another down in the stairwell, used. Not sure if these work more than once.”

“The Mark Ones through Fours would burn a cell every time you transformed no matter what, so they only used cells one-third this size. With these it’s five minutes…” he trailed off as he turned the cell over to get at a serial number. “Yeah, five minutes of operational time, losing fifteen seconds when you transform or use a Coupler Charge.”

He slipped the canister into his pants pocket.

“If your belt is so much better, how’d you get captured?” She grinned, even though she already knew the likely answer.

“They caught me off-guard.” He shrugged. “I know how to protect myself with wards, but as a Mamon Knight I cannot use a voidkey to strengthen them; having one implanted and trying to transform would be the same as trying to implant two keys at once. As Mamon Knight Silberblut, I could pound Semzar Hashem into paste. Without the coupler, though… I wager I could have broken out of here, but I wanted to wait and see if Favonia would come.”

That last sentence was half truth, half vainglory. Krahe wasn’t entirely sure which half was which, though. A part of Casus certainly wanted to believe that he could’ve broken himself out, but she wagered that lacking his personal power armor didn’t do his confidence any favors. Even in Megacity Gamma, some power armor specialists had a habit of developing vaguely knight-like aspirations. With each passing second, she felt the Banisher’s curious gaze crawling all over her and exuding a strong questioning energy, so rather than wait for the other shoe to drop, she decided to try and figure out where the three-eyes’ belt had been sent.

She went over to and opened the ice-user’s cell, the man shrinking back from her as she approached, with Casus following in tow.

The ice-user stared up at her wild-eyed, barely paying attention to the Banisher by her side.

∆∆∆

There was no interrogation to speak of; the man spilled everything the moment he had a question to latch onto, and more, considering the stain forming on his trousers.

Soon enough, they had the specifics as to where the Silberblut Coupler had been taken, Slaughterhouse 9, the next stop on the Hashem train to hell. According to him, heretical grafters would harvest anything valuable from bodies deemed unfit for use by members of the Hashem Family, breaking them down for the Benefactors, whoever they were. Krahe couldn’t stop herself from chuckling at the mention of that. The promise of shadowy string pullers was a half-step short from an invite to bed at this point.

There was, of course, a problem. The place was said to be heavily guarded—a vital facility that low-rankers, such as the ice-user, weren’t even supposed to know about. Gangsters didn’t exactly have top-of-the-line infosec practices, however. She took the ice-user’s jacket before she left him, intending to use it to break up her silhouette and possibly pass unnoticed by a cursory glance on the way out.

Before she could lock him in that cell again, however, the ice-user managed to strike a weak point.

It was a question, one asked in the voice of a man who had been pushed past absolute panic to the point of accepting his own death, only to be denied that final catharsis.

“I get it. You’re letting me live so that there’s an account of what happened here. I know how these things go. Kill a hundred men out of sight, nobody bats an eye. Kill a couple and make sure there are witnesses, and you’re a boogeyman. Question is, what name should I attach to the green-eyed Anathemist?”

Despite her best judgment, Krahe answered. It came out before she could even think.

“Blackhand.”

The cell door slammed shut, and its lock clicked into place just as the ice-user repeated the name. For once, Krahe had been the one manipulated; what he said had conjured that word, or at least the memories attached to it.

“Wait, one more thing. I can…” The cryomancer grunted in effort as he shifted into a more comfortable sitting position. “I can see you slew Shiva. Let me guess—without using a voidkey at all.”

Krahe weighed whether to answer him. “A Purgation Chimney,” she said.

With that, she left him, hearing the man chuckle to himself in disbelief.

The Blackhand was a semi-mythologized radiation blaster, the very same Krahe had hunted down and wielded in her past life. To boil men alive, melt solid steel, and fry the most shielded of electronics through solid concrete—that was the Blackhand’s touch. Even a grazing hit was enough to turn someone into a gibbering rad-zombie, slowly melting alive. Just having the unique parts to assemble one of the Blackhand’s emitter components was enough of a crime to warrant the death penalty, not that it meant anything in Megacity Gamma.

All the terror of a twentieth-century fission bomb packed into a man-portable weapon, carrying with it the instantaneous killing power of that nigh-mythical scientific breakthrough, but none of its grace. Even the near-instant death suffered by those who bore the Blackhand’s brunt head-on made death by a fission bomb’s heat blast seem merciful by comparison.

That was what she would be.

A walking war crime, pointed at the likes of Damrus Hashem and his benefactors.

Krahe didn’t need a personal vendetta. She had a megacity-sized chip on her shoulder and straightforward righteousness to drive her.

∆∆∆

“I shall have to ask you a great many questions once we are in a safer place, Lady Blackhand,” said the well-dressed Banisher smugly.

“Any suggestions?” She raised an eyebrow, donning the ice-user’s jacket. “I am not particularly familiar with the city layout. And put on something less obvious; I saw rain cloaks in the office, at the least.”

The jacket was leather, halfway to what might be considered retro-stylish in some parts of Megacity Gamma.

“I will try to think of something. Let us get out of this dreadful place first,” the Banisher said, retrieving a cloak from the guards’ office. Krahe followed him in order to check the place for any valuables, finding that it was nearly empty save for a ledger written in code. It was styled as a book of tenants, using nonspecific, coded verbiage to refer to where people and things were being sent.

“Nothing here. Hopefully, we’ll find something at Slaughterhouse 9. Can’t wait to pull the voidkey out of Damrus’ head,” she muttered nonchalantly. She expected, as was reasonable, that a powerful mafioso would have an appropriately powerful voidkey, the best his fortune could buy. Thus, she had decided on him as her aspirational target, with Semzar being a mere stepping stone. Damrus, too, was a stepping stone of sorts; Krahe’s curiosity had been redirected to his shadowy Benefactors just by a single mention of them.

“Why? It will tear itself apart when he perishes,” Casus said, audibly confused.

Frustration surged inside Krahe as she realized that she couldn’t just murder powerful thaumaturges and usurp their voidkeys.

She sighed, glancing his way. “Of course it will. Should’ve assumed as much. Mind elaborating on that? Just assume I don’t know anything; I’d rather hear what I already know than miss something crucial.”

“In the same way that a compatible grafted arm will eventually change color and even shape to better fit the rest of you, a voidkey will eventually integrate with the host further and grant increased benefits. The further the integration progresses, the more likely a key is to become sundered when the host dies, broken. A fair number of higher-grade voidkeys also have security measures; some purposely break or otherwise disable the key if the host dies, especially agency-made keys. Others prevent anyone without an appropriate special boon from using the voidkey to begin with. A sundered voidkey retains a fraction of its power, and depending on the severity of damage and your means, it might be repairable… But that is a case-by-case matter, and a matter with which I am not familiar.”

This spiel went on while Krahe searched the office again, discovering two spare fuel canisters for his belt as well as a small stash of funds. Two strings of rightly stacked Calbian rings, and one Jas’raban Brass Coin. Krahe shamelessly took these for herself, and Casus gave no protest. He barely seemed to take note of the money, perhaps being engrossed in his own voice.

Casus’ claim proved itself true on their way out as Krahe looted the bodies for easy things like money and small trinkets before harvesting their souldregs and pulling their voidkeys. It wasn’t hard to find enough vials for her souldreg harvester, the few gangsters of elevated import all carried their own extractors and several vials each. One voidkey broke as she tried to pull it out. Just one. It didn’t snap, as much as it exploded into a dozen pieces that didn’t make up enough mass to physically reassemble the key. Only one large fragment was left with any tangible magical hum to it.

By the time she was done—no more than a few minutes’ time—Krahe had already done most of the work needed to open the Kenoma Sack. Soon enough, all the loot was safely in her Storage one way or the other, and she could safely open the menu to behold the fact that not a single voidkey in the entire building came close to outperforming Shiva’s Warding Chain. Fortunately, the purse she had accrued through murdering mafia members would suffice to buy one of Garvesh’s more expensive offerings and still have plenty left over. Altogether, she estimated it to be just a bit short of forty-five thousand.

“Would sure be nice to see the maximum capacity on all these vessels…” she muttered.

“Fifty-thousand dregs for the first-order ones, a hundred-thousand for second-order, give or take,” Casus remarked. “I can look them over later, if you so wish. I shall wager that my eye has a stronger appraisal than those glasses, even if it cannot penetrate whatever magic shrouds you.”

An unpleasant shudder ran down Krahe’s back. She didn’t like how friendly the Banisher acted right from the first, even though her gut raised no alarms. It seemed as though being friendly was truly his default mode of action, not just toward one who had broken him out of prison, but in general. People like that did exist in Megacity Gamma, but they were few and far between, and oft more trouble than the wolves in sheeps’ clothing that pretended to be nice. Cynicism could protect you from a wolf in sheep’s clothing, but it couldn’t protect you from the actions and mistakes of a genuinely kind person.

They absconded from that dreadful place soon after, taking with them the half-spent Dregsteam cartridge that had been used against Krahe. The last thing she did on the top floor was open the other cells, checking for any other prisoners. Sure enough, a second prisoner was to be found; a silent, stoic saurian with black scales, wearing only loose trousers and covered in scars. He simply got up and walked out when he saw an exit, mumbling as he passed Krahe. “Thank you, Anathemist.”

“Semzar Hashem wants to turn you into a skinsuit for his lieutenant,” she lied.

“I assumed as much. He is a dead man walking,” the saurian replied. He didn’t even bother walking down the stairs, instead jumping from one of the windows, across the street, and onto a neighboring roof.

On the way down, Krahe rifled through Lipstick’s pockets and found the source of that nickname, a silver tube filled with herbal-smelling green lipstick.

Of course, they didn’t leave through the front, but one of the side entrances. Though cautious about following his lead, Krahe chose to trust Casus’ knowledge of the city and soon found herself in a two-room apartment several kilometers from that butcher shop. Never once had they passed over any major road, though Krahe couldn’t help but notice that their path ping-ponged between shrines and grafter shops. It was through the building’s back entrance and up a hidden, cramped, steep staircase. Casus dug a backup key out from behind an illusory brick near the door, muttering. “I’m sure Favonia won’t mind…”

The apartment was objectively small, but downright spacious as far as Krahe’s own standards for apartments went. Places affordable to ninety percent of the law-abiding population tended to be cramped affairs in the megacity, offering a living experience most easily comparable to a camper van.

For some time, they just sat there in silence. Krahe perched herself upon a window-side couch and watched the stars. The window faced an enclosed yard shared with three other buildings, rather than the street. A decorative coffee table stood nearby, carved of dark, purple-streaked wood in a baroque style, with two more couches nearby, all sufficiently lavish to fit an executive’s personal dwelling—real fabrics, real wood, real everything—probably handmade and would be worth a fortune in Megacity Gamma. She guessed it was just on the upper end of affordable here. Indeed, everything in this place was terribly, terribly nice; from the furniture to even the wallpaper, all evoking the same sense of art-deco wealth as the city’s affluent areas. Without her asking, the Banisher returned from another room bearing two cups of steaming liquid that she didn’t recognize at first, but then realized it had to be the natural base from which the chemical abomination of SynthCaf had been derived.

Casus took the cup in hand and sipped, letting out a satisfied sigh.

“Damn good coffee. And hot!” he exclaimed, turning his gaze to Krahe. “I promised that I would take a look at all the different vessels from the Old Street Butchershop, did I not?”

“You did,” she admitted, as she laid them out on the table one by one.

The Banisher’s unsettling third eye revealed that Shiva’s purple jade ring was her best option. In this process, she also learned that solid-state souldreg vessels had storage limits. Shiva’s ring outperformed all the others by an order of magnitude in terms of capacity, revealing itself to be a second-order artifact, whereas all the others were first-order.

“You’d think something so basic as maximum capacity would be easy to read…” she complained, reluctantly taking the offered drink. A small sip. Damn good coffee, and indeed, hot, too. An underlying, cloying sweetness, almost like artificial sweetener without the rancid aftertaste.

“It is. Some vessels don’t even have a specific maximum capacity. They will simply begin glowing when they are near their vague maximum and you run the risk of leakage or bursting the vessel if you overfill it. Some have a maximum capacity, but no limiter. For others, the Contents Concealment trait just hides their intended maximum capacity. What’s the Appraisal rating on your glasses?”

“D minus. Objects only.”

“Uh… Try this one.” He pointed out one of the cheaper-looking vessels, a cut and polished stone wrapped in silver wire with a necklace loop.

[WIREBOUND WARDED SOULDREG VESSEL]

Status

Good

Details

Anti-scrying E3

Contents Concealment E2

Capacity 30,000 DU

Contents

263 DDs

“Thirty thousand DUs.”

“Dreg Units, yes. The real capacity is likely higher, but that’s what the maker set as the intended maximum. After consistent use, the ring will begin to recognize you as its owner and the defensive enchantments will no longer affect you. The second-order ring has around five thousand DDs on it right now, out of a set maximum of a hundred-fifty thousand.”

Krahe paid close attention since this was useful info, but she couldn’t shut out the overwhelming sense of suspicion toward him. There was no reason for him to treat her like this—specifically, no reason to act as if it was normal to not know this sort of information. Even a bit of surprise, an “Oh, you don’t know? Of course! You’re a foreigner!” would’ve helped.

“Spill it. First that attitude, the weird looks, now this. Why?”

The Banisher let out a resigned chuckle.

“Explaining myself will demand a two-pronged approach,” he said, holding up two fingers. “Firstly, the reason I mistook you for Favonia. It is because my eye can discern the basic nature of a living thing’s soul even through a wall, though it is no more specific than a blend of colors and patterns. Your pattern happens to be a close match for Favonia’s, and I simply made the reasonable assumption that it was her.”

“Secondly, this rather unique, almost damascened pattern arises from the so-called Gift of the Wheel, bestowed upon all Pilgrim Banishers as well as perhaps one in ten thousand other humanoids. That Gift is nothing less than memories of one’s past life, no more than tiny fragments for most, though we Pilgrims remember more than most. Favonia, however, remembers all of her past life, and this shows in her pattern.”

“The fact that your pattern matches hers, therefore, led me to one conclusion. There is also the fact that I simply cannot appraise you, even though my third eye can penetrate even Damrus Hashem’s anti-appraisal defenses. These two things led me to act toward you as I have thus far.”

“And what would your conclusion happen to be?”

“Lady Blackhand, are you an Otherworlder? A Greater Pilgrim, so to speak?”


CHAPTER 11

Several hours later…

Somewhere in Audunpoint, behind secure doors, in a thoroughly reinforced and warded office, the imposing, pinstripe suit-clad form of Damrus Hashem stared across his writing desk down at his miscreant son. Jeweled rings of power gleamed upon Damrus’ fingers while a lavish pipe in his hand spewed orange-glowing smoke. Beneath his suit jacket, a richly embossed chest plate gleamed, and pauldrons of the same design adorned his shoulders. Even the jacket itself was armored, densely packed with ultra-fine chainmail. It was the best that his considerable fortune could buy.

His body, too, was the best he could source, the husk of a once-successful mid-ranking Contractor, grafted soulbeast muscle and all. Since he had won it fair and square in a bet, and its former inhabitant had resigned to his death, Damrus barely had to deal with any rejection symptoms. A few bulging veins across his shining, bald head and down his arms, but nothing worse. He could even grow a beard, though out of respect for the previous owner, he had altered his face such that it could never be mistaken for the original.

Respect for the past inhabitant of one’s shell was a Gor’un grace that his fool of a son had yet to learn. He wore the stolen face of a D-lister Silversword Agency reject as if it were not the gaudiest shit this side of New Calbium.

“Father, I know why you called me here, and I already told you I had nothing to do with it. It had to be that Seven Spokes butcheress, Favonia,” Semzar argued. “One of her Red Hoods showed up at the Smokery, just walked right in, asked if I was there, and then left. I swear I felt that thing staring at me the whole fuckin’ time.”

Damrus sighed, blasting smoke over his son’s face. He showed no remorse over the fact that some of his most competent subordinates had been killed. It seemed Semzar lacked the ability to feign human empathy; a grace which separated Gor’un from Gor’ah. Damrus would’ve let him off with it a few months ago, but Semzar was mature as far as Gor’un went. He had no excuse. The mafioso decided to arrange for his son to lose that pretty body in favor of one that would take work to make look good. Perhaps that synthoid that had been running up a win streak in the pit, Palehead.

“It wasn’t her. As far as we know, Favonia has yet to return from wherever the church dispatched her to, which I also suspect is the reason that Red Hood didn’t act.”

The Red Hoods weren’t people; rather, they were Banishers who had been severed from the Banishment Wheel, then recovered by the church and reconstructed as semi-autonomous puppets for their graft-saints and high-ranked grafters. One of those monsters could fight on par with a lower mid-rank Contractor. Still, they wouldn’t attack unless given the appropriate directives, and they were mercifully rare. Damrus wagered that this particular Red Hood was acting on its usual recon-only directives, meaning it would have only attacked if it had gotten a direct line of sight on Semzar or if it were assaulted first.

“Then who was it? One of the Verullus fuckers? Some Contractor too stupid to know what it is to go against the Hashem Family? I’ll find out—”

“Nothing. We already know,” Damrus interjected, taking the dossier in hand. “The culprit purposely left a survivor—Bahman. Good kid. It was some insane Anathemist that calls herself Blackhand.”

The dossier had been hastily written mere hours ago when the aftermath of that gruesome incident had been discovered. “Black hair with a white patch, anathema-burned left arm, fully functional despite the burns, tied off with two sets of seals. Other descriptors, in no particular order: green pants barely able to contain her thighs and ass; Shiva’s boots, bloodstained; black body armor resembling amorphous-type Mamon Knight undersuit material; ‘green eyes with murder in them,’ as described by Bahman, and… Ah. A Pattner-type pistol.”

Damrus could see the cogs turning behind his son’s eyes. “It’s some nobody Anathemist. So what? She’ll be dead before the week’s out from her own magic. She must’ve burned most of her candle just wiping out the Butchershop.”

Damrus glared down at his offspring, furious that Semzar was still trying to shirk responsibility and pretend this problem of his own making wasn’t there. Semzar sank into his seat.

“That fucking nobody killed Shiva using a Purgation Chimney. Half an hour later, she had snatched Aristedes from under our noses and butchered all but one of the people stationed at the Old Street Butchershop. Who the fuck have you set against us, Semzar?!”

“I swear, it truly wasn’t me,” the young mafioso pleaded, knowing full well how hard it would be to convince his father that he hadn’t done anything to invite such retaliation. “I swear, I haven’t seen nor heard a whit of that woman before today! It must’ve been a coincidence that I saw her at the Smokery!”

Damrus narrowed his gaze.

“Nothing? Are you sure?” he fumed. “Not even something small, like an offhand remark? At the Smokery, perhaps?”

“No, seriously, I—No. Oh, no, no, no…” Semzar started, only to freeze as a grave realization overcame him; the realization that it was his own panic at the Red Hood’s presence that had made him send Shiva to her death. “I can fix this.”

“Can you?” Damrus raised an eyebrow. He himself wasn’t sure. Shiva wasn’t by any means among the Hashem Family’s elite; she was just one of the lower officers, but… He was more than well aware of a Purgation Chimney’s specs. After all, the Hands of Purgation were among the gangs whose downfall had served as fertilizer for the Hashem Family’s rise to power. He was also well aware of Shiva’s capabilities. That woman had possessed some hefty firepower for her rank, and she was very much a capable thaumaturge to boot, with a decent custom-made voidkey. Anathemist or not, it spoke to this Blackhand’s skill that she could offset such a significant disadvantage.

The mafioso felt his true body squirming in his skull. He didn’t like this one bit.


CHAPTER 12

Meanwhile, in a church-owned apartment elsewhere in the city, an Otherworlder and a Pilgrim Banisher rested, the former still sickened by her overuse of anathema.

Krahe felt uneasy for reasons other than the body aches, however. After all, the man she’d rescued had so openly asked her if she was a traveler from another world, only to then try breaking the tension by advising her not to attempt introducing otherworld cuisine as a business scheme. “Like a friend of mine in the Samstani capital a couple years back. Went under within a year because he knew nothing about running a business.”

“Reincarnation was entirely the realm of fiction in my world. Can’t help but wonder what sort of effect a continuous flow of knowledge from other worlds has had on your history.”

“It is true, many Otherworlders became powerful or otherwise influential; Zavesh himself was a Greater Pilgrim, and fleshgrafting was his way to fulfilling holy work which his world’s laws made implausible. One could, indeed, say that civilization as we know it is at least half built upon knowledge from other worlds. Fortunately, the Wheel ensures our world is not shut off from pilgrim souls, despite the Banishment Veil.”

Krahe raised an eyebrow in question.

“The reason for my existence—rather, the existence of Pilgrim Banishers in general—is twofold, though only one of those reasons is relevant here,” Casus answered. “That reason being a means of compensating for the reduction in natural reincarnations. The Banishment Veil shuts out undue influence from Outer Gods like Chernobog or Vedesis, but souls from other worlds that would’ve otherwise been reincarnated tend to get tangled in the net, so to speak. The Wheel acts to mitigate that, placing these caught souls into Banisher bodies and sending them off to spread all across the world.”

“So what, souls carrying more memories are bigger and get tangled more often?” she remarked half-jokingly.

“That certainly is possible, we don’t know. As for you… I have my own theory for how you might have arrived here, but I shall keep it to myself until such time that I can soundly confirm or refute it. I am all but certain that you slipped through a tear in the veil, somehow, be it natural or manmade through artifice and ritual. Regardless, know that as a Greater Pilgrim, the Twin Churches will undoubtedly offer their aid to you in acclimating to Zastreon; you need only ask.”

“I’ll pass. Not one to rely on sprawling, likely corrupt institutions.”

“You are neither the first nor the last to cast doubt upon the churches. It seems… An unduly frequent occurrence among Greater Pilgrims. The history books tell it clear, many simply assume that the church must be evil. It sets a truly worrying precedent for the worlds from which these pilgrims come, doubly so when no two Greater Pilgrims have ever been known to come from the same otherworld. I swear I shall convince you of the church’s righteousness, if such a thing is at all possible.”

“The faith and its practitioners are one thing…” Krahe admitted, glancing at the seals bound around her arm. “But I find that no matter how righteous the doctrine, any sufficiently large organization festers and rots in time. How old are your churches, again?”

“What year is it?” The Banisher smiled.

“Ah… Five-two-three-nine AB?” she guessed, vaguely recalling seeing the present date at the library.

“The Twin Churches are that old plus five hundred years or so; it is because AB stands for After Banishment, when the Banishment Wheel was completed and set into motion, when the influence of the Outer Gods was… well, banished from our world. History before then is muddy, but we know for certain that Zaveshism had existed for some time, while the Igarian church was created with the primary purpose of ensuring the Wheel’s continued operation unto eternity.”

“Guess it’s worked out so far if it has lasted five thousand years. Nonetheless, I doubt my outlook on the church as a whole will ever change, even if I come to trust one particular branch.”

“In the end, it matters not. You will act in accordance with the church’s goals even if you don’t openly involve yourself with it. I do not mean it as a threat but as a guess regarding your true character. No amount of impenetrable appraisal-blocking smoke can stop the Soft Appraisal of reading another person, and I see an unmistakable righteous flame burning behind your gaze.”

“Oh. So when Garvesh talked about people with brain rot from overreliance on System terms, he meant you.”

“You wound me! It was just a turn of phrase!” the Banisher exclaimed in a faux-taken-aback manner, laughing even as he spoke.

The room fell silent thereafter as the both of them drank more coffee. Casus broached a subject she had expected him to mention far earlier. “About the Butchershop. Considering the corpses and the equipment they had, how hard did you lean on anathemism against them?”

“A fair bit,” she said, not wanting to reveal just how heavily she had relied on it.

“You are not radiating enough for me to feel it, and yet… I cannot help but wonder whether you are in any state to walk to Garvesh’s, let alone infiltrate a heavily guarded Hashem compound. Are you sure you wish to help me retrieve my belt? I could simply call in support from the church.”

“I’ll be fine in a few hours. If you have anything for anathema poisoning, great. Otherwise, we just wait. My arm isolates a limited capacity of anathemic residue, so I don’t have to deal with it all at once. It won’t be a problem once I get a better voidkey. At least not this quickly.”

“A few hours? You’re a monster.” The Banisher laughed. “I think there may be something for light anathema poisoning. Let me check.”

He got up, walking elsewhere in the apartment. Some time later, he returned with a sheet metal box, tarnished and embossed with strange sigils, the scraps of many different seals plastered over it. Many different ampoules, herbs, and pills were to be seen within. Casus opened his third eye for a moment, instantly picking out a small bottle of round, black pills.

“Here. Prospector Agency Purge Pills,” he said, handing her the whole bottle. “They’re for dispelling minor curses, but they work for expelling excess anathema too. Some of it, anyway. Do not take more than one in a day, unless you wish for ulcers and a ruptured liver.”

“These are second-order. Must be expensive.”

“Favonia won’t notice. She goes through a bottle of pills ten times more expensive than these every month.”

“I hate being indebted to someone.”

“If it bothers you so, buy a fresh bottle and return it once you can afford it. Garvesh sells bootleg purge pills with fake seals on them for three-quarters of the normal price, but they’re the real thing. An acquaintance of his came into a shipment of the powder that the pills are made of, and he’s been selling them for years since.”

Now that Krahe thought back on it, she had noticed several different types of pharmaceuticals lined up on the shelves, including small bottles of dark, oval pills. A brief appraisal confirmed that they were indeed what Casus claimed them to be, at least as far as her glasses could discern. The bottle also said as much, but she wanted to be as sure as possible.

“Where’s the bathroom? I’d rather not puke entropy and anathema all over the coffee table.” She grinned. Sleep deprivation was finally starting to catch up with her. It was a struggle to not fall asleep.

“Down the hall.”

A bathtub was to be found in the bathroom, alongside all other expected accouterments. The meltdown induced by that bitter pill passed in one-third of the time a normal meltdown would’ve taken, but it was all the more unpleasant for it. It was not ashes and smoke which came out, and it did not erupt from her mouth, nose, or even ears. From her back and down her left arm, as if erupting from her very flesh, tendrils of boiling tar made their way, enveloping her, coiling around her body, slithering under the edges of her leotard and back out the other side, only to leave her and vanish down the drain. She was certain that such a mass would cause a clog, but those serpents of tar were gone with nary a trace, not even the stench of that substance remained.

It left a mark nonetheless; a mark of inspiration. A seed fertilized by the knowledge that one’s Purge Remnants always drew from their dominant elemental affinity… Even if these were artificially magnified by the Purge Pill.

Force of will and flame of thauma, flowing through her clenched fist, alighted it with the glow of an ember. She stoked the flame with anathema, just a spark, not allowing the fusion reaction to start in earnest; in other words, never pulling the figurative screwdriver all the way out.

The light died, and thick strands of tar stretched between her fingers, only to coalesce into tendrils, then compress into a single mass at her command. It was no larger than an eyeball. Krahe let the crude construct vanish, and it did so in a puff of smoke and sparks as if it were no more than a pinch of flash powder.

Krahe washed her face in the sink, absent-mindedly wiping her hands on her pants. She stopped, feeling a bulge in her pocket; the lipstick. She took it out, sniffing it again, her mind fruitlessly trying to discern what that smell was. It wasn’t unpleasant, just alien. The reason it had grabbed her attention to begin with, why she had mentally named the original owner “Lipstick,” why she had gone out of her way to snatch this item from her, was simple—she liked the color, and had worn similar makeup in her past life. Even after replacing her skin, she had gone out of her way to use lipstick instead of getting “chameleon weave” that could change whenever. It had been just one of several small attachments to baseline humanity that had allowed her to go as far as she did with cybernetics without losing herself to Tin Man Syndrome. Now, she supposed, it would be an attachment to her past life.

Without lingering on the past any longer, she just put it on and tossed it into her Kenoma Pocket. It was a darker shade than she had preferred, but without all the chrome, it looked better this way.

She returned to the other room and found a small, round box waiting at her side of the table, replacing the medicine box. Casus immediately noticed the change, simply remarking, “So that’s why you took it. It fits.”

Before she could sit back down, he gestured to the round box. “For your sleep deprivation; I could see you nearly nodding off. We don’t have enough time for you to sleep properly, so roll a cigarette from this. Once you smoke it, you will sleep for an hour, and wake up feeling as if you had slept for ten hours.”

“What’s the downside?” she asked.

“How long can you stay sane on one hour of sleep a night?” he countered.

Krahe suppressed a laugh. “Years on end, if need be,” she thought, but kept it to herself. At one point, her cybernetics had pushed her past the need for sleep in the traditional sense, but even then, she had gotten hours long periods of semi-wakeful, meditative rest to replace them.

What was in the box wasn’t an herb, but small granules. There was enough of it for perhaps four cigarettes. Krahe appraised it. Its name was Adefron Incense. Rather than a list of effects, the Prospector’s Eyes showed her a short description of its effect, which matched what Casus had said; induction of short, highly restful slumber.

“Roll one for me as well. I shall sleep alongside you, as to assuage your suspicion of me,” Casus said in earnest.

A raised eyebrow and an incredulous question was Krahe’s response. “Are you stupid? What if someone breaks in? Stay awake and keep guard.”

Despite the circumstances of her death, she wasn’t that paranoid. At least not toward someone so straightforwardly genuine as Casus. She couldn’t recall ever meeting someone emanating such an aura of unspoiled innocence as him; not since before her home was made into glass.

Only some fifteen seconds after she finished smoking, a tidal wave of sleepiness slammed into her and she found herself sprawling out on the couch before she knew it.

Krahe dreamt of it, the Wound-like Grin. Dark, oily tendrils swirled in the deep. Then, she awoke. The Banisher sat there, barely having moved from his spot. The only changes were a book in his hands and two additional cups, which now sat next to his first, only one holding any coffee. The book was bound in strange leather and possessed a lock, with no suggestion of its title or author to be found anywhere on the cover.

“It has scarcely been three-quarters of an hour. You are a shallower sleeper than it seemed when you laid there as though a corpse… Or perhaps the incense had less effect on you than normal. I do not know.”

He lowered the book, closing it as he did. His mechanical right arm twitched and seized such that he had to force it down with his other hand.

“Really need to get that fixed…” he sighed at the malfunction. Then, he turned his gaze to her. “How do you feel? Fatigue and anathema-wise.”

“Good… And almost good. I wager it will be another hour before I can consider myself back to eighty percent capability. After that, another hour for every subsequent five percent.”

“What percentage were you at the Old Street Butchershop?”

“Seventy-five at best. Sleep deprivation offset by cassia and adrenaline. Nonetheless, I was already at the point of mild delirium when we left.”

“Then we shall take another hour. We can afford that much, I would hope. Lady Blackhand—”

“Call me Krahe,” she interjected, sitting up as she blinked the last motes of sleep from her eyes. “That’s my actual name.”

“No surname?”

“That is my surname… Sort of. Full name is Brunhilde Krahe, but neither is a family name. Do not call me Brunhilde. Call me Hilde, and I’ll shoot you.”

“I understand. Is that K-r-e-i-a?”

“K-r-a-h-e.”

Nodding, he said, “I will still use Lady Blackhand at times. It is a good title, much like Silberblut.”

“I need coffee and some water. The kitchen is in the other room, yeah?”

The Banisher got up before she could even lean forward onto her feet, gesturing for her to stay put.

“I will bring them to you. You are the one resting, lest you forget.”

“Uh-huh.” She waved a hand in resignation.

She took her remaining foldover out of storage. Cold.

Returning with the coffee and water she had requested, Casus saw her sitting there, chewing on the cold scorched rice.

“There is… I am certain I can find something better than the stuff Imraal sells,” he said, setting both drinks down.

Krahe refused. “No, this is good. Hot coffee and cold fast food… Yeah. Breakfast of champions.”

“I have eaten those things before. They are good, but not one-fifth as good as you make them seem.”

She shrugged, raising the one-third eaten foldover. “This is gourmet food where I come from. Not the preparation, the base materials. Rice, spiced meat—hell—real coffee! Luxury items which I could only eat when I smuggled them and skimmed some off the top of the shipment. Would claim I used it to bribe a corrupt official if anyone noticed. Do you know what my world’s version of this street food looks like? Slabs of bleached, slightly gritty starch mush, with artificially dyed, artificially flavored, and drugged protein mush in the middle, soaked in rancid capsicum oil pulled from a sewer. The coffee is caffeine powder with food dye and bitterants, and it gives you heart palpitations if you happen to have a grafted heart from one of the company’s competitors.”

Taking a large bite, Krahe relished chewing it before she flushed it with a swig of scalding hot, real coffee. She even relished the unsettled coffee grounds that made their way between her teeth.

Though his reaction seemed bemused on the surface, a profound sadness could be seen in Casus’ eyes. He took up his book once more and left her to her breakfast. When she finished the foldover and was drinking the last of her coffee, he piped up again.

“Tell me, Lady Blackhand.”

Krahe groaned, but he continued.

“What is it that you seek? Besides the obvious answers of accruing riches and power, of striking down evildoers, those self-evident pursuits of any righteous soul; does a transcendent image tug at your soul? I would tell you first, should you wish.”

Finding himself unopposed, the Pilgrim Banisher spoke. “I would see the name of Mamon Knight Silberblut restored to glory. He, forgotten among the first of the Mamon Knights, whose belt I inherited, deserves to be remembered. That is why I carry this arm, why I seek to become a graft-saint; so that the shining symbol of justice that is Silberblut may once more walk the land and strike hope into the hearts of those who need it.”

Krahe wanted to call him out for breaking his own rules, since that desire of his was functionally just a combination of accruing power and striking down evil-doers. And yet, Casus spoke it with such pure-hearted conviction that she couldn’t bring herself to do it.

With a smirk of contemplation, she summoned an arrha cigarette, lit it, and took a drag. Then, staring off into the middle distance, she spoke. “I want to see this planet from the top of the Banishment Wheel; this world without dead earth, without poisoned seas, with no smog to choke the air or acid rain to wash away anything good. I would see this world without a curtain of dead iron above the clouds in its entirety, from atop that great work of mankind which surpasses the greatest works of my own world.”

Krahe hated that cloying feeling. The Banisher’s naive idealism was infectious.

“Then you shall be glad to hear that your wish is possible, for it is known that the Banishment Wheel indeed has observation decks at its very apex. As for how one might scale one of the Spokes without the Wheel’s assistance, however…”

“A matter of money, power, or both,” she guessed.

“As it so often is, indeed. No matter how righteous our doctrine, even the Twin Churches are bound by the need for resources.”

They left the apartment a short time later. On the way to Garvesh’s pawnshop, which was around thirty minutes of walking, Krahe asked one question. “I’ve heard of graft-apostles and graft-saints. What is the difference?”

“Ranks for those who practice sacred grafting arts and cultivate bodily perfection in Zavesh’s image, specifically those officially recognized by the Grafting Church. We use sacred grafting relics which possess special properties. By the time of his ordination, a graft-saint may have replaced more than half his body with holy grafts, be they ones of his own making or relics inherited from past graft-saints. Fullgrafts… They are living reliquaries, avatars of Zavesh, beings created entirely from the most sacred parts left behind by the greatest of graft-saints.”

“Then what? Does a senior member of the clergy then have his brain and soul transplanted into the Fullgraft as some sort of reward for long years of service?” Krahe asked. She was half assuming this out of cynicism, and half because that practice was not uncommon in her world of origin. Most corporate leaders had incredibly powerful cyborg bodies as a deterrent against would-be assassins. The Blackhand Radiation Blasters had been outlawed for the same reason Krahe had gone after them; it was one of the few weapons able to kill the most advanced cyborgs in one clean hit. She wondered whether she could recreate that effect with thaumaturgy.

Casus’ response entirely contradicted her assumption. “A Fullgraft’s personality is determined by all of his or her constituent parts, with the head holding dominant sway, but the identity created when a Fullgraft is brought into the world is indeed an Immaterial Soul wrought by the hands of Man. One Fullgraft can destroy a country or stop a calamity, they do not age, they do not die.”

“Living weapons of mass destruction… How lovely.”

“I shall not disagree with you on that matter. The very danger of their existence is why only a handful of Fullgrafts can exist in the world at any given moment. No Fullgraft has ever gone rogue, but one’s mere presence can cause unrest… And in turn, one’s mere presence can secure the existence of a country. New Calbium only exists because it is ruled by a Fullgraft king. When he founded the country, some feared that he would be the first of his kind to go rogue, but he has since taken no actions in contravention of the Grafting Church’s tenets.”

“An immortal monarch is certainly one way to solve the issue of succession.”

Soon enough, they reached Garvesh’s pawnshop, emerging from a storm drain. The only evidence of Krahe’s earlier scuffle with that bane-Evoy was some crusted hemolymph on the cobbles.

“Up. He lives on the first floor,” Casus said as they entered the building.

Garvesh, much to Krahe’s amusement, was in a state of confusion and panic when they entered his garishly decorated home. He opened the door wearing an elaborately patterned satin robe. Both his nighttime dress and the decorations of his home embodied exactly the level of tasteless kitsch she expected from a pawnbroker; stuffed animal heads on the walls included. However, these were alien monstrosities, and Krahe wagered them to be real rather than manufactured replicas. A wide variety of relics could be seen just through the open door and past Garvesh’s body as he stood in the doorway, slack-jawed, glancing from Casus to Krahe.

“Come in, come in,” he said hurriedly, stepping out of the way. Wild-eyed and dripping with nerves, the saurian glanced out the door before slamming it shut and locking it. It had several latches on the inside, it was heavy and moved a great deal more like a vault door than a residential one. The keyway was shaped like a torture implement. Garvesh shot off a rapid-fire deluge of questions right then and there.

“Were you followed? Where was he?” he asked Krahe before turning his gaze to Casus.

“Casus, did you just get lost in the underhalls again? Did I hire a mad Anathemist to pull you out of the fucking sewer? Wait, you don’t stink like sewage… Where’s your belt? Why are you wearing a Dregsteamer?”

Once more, the saurian looked to Krahe.

“Alright! I get it, I get it. Let’s go sit down and you can explain.”

“We don’t have the time,” Casus said. “What we need are your services as a pawnbroker. I intend to recover the Silberblut Coupler, and Lady Blackhand has agreed to assist in the endeavor. However, she is in no state to venture where we must go.”

She gave a more concise explanation. “I need heavier firepower.”

“Fine, come,” he said, leading the way in his robe. He locked the door behind them, both upon leaving the apartment and after they entered his pawn shop.

A frustrated groan came from Garvesh as he went behind the counter.

“I dunno. I figured it’d take you a couple days at least to get him, so I didn’t have time to prep a proper reward. Besides, unless I know what actually went down, I’ve got no way to account for hazard pay or other complications,” the pawnbroker grumbled, looking over his own shelves as if he didn’t know their contents top to bottom, left to right.

“Garvesh, she—” Casus began, but Krahe interrupted him.

“—wiped out a Hashem prison to get him out safely, and I accepted his contract to retrieve that precious belt of his. You made the deal. Now pay your dues.”

“Alright, fine! Give me a second. Fuckin’ talk at me like she’s a void demon askin’ for a virgin sacrifice or some shit.” The pawnbroker turned to leave into the backroom.

“Hey, Garvesh! Something from down under!” Casus requested, prompting an annoyed, yet affirmative grunt from the lizard before he vanished into the back room. Half a minute of rummaging later, he returned bearing a heavy box lined with thick plates of dark metal. He opened it, revealing a second, smaller case of the same sort lined in bronze, with a small window that revealed a green bangle within. It seethed with magic, and its surface swirled eye-pulling shades of impossible color. The bangle dragged that mental image to the forefront of her mind; the nauseating, wound-like grin.

“It’s jadeite-based thaumstone, Archon-forged. One guy brought it back after the big fuckoff Archon Flash in Jas’raba a couple weeks back. Hasn’t been attuned yet, so there’s no telling what it’ll do. Put it on and funnel some thauma into it. The kenomaic magic inside will resonate with yours and collapse into a stable enchantment, ‘least that’s how it’s supposed to work. As y’can see it’s just spittin’ Vril every-which way… But that’s why I’m offerin’ it to you. A bit of lower-order thaumic radiation won’t be a problem for a big bad Anathemist, no? Seriously, this thing is worth a small fortune, but the only people that would pay what it’s worth won’t even bat an eye at me.”

“Ever the pawnbroker. Casus, I’ll trust your judgment on this one. I figure your eye has stronger Appraisal than my glasses.”

“Open the case,” the Banisher said. The saurian cracked the inner case’s lid, leaning away as to not get irradiated. Even Casus seemed a touch taken aback, and for good reason; the power flooding out of that crack was palpable. Krahe felt her wards agitating as they worked to block out the encroaching force. It wasn’t anathema; this energy carried none of the sickly radiance and wasn’t nearly as dense or energetic. If anathema could be considered gamma radiation, then this was probably equivalent to alpha radiation.

“Alright. Close it. Close it!” he exclaimed, turning to Krahe. “ Yes, I am certain that it is a legitimate Archon-forged artifact.”

Krahe gave the Banisher a dubious look, a tacit question of, “You sure?”

“I am certain it will be fine, most Archon-forged artifacts give off dangerous amounts of raw thauma before the first attunement.

“That’s nice of you to say,” she said facetiously, “but do you want me to grab it out of the case here and now?”

Both Casus’ and Garvesh’s eyes widened, the scales around the lizard’s neck bristling up as he slammed the case shut and pulled it away, just out of her reach.

“I have an old shielded shipping container for hazardous materials in the back. Do it there. C’mon, I’ll show you. Just don’t touch anything! And take the case.” He gestured hurriedly for her to follow him behind the counter into the back storage room.

He led her back there, her hands occupied by the horrendously heavy case. Anyone else’s eyes would’ve glazed over at the eclectic array of goods, which included sealed-up, shriveled Banisher corpses, but Krahe had seen weirder. Most of what she saw had no meaning to her to begin with. The Dregstrider was there, standing next to a far larger tank which could probably hold at least twenty gallons, but was only one-fifth of the way full, with pearlescent white fumes swirling about in the empty space.

“Here.”

Garvesh’s position and gesture led her gaze to a tarnished container barely large enough to have fit through the door, but also small and cramped for any human. It was like a rectangular, metal coffin.

“I will shut it behind you. Only then can you open the case. Understood?”

“Don’t even think about trying to trap me,” she said, glancing back toward Garvesh with a vaguely threatening smirk. She pulsed a small bit of thauma into her arm, causing a brief glow to run down its length for emphasis.

“I’m neither suicidal nor do I desire to have my storeroom fried with anathema. Get in.”

She did as he asked, albeit somewhat reluctantly. The inside of the storage container immediately began agitating her wards once the door was closed, ambient anathema slowly eating away at them. Krahe set down the case, opening it, instantly feeling her wards being eaten away by the deluge of lower-order radiation.

Krahe took the bangle in hand, feeling the thrumming burn of its otherworldly—or rather, unworldly—magic. Her glasses just threw up a big, flashing “ARCHON-FORGED ERROR” in the corner of her field of vision. She could not discern even the faintest hint of what might be the true nature of this magic. Looking at a voidkey gave her a clear pattern for how its passive emissions tend to feel similar to her strange extra sense for thauma. This, by comparison, was like looking into ever-swirling, bottomless waters.

Slipping the bangle on, she channeled thauma into it as instructed, steadily increasing the flow until it abruptly shut her out. With resonant buzzing and thrumming, the bangle began to orbit her wrist, casting concentrated rays of light every which way. Beams that struck her carved gouges into her wards, causing them to give off short-lived, spectral wisps of smoke. Its ominous, jade-green light suddenly turned an iridescent black like the surface of an at-sea oil spill, and she felt the artifact take hold of her in some undefinable, nonphysical way. It was as if a thousand unseen tendrils or hands were reaching up her arm.

The Wound-like Grin insinuated itself into her mind’s eye again, this time so vivid that she thought it actually manifested in the room. The next moment it was gone, and with it, so were the unnatural phenomena which the bangle had been causing. It was now utterly tranquil, mundane at first glance, but Krahe felt a constant, reassuring warmth from it.

A flood of memories came to the forefront of her mind. Flashes in rapid succession, much like certain old-fashioned indoctrination videos. First was the Great Wall of China, particularly a section in the ocean right off the coast of Taiwan. Krahe remembered that time. 2124, five years after the cloned son of legendary ruler Goujian, Goujian II, had ended the Neo Three Kingdoms period. He had reformed the Kingdom of Yue with all of mainland China, several islands, and a section of former Russia included in its borders. In 2124, he had just expanded the Great Wall to encapsulate a vast section of ocean, including the entirety of Taiwan, as this was where he had been cloned and where the new capital stood.

This memory was immediately followed by an image of jade. Bizarrely, it was not any of the many memories she had of stolen jewelry, or the antique cabinets with jade paneling which she had smuggled; instead, it was a memory of the Zedong Tower, with its ridiculous walls and statues of synthetic jade. Krahe had never seen the tower with her own eyes; this was a memory of a video, one taken only hours before the Zedong Jade Tower Bombing of 2089. Also an act perpetrated by Goujian II, or rather, by operatives under his employ.

Next, a pop-up barrier, so common all over Megacity Gamma. Designed to instantly turn a fashionable corporate space or a mall into a defendable fortress.

One after the next, more flashes came. Repeating themes of walls and small barriers with jade interspersed in between. The message was obvious; the artifact could make jade walls. The moment that thought crossed her mind, the flashes stopped.

Right then, she appraised the item just to double-check.

[FORMING TOROID]

Tags

Artifact

Archon-forged

Jewelry

Passive

Active

Charge

50/50

Details

This artifact cannot be removed from its bearer by force.

This artifact bestows its bearer with the boon “Phase of Earthen Jade.”

This artifact holds fifty charges. By consuming a variable number of charges, the bearer may use this artifact to generate rectangular prisms of Earth-aspected construct-matter from any contiguous solid surface within 5m. Ten charges will produce 0.6 cubic meters of matter by default, in the form of a 2m by 1m by 30cm wall.

The matter generated by this artifact is influenced by the bearer’s own affinities, but is by default hardened green jade. This artifact’s constructs are reinforced by the bearer’s own durability attribute, ward strength, and any ward-strengthening effects also affecting the bearer at time of generation.

The constructs produced by this artifact last for a minute, after which they disintegrate; this duration may be increased by funneling thauma into them as one would with any other construct.

This artifact continuously recovers charges at a rate of two charges per hour.

This artifact’s characteristics may evolve autonomously based on further exposure to Archon core collapse emissions or the bearer’s own growth.

Immediately afterward, she turned her thoughts inward to her menu, to see what exactly the curiously named boon did.

[PHASE OF EARTHEN JADE]

Tags

Elemental Affinity

Details

If the bearer does not possess an elemental affinity which includes Earth as one of its components:

Grants First-order Elemental Affinity: Earth

If the bearer already possesses an elemental affinity which includes Earth as one of its components, this boon instead improves the material characteristics of the bearer’s constructs.

It was not exactly what she would’ve chosen were she given a choice, but Krahe was nonetheless satisfied with this result. Not only was it a powerful defensive tool in the form of on-demand cover, but also a utility tool for scaling sheer surfaces and bridging gaps. The boon spoke for itself and fed into the consideration which Krahe had weighed earlier—creating solid constructs as a thaumaturgic source of kinetic damage so that she wouldn’t have to rely solely on her gun.

Despite being much larger than her wrist, the bangle didn’t slip off. Even if she raised her arm such that it should fall off, it just stayed put as if it were magnetized to her wrist. When she placed it such that it wasn’t touching her wrist and let go, it floated there, slowly orbiting.

“Ey! You alive in there?! Knock on the wall twice if you want me to let ya out!” came a concerned call from outside.

Two knocks.

“So? How’d it go? No meltdown? Yer wards holdin’ up? I know these things can be kinda rough even on mid-rankers.”

“And you didn’t think to warn me?”

“Hey, it never kills or maims anyone! It just refuses to change if you can’t make it go. Kinda weird, that, now that I think of it… But then, these are archon-forged artifacts we’re talkin’ about, Kenomaic shit. A touch of sentience is on the tame side with these things. Y’give it an appraisal yet?”

She nodded.

“And? What’s it do?”

“I’ll tell you in a bit. This storeroom is stuffy,” she lied. Garvesh caught on, of course, being a pawnbroker and thus a professional bender of truth. He quietly cackled under his breath as he stood there, waiting for her to pass so he could lock up. She knew better than to loiter behind the counter, only stealing a brief glimpse at the wide array of goods hidden below it, not to mention three large revolvers and a trapdoor in the floor.

Casus’ gaze instantaneously magnetized to her wrist, and he soon asked, “May I appraise it?”

She placed her hand on the counter. “Feel free.”

As it had done before, the Banisher’s third eye opened and shone with a blue light. He furrowed his brow as if trying to read something blurry, only for his eyes to go wide.

“Oh. Oh, that is very good,” he said with a nod of approval, looking up to meet Garvesh’s waiting gaze, then looking back to Krahe. “An artifact useful for defense and offense both. And the boon… Phase of Earthen Jade? What a curious name. You are a fire mage, are you not? This will be terribly useful, then, to shore up your lack of easy access to Kinetic and Lacerative thaumaturgies.”

Krahe looked at Garvesh. “Excuse us for a moment.”

Before Casus could protest, she pulled him outside.

“What? Is something wrong?”

“Appraise me. You will not see the truth, but a part of it. There is an element of my anti-appraisal boons which I cannot disable even if I wish.”

“I understand, but why…?” he uttered, though he did not hesitate in doing as he was told. His third eye opened once more, its pupil constricted and iris shining so bright it cast a flashlight-esque projection into Krahe’s face. “A th—” He caught himself and shifted into a hiss, leaning in. “A third-order affinity? That is what you wished to show me?”

A nod.

He grimaced.

“Well, that explains how you wiped out the Butchershop. The talent itself isn’t all that rare, but to be able to use it properly at as low a level as yours, it’s no wonder you had the knowledge to pick apart a few gangsters. What were you, a professional soldier?”

“Close enough. Out of a hundred, how many would you say possess a third-order affinity?”

“A handful. Perhaps two. Three in ten people have no affinity at all, three more have first-order affinities, and the rest are split between second and third. First-order affinities are typically easier to use, while those third and second-order affinities either don’t get far or become successful with few in-betweens.”

“A higher skill floor in exchange for better versatility.”

“So it is.”

“I still need to buy a voidkey.”

“Ah, right.”

After that exchange, they returned to the shop as if nothing had happened.

“Sorry, we were just going over some things. Show me your voidkeys again, if you would. I’m looking to buy something on the upper end of your offerings.”

“Came into money all of a sudden, have y—Oh, right. You killed a dozen of Hashem’s people and probably raided them for what cash they had. What is your budget, if you do not mind me asking?”

“Fifty thousand,” Casus said.

“I don’t have that much,” she half-lied. She wasn’t actually sure, but it was better for negotiations if he thought she had less.

“I’ll cover twenty thousand. You need a proper voidkey, no?”

“Thirty thousand. You could afford that ridiculous getup, could you not?”

“Ridiculous? My fashion sense is—” he started, face momentarily twisting into an angry grimace. Then, he caught himself and, in an instant, smothered the outburst in the crib with a sigh. “Alright, very well. I will cover thirty thousand.”

He turned to Garvesh, even leaning over the counter and poking the saurian in the chest, his face just inches from the lizard’s. “You better not try to use this as an opportunity to fleece us. I know your prices.”

“Your breath stinks.”

“My br—You eat raw meat!” Casus scoffed.

“And even I think your breath stinks.”

“Well, forgive me for not having snuck a thrice-damned breath freshener with me when I got snatched off the street.”

“Lucky for you, I just got breath freshening candies in—two hundred for a whole roll of ‘em. Might seem pricey, but one of ‘em will keep your breath fresh all day,” the lizard grinned, gently pushing the Banisher away as he reached with his tail onto a low shelf. A small wax-paper roll with a label wound around it, advertising it as a breath freshener.

Giving a dubious squint, Casus turned on a heel.

“You mind?”

“I would’ve pistol whipped you if you didn’t ask. Go ahead.”

The Banisher breathed in Krahe’s face, assaulting her with a wall of rancid morning breath. By her reaction alone, he turned back to the merchant and said, “I’ll take them.”

“Good choice.”

“You didn’t give me much of one.”

“I didn’t mean the mints.” The lizard grinned, casting a glance Krahe’s way. “I’ll add the cost to your tab. You wanted to buy a voidkey, no?”

“To sell some, as well. Many corpses mean many voidkeys.”

“Well? Show me what you got. Can’t be much of anything since these are bottom-rung gangbangers we’re talkin’ about, maybe one or two decent pieces. I won’t take anything from a lieutenant, too much heat, but the grunts switch their keys out and get merked often enough that it’s not much of a problem.”

One by one, Krahe took the keys out of storage. Garvesh, after taking a look at each one in turn, deliberated for a short while, visibly calculating by touching his thumb to each of his fingers as if working an invisible abacus.

“So keep these two; these have too much residue. Bring ‘em back in a couple of weeks. This one… Don’t want this one. The rest, you could get twenty-five, thirty thousand for these if you went ‘round selling ‘em piecemeal. I’ll give you fifteen thousand for the lot.”

“Twenty thousand,” Krahe said.

“Sixteen thousand,” Garvesh replied instantly.

“Seventeen and a half.”

“Deal. I’ll scrub these and flip ‘em before the week is out.”

Casus gave her a sideways glance. She wouldn’t be footing more than a couple thousand of the bill for her new voidkey. It warmed her heart.

“Give me something that will best support skirmish combat. I don’t see myself going head-to-head with an overwhelming enemy,” Krahe said.

Garvesh reached for the display case, but Casus stopped him.

“Ah, ah, ah. Come now. We are not regular customers.”

“I’ve got a stolen Silversword prototype on display, d’you think I would—”

“A last-generation stolen prototype. Every recruit signed to the Silversword Agency who reaches the signing bonus payoff quota is given one of those Silver Slip Keys.”

“Maybe I should’ve…” Garvesh stopped himself and sighed. He then reached under the counter and took out two single-piece display cases, lining them up side by side. Unlike his other products, these boxes looked new, and even had tiny lenses at the back that suggested inbuilt eyeboxes. With a snap of his fingers, these lenses came alive and projected the detailed readout for each key.

The right-hand key instantly grabbed her attention with its extravagant appearance, in no small part because it was a sibling to the Jas’raban Threefold; the Jas’raban Epta, it was called, and had a seven-pointed star for a head. Unlike the Threefold, it wasn’t pointed. Seven rectangular, flat sections emerged from the key head, each patterned in such a complex manner that they resembled microprinted circuitry.

The left-hand key, designed to resemble two serpents coiled together, bore the same benefits as the Purgation Chimney at a heightened degree. One serpent was tarnished-black and its maw gaped open at a 180 degree angle, serving as the key’s head, while the other was silver and with its head tucked behind its sibling’s.

She appraised both of them to ascertain that their properties matched the description.

“I figured it would be the Epta that got your attention. This…” he gestured to the left-hand key. “Is what the Purgation Chimney was an imitation of. Real rock-solid piece, but I had a feeling you’d go for the Epta. Don’t mind the price tag. I’ll be nice. I’ll do you for fifty.”

He wasn’t being nice. He was jumping on an opportunity to make a sale and potentially secure a returning customer. Krahe didn’t mind; most of it wasn’t her own money anyway.

“No, I’ll take the snakes.”

“Really? Very well. That one’s forty.”

“Do me for thirty-five. Be nice.”

“How ‘bout you go fuck yourself for free, huh? Thirty-seven.”

“Deal.”

“You can have the memslate,” he said, detaching a panel on the back of the box. From there he removed a small memoryslate made of a fired clay of some sort. “It’s one of the shitty ones that you can’t rewrite.”

Seeing Krahe bring out her eyebox, Garvesh raised an eyebrow. “An old Oculon? Y’know, I’ve got eyeboxes that don’t burn DDs to run, you can just give ‘em thauma to make ‘em go.”

“This one is fine,” she refused, slotting in the memslate. The Prospector’s Eyes would’ve worked just as well, this was a matter of simple convenience.

As far as she was concerned, the Dead Prospector was the first person she had encountered in this world, and she felt indebted for what she had “given” her.

[TWIN SERPENT VOIDKEY]

Tags

Second-order (Borderline)

Voidkey

Antique

Details

Thaumic Throughput +E3

Entropy Tolerance +D1

Entropy Dissipation +F2

Barrier Catalyst (Rapid, Hardened, Extended +15 degrees)

Barrier Hardening +E3

Barrier Formation Rate +E1

Barrier Upkeep Reduction +F3

Ward Catalyst (Hardened)

Ward Hardening +D1

Grants Boon: “Venom-eating Serpent”

Grants Boon: “Venom-spewing Serpent”

[VENOM-EATING SERPENT]

Tags

External Source (Voidkey)

Entropy Purge Enhancement

Details

The holder’s Entropy Purges dissipate entropy approximately 1/3 faster. Applies to meltdowns at halved effectiveness.

[VENOM-SPEWING SERPENT]

Tags

External Source (Voidkey)

Barrier Enhancement

Toggleable

Details

When active, the holder’s barriers lash out in response to impacts, automatically directing “Venomous Retaliation” toward the source, if it can be perceived. By default, this is a simple projectile based on the nature of the holder’s barriers, but the nature of Venomous Retaliation can be adjusted based on the holder’s Control attribute.

The magnitude of Venomous Retaliation is proportional to the triggering impact, and further scales with the holder’s thaumic throughput and archetype level. Retaliatory strikes are “poisoned,” or imbued with 1/20 of the holder’s current entropy, which is transferred to the target on impact regardless of wards or barriers. The holder’s allies are automatically excluded from triggering this boon, but this can be toggled off.

Current Venomous Retaliation adjustments: None

“Borderline? As in borderline third-order, right?”

“There exists a narrow band where the orders cross over,” Casus explained. “You’ll find it difficult obtaining anything of an order higher than third, be it a key or any other artifact; they’re either hard to find, or restricted. The Five Agencies hoard them and know better than to sell them. That is why Archon-forged objects have so much value; they’re one of the few ways for many contractors to access potentially beyond third-order power. In the same way, most people who do anything meaningful with the System will at most push an archetype to its maximum and never break through the evolution bottleneck.”

“Hell, most folks never get to the point where it’s relevant at all. I’ve met high-rankers who’re not even close to their archetype’s bottleneck, and mid-rankers who’ve evolved their archetype three or four times,” Garvesh added. He didn’t seem to find Casus’ explanation strange, suggesting that this was sufficiently uncommon knowledge that it wouldn’t be strange for her to be unfamiliar with it.

“You’ve met high-rankers?” Krahe asked. She raised her hand, spinning the bangle around her wrist. “Didn’t you say the people who could buy this wouldn’t give you the time of day?”

The saurian’s eyes went wide and his pupils turned into horizontal lines in alarm. He huffed and chuffed, and near enough smacked the “NO QUESTIONS ASKED” sign.

“Enough! You have what you need. Leave. I want to sleep.”

Strangely, Casus hurried to drag Krahe out of the store by the sleeve of her stolen jacket, and only once they were at the ground level again did he say anything.

“You look like you know why my question struck a nerve with him.”

Sighing, the Banisher explained, “There is a… A rumor that Garvesh was once a high-ranker himself, that he was ambushed and struck with an Outer God’s curse while trying to evolve his archetype. Now he is stuck, unable to channel more than small amounts of thauma, or so they say. Come, this way. We’ve one more stop before we head to Slaughterhouse 9.”

“Washed-up former legend that runs a pawnshop and metes out aid to the new generation…” she uttered as they walked, summoning a fresh cigarette and lighting it, taking a drag. With a long sigh on the exhalation, she turned her eyes skyward. “Talk about cliché. Just need some rain and a gang war a couple streets away and I’ll feel at home.”

“You keep smoking, but arrha is not addictive, and you should be perfectly rested at the moment. Why, then?”

“Neither is coffee; not really, anyway. You can still form a habit, it’s the ritual of it. The taste, the mild upsurge of energy. As far as I’m concerned this is just coffee I can smoke… And it’s useful as a thaumaturgy catalyst besides.”

“Huh? The smoke?”

“Yeah. I just draw in the smoke, dump thauma into it in my lungs, and exhale the spell. Makes it around one-fifth more efficient. So far I’ve got a smoke screen and a sort of spray of volcanic glass; a lacerative burst beam. That second one feels like gargling sand, though.”

“Using external elemental matter to catalyze thaumaturgies is a technique endemic to natives of the Wandering Islands. I think only the Dead Night Tiger Agency uses it in this city. They’re reputable if somewhat grim in the business they conduct; mostly assassinations. You may be able to join them.”

“Eh, I’ll consider it. Do they have an exclusivity clause like the Silversword chucklefucks?”

“I’ve no clue. Few people know how the Dead Night Tigers operate internally. They seem to run on some sort of honor system, resolving disputes between members via combat; that small part is known due to how destructive these duels are. Hard not to notice…”

Suddenly, the ground shook. Not a tremor, but something like a distant explosion. A split-second later, two figures darted across the rooftops far down the street. One expelled hundreds of purplish missiles, and the other dodged with such ease it was as if they weren’t even there. Those which struck did so with force comparable to one of Shiva’s yellow tendrils, smashing stone, and kicking up debris.

“That. Exactly that. The one with the purple missiles is Hassan Asadi, the other one’s Arash Noori, both Apostle-ranked contractors—that’s all three degrees of C-rank, their specific ranks aren’t known. Those two have been feuding for weeks, ever since Arash’s sister got killed and Hassan mocked him for mourning, in public no less. The agency must be footing the repair bill if they’re that brazen.”

Within the split-second gaps between barrages of projectiles, the one named Arash retaliated with his own. One crimson missile after the next, just like Shiva’s, but Arash just kept firing. Though unlike Shiva’s, they were faster and weren’t just masses of red; each one had a distinctly elongated shape and even bent its course to try and hit Hassan, who defended by dodging some, shooting down others, blocking with his barrier, and just eating two or three head-on with his wards. Unlike his missiles, the barrier seemed to be formed from water or some other liquid. Arash bore two weirdly bulbous guns in his hands, and only after twenty of those bloody missiles did he cease his deluge, with Hassan once more becoming the hunter.

“One of Hashem’s people used guns that fired red explosives just like that. What are they called?” Krahe inquired, her eyes lingering on the chaotic scene before them.

“Those? Those are Bloody Reapers,” Casus responded, his tone carrying a hint of contemplation. “What you saw were most likely Red Reapers, the lesser, much more common variant; Reds are the third most common type of Thaumshot, but not many people can boast of even owning a Bloody Reaper, let alone using dozens of them for a personal feud. Every single one costs thousands of DDs to produce, and empowering it eats up a tier two Lesser Eidolon—the next step up from what it takes to power a Red Reaper. They say Arash has a whole harem of Occultist women to empower his ammo for him.”

“Eats up? As in the eidolon is spent?”

“Not… really. How to explain… You sort of pluck a spirit from Kenoma, and it occupies the vault feeding off the passive emissions of your soul. When you need it, you can make the spirit possess the bullet, or any other fitting vessel, which the spirit follows the instructions embedded therein. Once the bullet is fired or the talisman is used or what have you, the spirit returns to its vault. Lesser, Greater, and Major Eidolon Vaults all work as means to contain non-sentient spirits which empower artifacts such as Thaumshot bullets. Then you have True Eidolon Vaults, which can contain fully autonomous spirits that can manifest independently and act out your will. They call them familiars in some places, summons in others, demons—one country calls them spirit pets—you get it. Once an Eidolon is exhausted, it takes a while to recover before you can use it again.”

Krahe half-smiled, her gaze still affixed to the spectacle. “Here I was thinking the fact that thaumaturgy comes naturally to me would make things easy.”

“Naturally how?”

“It took me a couple hours to figure out how to form a smoke grenade.”

“That’s… not normal. But then, abnormal abilities are, themselves, normal. You will not make it far if you don’t stand out somehow. Even for a Banish, I myself possess abnormal resistance to anathema, which is why I am able to use the Silberblut Coupler to begin with… And why I was not alarmed by your arm.”

The two feuding contractors disappeared from sight, though the evidence of their ongoing battle still carried on the wind. Amidst the ruckus, Krahe also made out a nearby unarmed scuffle between a small group of people, drunks by the sound of it.


CHAPTER 13

Continuing on with Casus’ guidance, they made their way through the city to another safe zone, this time a modest Zaveshian shrine. The front end resembled a far smaller version of the great temple in the main square, but after a brief exchange with the janitor, they were led into the back. He was an Evoy, as Krahe noticed by peering beneath the hood of the heavy robe that shrouded his body.

“May Zavesh guide you to perfection of self, sister,” he said to Krahe as she passed in Casus’ wake.

Behind the shrine, down a short hallway with several doors, Casus headed to the room at the very end. Upon entering the dimly lit space, Krahe was met by a nostalgic sight, one quite unlike Razem’s prim and proper sanctum. It was a small room lit by an overhead light, with an articulated medical chair in the middle, one made of hardwood wrapped in strange, scaly leather and padded with who knew what. Many tubes and cables hung from its underside, leading to an array of gruesome tools on a separate rack.

Artificial arms, legs, and strange parts of many different makes dangled from the ceiling, while bundles of living flesh and even whole organs floated in large jars. These jars, connected to tubes that led through the wall, were filled with differing shades of glowing fluid and plastered in varieties of curious religious seals. Some were wrapped, like her arm, while others were covered by stick-on rectangular seals akin to Taoist talismans for good fortune, which had been popular in parts of the undercity.

A miasma of smoke hung over everything. At first, she thought it to be the incense burning in one of the corners, but then she noticed the half-filled ashtray sitting right next to medical tools on a counter. The smoke languidly flowed across the ceiling toward a vent with a fan in one of the corners. Almost as quickly as the fan took the smoke away, the grafter added more with his constant smoking. He was a thin, aged-looking man, not because of wrinkles, but because of his demeanor. Despite having the face of a twenty-five-year-old, the grafter gave off the feeling of a leathery old bastard. He wore a loose robe overlaid by a heavily stained leather apron, the skin of his forearms being a noticeably different shade from his face. A pair of multi-lensed glasses sat on his nose, the lenses flipping up and down seemingly on their own. His eyes glowed light yellow.

While Casus got in the operating chair, Krahe took a seat against the wall, on one of a grand total of three seats found in this room.

While the grafter worked away at his arm, he asked who Krahe was, to be permitted to enter a grafter’s shrine workshop and observe holy work being done. The Banisher openly mentioned that Krahe was a foreigner from a far land with corrupt religious organizations. It was obviously codespeak for “She’s an Otherworlder,” at least as far as Krahe was concerned. She also caught that the grafter’s name was Firminus.

Krahe eventually felt the need to speak up. “Don’t take it personally. As I see it, there is not the slightest chance under the sun that a continent-spanning church isn’t corrupt in some way. Even if the organization at large isn’t rotten, there must be locally corrupt branches and high-ranking officials… And that’s if I really push myself and assume that the nature of the faith somehow curtails corruption. It is nothing against your church in particular. What little interaction I’ve had with its members has only been positive. Call me a cynic, if you wish. That outlook has served me well thus far.”

To her surprise and relief in equal measure, the only feeling she sensed in the grafter was bemusement as he spoke. “That’s you being optimistic? Truly, what a hellish world you must have come from. If there is one unfaltering beacon of righteousness in this world, it is the Twin Churches. Just as the Banishment Wheel, so too have the Twin Churches stood as sacrosanct guardians over all mankind for millennia.”

“I told her as much,” Casus chimed in, only to get shushed. The grafter pulled a ruptured muscle bundle out from betwixt the tangle.

“Even if they would destroy buildings and districts just to recover your corpse?” Krahe retorted. “And there’s a ruptured muscle bundle where the tricep would be. Looks like it’s tangled with a… Tendon? Why’s a tendon there?”

“Oh, good eye. You may have some talent for grafting,” the grafter noticed, moving to that area. “Zavesh, spare me… Casus, how long has it been since your last check up? Looks like the secondary blackvein got tangled somehow. This is why you run them coaxial with the skeletal scaffold.”

“But this way I get—” Casus started.

“—more blood where it needs to go with less tubing,” Krahe guessed.

“Yes, very much so.” The grafter nodded toward her. “Not those exact terms, but close enough.” The grafter then looked at Casus. “Have you brought her hoping that I take her on as an apprentice or some such? To get that scorched arm replaced?”

He didn’t seem entirely opposed to the idea.

Krahe chimed in again. “I’m not looking to apply to any such thing, for all it matters.”

“And I did not expect you to know anything of fleshgrafting…” The Pilgrim Banisher narrowed his eyes in confusion.

Continuing his work, the grafter returned to the topic of Krahe’s implicit distrust of the church at large. “I will admit, the Grafting Church’s methods are heavy-handed at times, especially compared to the Seven Spokes, but that does not mean it is corrupt. Besides, anyone who suffers property damage or bodily injury is compensated above and beyond what is necessary.”

Krahe leaned forward in her seat, crossing her legs. She rested her left elbow on her knee, and in turn, rested her chin on the back of her knuckles. Not even trying to hide it, she conjured a cigarette into her hand, forming a thin tendril of tar to usher it into the corner of her mouth and lit it with an ember at the tendril’s point. A frivolous exercise of control, more for show than anything else.

“That’s nice,” she said in a dead, distinctly coarse tone. “A shiny new house and a new dog won’t bring back a wrecked home and a dead brother, though. Best to not catch innocents in the crossfire to begin with than to pay for someone’s new legs because he stepped on one of your mines, or worse, pay for someone’s funeral because one of your graft-saints sterilized the building he was in with superheated steam.”

“Are you the same Blackhand that slaughtered all but one living soul in the Old Street Butchershop?” Casus questioned, genuinely taken aback rather than trying to call out her hypocrisy.

“I didn’t touch the civvies on the second floor, and only broke the butcher’s leg in case he was one of Hashem’s men so he wouldn’t call for reinforcements…” she listed, turning her gaze up from Casus’ arm to meet his gaze. “But I will readily admit that I do not live up to my own ideals.”

“Hashem? You’re going after the Hashems now? What, am I to help you prepare to go into battle with a… A Dregsteamer belt and an idealistic Anathemist?!” the grafter scolded, gesturing toward Krahe as if she were a barely working hoverbike that would be used in a doomed bank robbery. Despite his scolding, though, the grafter continued in his work, pulling out and replacing a total of seven muscle bundles. “Alright, I untangled the powerline and secured it as best I could. I replaced the damaged bundles with fast-twitch F6 Sinistro cultured muscle, as you asked; the performance should be consistent for about two weeks. After that, the F6s will have assimilated and will outperform the other bundles. I will replace the rest next time once I’ve cultured more F6 muscle bundles. Go on. Give it a go.”

Casus didn’t hesitate a moment, springing up and taking on a loose, vaguely boxer-like stance. Right arm partly raised, fingers relaxed. Then, a forward jab, lightning fast—so fast Krahe could barely see the motion. One after the next, Casus threw a series of identical jabs at a blistering speed which she was certain could break concrete. With a thankful smile, the Banisher interlaced his fingers such that his hands formed a ring, and then he gave a shallow bow.

“Thank you. Your work never disappoints!” he said.

“Uh-huh. You next,” the grafter gestured to Krahe after patting Casus on the shoulder.

“I’ve no need for a checkup, nor do I have any ailments to cure,” she refused, raising her arm so that the seals could be clearly seen. The grafter nonetheless gestured for her to approach.

“Come now. You are already here. Your acute anathema poisoning may be in remission, but there are many ailments which Anathemists suffer for years before they make themselves known through symptoms. By then, it is too late to treat them. I shan’t perform any invasive procedures, nor shall I attempt to appraise you without your consent.”

Krahe knew this type of doctor. The good doctor. The doctor who cared. She disliked them, much as she disliked genuinely good natured people. This, of course, countered her own nature, and she was well aware that some might consider her good natured; but she knew herself, including the parts she would consider flaws in someone else.

“Very well.” She sighed, getting up and seating herself in the medical chair. It was worn and smelled of strange smoke—something familiar to her.

Unlike Razem, no paper talismans or bright lights were involved. The grafter simply shoved a monocle in front of his face, springs popping out to hold it in place against the edges of his eye socket.

“Alright. Let us take a look…”

He took a long drag of his cigarette. Strange sigils flashed across the glass of his monocle, followed by lines and lines of text. A raised eyebrow. Another test followed; a small dish.

“Spit into this.”

His examination continued with her spit, proceeding to dip an elaborately carved silver stick into the liquid. It flashed an opaque-backed projection for a few seconds.

“No comorbidities typical of anathema exposure. It’s as if you haven’t been exposed to it at all. How curious. What is more, neither test signaled positive for anything. It’s as if you haven’t aged or suffered any disease in your life. The only markers I detected were toxins from a Purge Pill, arrha, cassia, and some type of heavily refined sleep enhancement agent, probably an incense. If I didn’t know better, I would take you for a synthoid in elaborate body paint.”

“Clean bill of health. Reassuring,” she said sarcastically.

“Unsettling is more like it. When was the last time you used Thaumic Fusion?”

“Yester—no—around six hours ago.”

The only reason she told the truth was that she knew Casus would’ve exposed a lie.

“You may possess a hidden boon similar to Casus’, then. That is the only explanation I can think of for your state. Nonetheless, you ought to know well that anathema is not to be toyed with even if you can tolerate it better than most.”

“Please, enough. I’ve gone through some version of this spiel six times since I arrived in this city.”

“Right, right, very well.” The grafter nodded, taking the sample and throwing it away. “I do not care where you plan to go after this, and I would rather not know, given that I am under sacred oath to share urgent church matters with the Central Temple. If you don’t mind, I was in the middle of repairing—”

A horrid noise echoed from the other room like an angry spirit trying to scream racial slurs for aliens through a phonograph. He sighed, uttering, “—a certain Mamon Knight’s voicebox. Casus, I pray to Zavesh that your judgment for people is as good as you think it is. As for you, Anathemist… I pray that Casus’ judgment for people is as good as he thinks it is.”

He waited until they left before attending to the screaming voice box, judging by the sound of his footsteps. They were out of the shrine before long, and finally progressing to their true destination.

“Do we have any intel on the location?” Krahe questioned.

“I know the direction of my belt, and I have some guesses as to where Slaughterhouse 9 might be located. It is known to be in a particular area, but where or what exactly it is remains unknown. After all, it would have already been destroyed if the church knew where it was.”

“The first guess that comes to mind would be a complex of several buildings conjoined into a compound, possibly with connected basements and entrances via the sewer or storm drain. Do you know of a section of the suspected district with drainage issues, spillage, generally shady goings-on on the surface?”

“Not in the obvious way one might expect, but… It is true that a disproportionate number of bounties have been claimed in a particular area of the northeastern quarter, and some parts of that area have been functionally blocked off with rubble. There are no substantial landmarks, and all the streets are named after the oldest major building on that street. We may as well begin our search there.”

∆∆∆

Firminus had indeed discarded the sample, but before then, he had stored some of it away inside his right hand; among other tools, it contained several dozen hidden syringes, all within his abnormally spacious Kenoma Pocket. He entered that woman’s saliva into one of his machines, a device of mechanical sophistication and thaumaturgic brutishness. It used a complex mechanism to bombard a sample with a wide and overwhelming variety of basic appraisal magic, both breaking apart any appraisal interference and brute-forcing the specific type of appraisal that would work. It wasn’t a systemic appraisal, but rather a type of appraisal which targeted specific substances and magical signatures to determine the properties of potential graft material.

There was nothing abnormal. No dead blood cells, no microscopic thaumstone accumulation, none of the seven distinct abnormal substances found in the saliva of those suffering from anathema poisoning. Even graft-apostles and graft-saints who could weather the strain had some markers show up in their checkup samples after using anathemism. Why not her?

Moments later, the machine began returning false positives. One after the next, every false positive possible. Then, his sample turned black, and fearing for the precious equipment, he shut down the device. Opening the sample vial, he discovered it was full of construct-tar, which rapidly denatured into a choking cloud of smoke. This smoke simply dematerialized into decoherent thauma just as quickly.

Though bewildered by the result, Firminus felt no dread. That Casus Aristedes trusted her enough to bring her here was proof enough of a righteous nature.

“Oh, Igaria! What sort of ally have you sent to us?” He sighed.

Firminus decided to warn her when the opportunity presented itself. If she happened to visit a grafter without the same deep, abiding faith in Zavesh as him, and if said grafter chose to sell the information about someone who could tolerate anathema without suffering bodily degradation, she would be hunted down and mercilessly vivisected.

∆∆∆

It was a lengthy journey through the city, despite Casus leveraging his connections to source what seemed to be a motorbike. The machine’s design was more art-deco exhibit than conventional vehicle, with its engine completely hidden inside the chassis and its wheels just solid discs of brass-like metal which hovered between tuning fork shaped ribs. It had just about enough space for two people.

“Otherworlder tech?” Krahe asked.

“One of the more successful examples, yes. The inventor settled for these when his combine tractor idea turned out to be useless.”

“I assume most thaumatech runs on souldregs in one way or another, yes?”

“Most of it does, yes. This one uses a typical Dregburner Drive, as it is a customized Model 3. Some versions, like the Model 7C, can be fuelled by one’s own thauma, but they are somewhat niche—”

“Just go. You can tell me later,” she said, getting on the machine. Upon observation she determined its controls to be typical, if primitive, resembling those of an antique from mid-twentieth century Soviet Europe. Then, she remembered that she didn’t have any knowledge of the streets nor an internal compass, and scooted backward in the seat.

The ride was anything but bumpy, though the motorbike’s actual speed was more in the realm of a riced-up moped than the 300kph death machines Krahe had enjoyed riding in her past life. Its greatest strength was the distinct absence of engine noise and its perfect suspension, the dregburner drive sounding like the whir of a low-output hoverbike.

Krahe spent the journey mentally working on improving what thaumaturgies she had and devising new ones. For starters, both the Smoke Eruption grenade and the burster were easily strengthened with a solid shell. It just needed to be tuned to shatter once the grenade’s internal pressure peaked. Constraining an explosive was one of the easiest ways to cause its detonation to be more violent.

There was also the fact that her throughput was no longer a severe bottleneck. She already had ideas of lashing tendrils to smash apart barriers, and of using her own fingers as the barrels for a beam gatling gun. Precise, repeating strikes that could chew through wards while also serving as suppressing fire in conjunction with her on-demand cover deployment artifact. Then, there was Anathemism. Of course, Cinder Flash would easily find an improvement. Repeating fire would turn it into Cinder Strobe, and it could be made into a slightly closer approximation of the Blackhand Rad-blaster if she leaned fully on the power side of things.

However, an ominous idea swirled in her head, inspired by the desire to see just how far she could push the power of thauma and anathema. Just how strong was the Forming Toroid’s reinforcement? Could she create a construct that would carry out thaumaturgy-like functions without her intervention, or would that demand an Eidolon?

The Wound-like Grin made itself known again. Krahe had realized by now that it was a representation of the infinitesimal sliver of Chernobog that dwelt in her brain… Whatever Chernobog was. It showed up whenever her actions stirred the shard of eldritch intelligence, and in turn, it took what she herself knew as a means of translating the unknowable into the knowable.

Downright magnanimous, this Outer God.

Over the course of the ride, Krahe and the Wound-like Grin engaged in a nonverbal tug-of-war, concocting an absolute war crime of magic.

The whole construct’s design was fundamentally simple—a core and a shell.

The core would consist of cinder-aspected anathema, constantly radiating Cinder Flash-adjacent rays outward like an ember. Vitally, the core’s composition would be precisely balanced to teeter on the edge of collapsing into itself and subsequently erupting outward in a violent detonation of cinder-radiation and anathema. This was when the shell came in.

In practice, the shell would be made up of many interwoven tendrils with a special composition, powerfully Earth-aspected and designed to return the core’s emissions back where they came, into the core. Specifically, they would be made of tar as a flowing medium, with nano-scale construct-crystals that would actually do the reflecting.

The shell’s purpose would be to gradually encase the core more and more, reflecting its own emissions back into it, until, with full envelopment, the core would collapse. Moments later, the core’s momentary ignition into a wretched approximation of a miniature star would tear the shell apart and fry everything in the vicinity.

Her own knowledge combined with Chernobog’s Mystic Wisdom into an idea that the boon illustrated by dredging up a single memory; a photograph of a half-sphere, within whose middle a smaller sphere sat. The other half of the larger sphere sat off to the side right next to a screwdriver.

Chernobog’s blessing had received a question, and answered as one would expect a dark god’s knowledge to answer. “Demon Core.”

Perhaps most grim of all, nowhere did the idea of an explosion come into play. This eldritch, horrific thaumaturgy was designed to fry everything in the vicinity, not to explode and vaporize.

Given the energy input and precise construction required, Krahe wholly expected that she would require an Eidolon to perform this great and terrible feat, perhaps even a Greater Eidolon. She didn’t know, and fully expected to spend quite some time studying the intricacies of magic before she made it work. Nonetheless, she couldn’t help but conjure the mental image of herself in a circumstance which would demand that level of indiscriminate firepower. For all her pragmatism, Krahe’s ego was anything but small.

She filed the idea away with no expectation of bringing it to fruition any time soon, as the motorbike came to a halt. They had reached another thrice-damned minor shrine as their destination, and at that point, Krahe had to ask, “Do you only know the specific locations of shrines and grafters in the city?”

“What? No, no. Of course not. They simply happen to be the places whose locations I can recall the most easily, and which I consider to be the safest. A shrine of the Seven Spokes will not cooperate with Hashem Family thugs,” he explained, picking up the bike and carrying it inside the shrine. The shrine attendant, a lanky saurian girl in shrine maiden-like clothing, seemed surprised, but also glad to see him… and utterly dread-stricken at the sight of Krahe.

“Hide this in the back and don’t tell anyone we came by, alright? We’ve an important secret mission!” the Banisher instructed the girl, patting her head. She gave another concerned glance toward Krahe, then took the motorbike and, much like Casus, simply carried it deeper into the shrine. It would’ve been strange if Krahe hadn’t seen her share of cyberized children working in heavy industry and lifting hundreds of kilos on a regular basis. Then again, they rarely lasted for more than a few months with the strain of those cybernetics, while this saurian girl could very well possess that degree of strength naturally.

“Is she grafted, or are Saurians naturally that strong?”

“Both, somewhat… However, a third factor is at play. She was born with the boon of the Roaring One, the Outer God who created Saurians, and whose maddening influence kept them as animalistic brutes until the Banishing. She was grafted not to enhance her strength, but to sever her from the Roaring One’s influence. The girl was a man-eating berserker before then, now she will grow up to be an Igarian shrine maiden.”

“I somehow doubt that is the whole story, but I’ll give you the benefit of the doubt on this one.”

Krahe had, after all, encountered self-proclaimed “Techno-Anprims” in the deepest depths of Megacity Gamma. Scavengers with intelligence and culture akin to stone-age tribals, yet who recovered, repaired, and used high-end cybernetics from three generations ago to hunt mutated animals for food. A caveman god who created cavemen and wanted his creations to stay as cavemen seemed downright reasonable by comparison.

Soon, they arrived at the area in question, scouting from a safe distance. One could hardly ignore the gradual decline in architecture, from beautiful historical buildings and art deco, to utilitarian warehouses and boxy homes clearly built in a hurry. The buildings here resembled those at the abandoned village just outside Jas’raba. Krahe mentally mapped out the area as they walked, and determined which parts of this subdistrict had been blockaded from the rest of it. There weren’t just blocked back alleys, but buildings in far too good of a state to have their doors and windows sealed.

“I understand now…” Casus said. “They must’ve repurposed a deserted station from the subterranean tram line planned for this area. An official’s wife opposed it, as businesses that competed with hers would’ve benefited from the traffic. That conflict of interests snowballed until this entire section of the line was left unfinished, nearly one-third of the project just gone. This whole district has been on the decline since then.”

“Does the unfinished tram line run anywhere near the Old Street Butchershop?”

“It does. That is why I arrived at this conclusion. They must be using it.”

“Do you know of any nearby entrances?”

“I do. The tunnel has been used by everyone from the homeless, to smugglers and renegade grafters trying to hide their grotesqueries. The only reason it hasn’t been demolished is the unacceptable surface damage that would cause, not to mention all the pipes that run right next to the tunnel.”

“Lead the way… And please cut back on the extraneous information.”

“How am I to know what is extraneous and what is vital knowledge that merely seems extraneous to me as a native of this world? I am only trying to be considerate.”

“Touché.”

Entry into the abandoned tram line was a touch tricky due to Krahe’s preference for discreet access, which resulted in breaking into an out of use municipal building to access its basement. It had been a guess, but a correct one, as they found a locked door into the tunnels. Casus seemed dejected at the sight, remarking, “We may as well look elsewhere. These locks are nearly impervious to normal lockpicks, and I am not a skilled lockpick to begin with.”

Krahe squatted before the door. “Well, I don’t have lockpicks, but I could…”

A disappointed sigh escaped her when she realized this wasn’t the type of lock she could get at with simple tools. In fact, the keyway was like a deformed cousin to one which she had dealt with before, designed to counter traditional lockpicking.

“Do nothing. We would need a tubular pick for this; beyond what I can conjure.”

She stood up and stepped back, looking to Casus.

“We’ll just bypass the lock altogether. Break the hinges.”

“The hinge pins are not exposed, and the anchors are in the brick by the looks of it.”

“Correct. They are anchored in brick.”

The Banisher glanced at the brickwork, then at his right hand, then at Krahe.

“Touché.”

The water-eroded brickwork crumbled like tofu-dreg faux-crete under Casus’ blows. They had to pry the door away from the wall and awkwardly squeeze past, with the lock sturdy enough that the whole thing hung off it. Before long, they hit the unfinished tram tunnel, the air stale from lack of active ventilation. Stale… And faintly tinged with the metallic smell of blood.


CHAPTER 14

Following Casus’ internal compass, they crept through the tunnel until they approached an alcove with an emergency door. Rather, what had once been such an alcove. It had been reinforced and built up with ramps and even a mechanized hoist, while the door itself and a chunk of the wall was demolished to make room for a cart rail. Splatters of blood abounded, most dry, some not. A whirring machine the size of a watercooler was projecting a bubble-like, arsenic-green barrier to make up for the absence of a door. That machine was also the barrier’s weakness, as its bulbous shape was halfway on either side.

Contrary to what one might consider good judgment, “SLAUGHTERHOUSE 9” was painted in bright cartoonish red above the door. Nostalgia flowed through Krahe’s chest, sparking a faint smirk on her face. This, in turn, prompted a curious eyebrow raise from Casus.

“Looks like bottom-rung choppergangs are just as brain-dead as they were back home. Get your belt going, there’s no doing this the quiet way. They probably see your Silberblut Coupler as a major windfall, if it’s one-tenth as valuable as you think it is.”

The response she received was not from Casus, but from his belt. The click of a canister locking into place as the lever depressed. Pressurized gas hissed as mercurial metal flowed over his body and formed into armor that looked nothing like the suit of its previous wearer. Casus’ version of the Dregsteam Armor was amorphous and elegant, fully embodying the appearance of liquid metal. Large tracts of armor stretched all across his body, the differential between flexible and hardened a tenuous one. It reminded Krahe of non-Newtonian reactive armor. The undersuit which peeked through was similarly silvery, seamlessly blending with the outer layer. It bunched up around his right arm, dripping off it in such a way as to form a wicked blade braced against the back of his hand. His helmet had no visible eyes or visor, but there were two humanoid features to its faceless visage: lips and hair. The Banisher’s flowing mane had been accounted for by the armor, cascading down out of holes on the bottom of the helmet and forward over his shoulders, adding to its unsettling appearance.

That was when she realized why the armor looked different. The canister had blue stripes instead of yellow or orange ones.

The belt’s warning affirmed her read on it.

“WARNING: Omniphage. Caustic hazard. Stand clear.”

“I cannot say I expected a gangster to shell out for an Omniphage cartridge… But I also cannot say I do not appreciate it.”

Muffled voices echoed from the entryway of Slaughterhouse 9; two of them, vaguely alarmed, arguing if they had just heard someone use a Dregsteamer, and whether it was “that moron transforming for fun again.” The argument resolved when the older-sounding voice commanded, “Go check anyway. If we have a repeat of last month, it’s my ass on the line.”

Though they continued approaching the entryway even while this exchange took place, doing so stealthily became untenable as a guard emerged. They kept tight to the same side as the entrance, to at least keep out of sight.

“We’ve drawn attention. Let us get on with the killing,” Casus hissed.

“Think I can disable that generator with a bullet?” Krahe asked, leaning out.

“That model… Yes, if you can hit the regulator right there.” He pointed to a circular section where three cables met. It was about fifteen centimeters across, and she was over twenty meters from it. Casus’ statement was not a serious suggestion.

She took the shot anyway, propping up her right arm with her left while she formed a smoke grenade in her free hand.

Low and to the left.

Voices of reluctance turned to voices of alarm at the sound of the gunshot, but Krahe kept cool and fired again. The generator sputtered. Not only did the barrier fail, it did so in spectacular fashion, unraveling into whipping tendrils of incoherent magic before the generator burst in a shower of sparks and liquid thaumine.

Krahe lowered her gun and sprinted across the tunnel while Casus kept pace behind her. She knew he was faster but had the good judgment not to run ahead like a moron.

When she got within ten meters, she chucked the grenade into the entryway. It was imbued with isotope from her arm, and somewhat unexpectedly, the smoke seemed to benefit from the Phase of Earthen Jade. It was significantly denser and slower to start dissipating.

Swearing and threats abounded. The two Hashem goons were dead before they knew what had happened. Rather than rely on Thaumic Fusion, Krahe blasted her target with tracers at point-blank range. She had swept his legs to get his barrier out of the way, and then put one tracer after the next into his back until he was dead with a gaping hole where his spine had been.

While the brief bout of hyperviolence played out, Krahe took stock of her surroundings. The emergency door led to a stairway to the surface and a shaft housing a rudimentary elevator more suitable for carts than people. Rather than having had its machinery replaced, it seemed that the shaft had never been installed with it before the Hashems came along. If her mental map was even remotely accurate, the shaft should surface somewhere inside the blockaded subdistrict.

Casus had killed his target and awaited her with an eyeless stare when she looked up from her victim. The body at the Banisher’s feet was slowly being eaten by liquid metal from within the narrow wound in its skull.

“What?” she looked up to meet his gaze. It would’ve been awkward if she wasn’t used to impassive faceplates.

“Nothing. You fight like a Red Hood. That is a compliment,” he stated with complete seriousness.

“Not a time for small talk.” Krahe shushed him, getting a ring of keys off the dead man’s belt. One of them fit into the elevator’s panel, but there was already a key in there, to her disappointment. “Lazy fuckers couldn’t even bother with basic security protocol… C’mon, help me hoist these guys into the lift.”

“Why?”

“I’ll set a construct to start the lift after a delay while we scale the stairs. When the lift comes up, all the attention will be on it and we’ll get a hair-thin window to slip into the compound undetected. My plan assumes many things, but assumptions and gut instinct are the best you’ve got in the absence of proper intel. Hashem goons are still civvie-adjacent, so the ol’ Corpse Elevator ought to work.”

Equally appalled and bewildered, Casus turned to her. “You used this tactic often enough that you gave it a name?”

“To be fair, elevators were much more common in my world,” she said as she pulled the voidkeys out of their fallen foe. A Purgation Chimney and a thick nail that broke during the extraction.

“That is not the problem here!” he snapped.

“Be quiet and help me. Hold the guy’s hand up there in the corner.”

“Like this?”

“Hold it below the wrist. Yeah, like that. Now hold it still…”

Krahe for the first time made practical use of tar, and found that, to her glee, it came naturally to her. A slick tendril slithered out from beneath her leotard, down her left arm, and lunged toward its target, where it consolidated into a mass of tar to hold the dead man’s hand in place.

Despite the facelessness of his helmet, she felt Casus giving her another furrowed look. It felt like he was reconsidering his earlier assessment of her character.

“Now, the other hand.”

He nonetheless aided her in setting up the macabre scene. As they worked, sound from the surface carried down. The whirring of machinery, screams of pain and terror, and cackling of gangsters desensitized to the butchery at their hands. She was well aware of the seeming contradiction in expecting them to be shocked by the Corpse Elevator, but she found that to be the case in her dealings with multiple choppergangs.

“And the finishing touch…”

She proceeded to blast the corpse with a stream of anathema-infused heat, a weak Cinder Flash of sorts, until his face resembled her arm in texture and his eyes had turned to glowing coals.

“There, now the other corpse. Put him under the first guy in a kneeling position.”

“I did not know you had an affinity for water as well. Is this some sort of cement?” Casus tried to divert from the gruesome work he was carrying out. The other body had a gaping hole through the middle of its head, created by the “omniphage” aspect of Casus’ current armor, though the effect had worn off by now.

“No water, just mineral tar. I’m fairly certain one could produce tar with whatever affinity is closest to trees, but mine is mineral. I have to put anathemic residue into the reaction to produce it, though.” She shrugged.

“Ah, Bane Soot explains it. Like this? With his hands in his lap?”

“That’s good.”

She sprayed more tar to keep the other corpse in place, and fried his face as well. Then, she attached a simple construct to the control panel that would press the up button after a time delay. The timer was as simple as a physical fuse which she would light. With that, the Corpse Elevator was ready.

“I would have expected the noise to raise an alarm, but I suppose the only significant noise we made was damped by the barrier before it failed. Though… you said there was no doing this quietly. Why this elaborate setup for a chance at a clandestine entry?”

“Doing it loud is not mutually exclusive with avoiding head-on confrontation. That being said… if this works, we will have an advantageous position, nothing more. I suspect extracting your belt will involve a fair amount of head-on confrontation and I’d rather not fight an entire compound of gangsters. Since most of them may simply be following along, they’ll scatter and become small fish again if we behead this operation. Though, I also can’t say that I’m opposed to wiping this whole place out, if Hashem’s goons happen to look a touch too complicit in whatever fucked up body-snatcher shit is going on in this place. Before we light the fuse, so to speak, describe the Silberblut Coupler to me. Tell me its direction and distance if you can. By my estimate we’re around…” She leaned into the stairwell, peering up through the narrow gap that ran its entire height down the middle. “…twenty meters below ground level.”

Rather than describe it, he shortened his arm-blade and scraped a profile rendering of the belt into the nearby wall. It was a segmented, metal belt with an eye-shaped buckle; by Casus’ brief description, most of it was silver, with golden trim. A band of engraved gold encircled the eye, with three golden claws holding in a solid half-sphere with a star shaped sigil inside.

“The eye is the Catalyst.” He gestured to the half-sphere. “They haven’t removed it, thank Zavesh.”

The buckle was the eye socket, after all.

“As for where it is…” He gestured northeast and slightly upward. “Likely in a basement, or some other place just below ground level.”

“Well, let’s try this…”

Craning her head as if she could see through the solid rock, she raised her left hand, and Casus saw a fanged mouth open in her palm. He’d seen it before, and had figured out that it was just a Kenoma Pocket interface; he had also seen stranger ones, like an open wound with a zipper stitched over it, or the mouth of an iron-scaled serpent grafted to a man’s back as if it were a tail.

Krahe summoned another cigarette, her sixth or seventh just today, yet somehow, the smell of smoke didn’t linger about her. Arrha smoke was pleasant, as far as smoke could be, but it still soaked into a smoker’s clothes, hair, their very being. He supposed it made sense for a mage whose natural affinity included smoke and whose Purge Remnants were also smoke.

“I can only hope we’re not walking into an ambush.”

“It has only been a few hours. They may not yet even know I am gone.”

“Zastreon may lack instant, long range communication… But this city is small. It’s entirely possible that we are walking into a compound on high alert. I’m not sure what that looks like given the portable generator and two bottom-rung chucklefucks as guards down in the tunnel, but they might’ve been the bait to get us off-guard, or the tunnel might be a rarely used entrance. I’m not saying it’s likely, but it’s possible. Maybe… three percent. Four if I’m generous. Odds that some of the Hashem Family know about the Old Street Butchershop? I’d bump that to fifteen percent. Twenty-five if the guy I left alive had a spare key in his Kenoma Pocket, but then the odds of an ambush jump to nine percent at best. You get the gist.”

Casus tilted his head. “You calculate ahead to such an extent?”

Grinning, she turned to face him. “No, I’m just pulling numbers out of my ass. It’s hard to calculate probability without a graft that compiles available information and another that does the math for you.”

“You used to have grafts?”

She took a long, long drag, then exhaled and snapped her fingers in the vague direction of the Corpse Elevator. The fuse began to smolder. Slowly, she started walking, entering the stairwell. Casus followed. Despite their stealthy approach, she didn’t keep quiet. She just walked casually up the stairs, quietly patting out a countdown on the inside of her own palm.

“I used to be more metal than meat,” she said quietly. At this volume, her voice almost sounded the part for how much she had smoked since Casus met her. A bitter chuckle. “My corpse might still be running around killing my killers. It might never stop if the fusion cell holds up long enough for it to get to one of my safehouses. I had an old Hunter-Killer AI Blackbox wired up where my spleen used to be, as a dead man's switch, y’know, to go with the nuke and the Dataphage AI. A sort of anathema bomb strong enough to level a city and the other… a curse that destroys technology associated with those who had me killed, spreading forever until its task is done. In the same way, those HK-AI, once you let ‘em rip, those things will keep going, learning and elaborating on their directive until they receive the shutdown code… But those codes used to change every week, and the code generating algos don’t exist anymore. The unit I ripped my blackbox out of had been going for centuries, long enough to become a wrathful deity to the local scavengers.”

Krahe fell silent and stopped tapping, half because sounds from the surface were now carrying clearly enough to be overheard, and half because the Corpse Elevator had just shuddered into motion. Scraping and creaking, climbing and crawling its way up with wheels on uneven tracks.

Something shifted in Krahe. Not overtly, her posture remained the same, but there was a shift—behind her eyes. She pulled her gun and switched it to her right hand, rolling her left shoulder. Without a word, Casus knew to stay silent. Together, they snuck up the last spirals of the stairway and emerged into a small surface booth, just big enough to contain the stairway’s footprint and an unsealed archway that stared down the pedestrian side of a street. It was doubtlessly connected to a section for the elevator. It lined up with their recon; the blocked-off area had monopolized a whole section of road, alongside the buildings between it and the adjacent streets. Thankfully, Audunpoint wasn’t laid out in blocks; otherwise, this would’ve been one hell of a gang compound.

The pair slipped out, darting across the street and taking cover in the nearest alley, its messy barricade providing plenty of rubble to hide behind. In their case, a large crate. No less than seven figures gathered to the noise. But something was off. Krahe didn’t feel magic from them in the same way she had felt it from even the gangsters at the Old Street Butchershop. They felt somewhat like Jas’raba’s Tur’ith ur-baneworms. They all showed significant signs of baneworm infestation and shuffled about with somewhat uncoordinated gaits. She hadn’t gotten the same sense from normal Gor’un, leading her to believe that these were Gor’ah, their lesser cousins. Some weren’t even in complete bodies, but Frankenstein-like patchwork bodies of mismatched proportion with stiff, dangling metal arms that occasionally twitched into brief spurts of motion.

Then the groaning started. Like a dog trying to speak with a human voice.

The disturbance of the Corpse Elevator’s arrival didn’t go unnoticed.

“E-le-va-torrrr… Gre-go-reeeh… Mar-khusss…” It was a confused vocalization—barely speech—but with notable distress as the man stumbled forward, leaning in toward the lower of the two corpses.

A distinctly clearer voice echoed from a distance, reminiscent of someone scolding a misbehaving pet rather than a subordinate. It approached from Krahe’s right, out of sight of the Corpse Elevator.

“Hey! The fuck you doin’ over there?! We’re not even halfway done loading the shipment. Nobody said you could—What the hell? Why’s the lift up here? Did you fuckheads call it just for fun again?”

“Gor’ah having another episode? Seriously, at this rate we’ll be hours overdue for emptying this place,” a second voice chimed in as it caught up from a distance. “Who knows what kind of monstrosity the wheelers sent to wipe out Old Street? If a Red Hood shows up, we’re fucked. I’d rather have Semzar stick me in an old man again. Fuck it, man. Let’s just cut our losses and get the fuck out of dodge. I don’t care who is paying Damrus how much, I’m not seeing a fuckin’ ring of it.”

“You know we can’t do that. The Boss will throw us to the flies if he finds out we shorted him. The Foreman’s pet ought to be able to at least slow it down long enough for us to evacuate.”

“Maybe, but the damn thing is so lazy it might as well be a puppet. Barely does anything without being told. Do you expect the Foreman to stick around and deal with a Red Hood? No fuckin’ chance. He’ll be the first one out.”

A laugh. “True.”

The place was being evacuated. Krahe hoped it to be mere coincidence, but then, her mind went back to the odds. Back to the smokery. The diminutive, red-cloaked figure which seemed to have unsettled everyone was probably a Red Hood.

Finally, the two men neared the elevator. Both were well-built and dressed in workers’ clothes, one even having a flat cap on his head. Both displayed subtle signs of being baneworms in the faint, reddish tendrils visible beneath their skin. The more baneworms she saw, the more Krahe thought it wasn’t rejection that gave them away, but the sloppiness in how they stuffed themselves into a body.

In the moment between the two passing behind the building and seeing the Corpse Elevator’s interior, Krahe and Casus dashed out of their alley and further down the street, closing the distance to the Silberblut Coupler. Just for good measure, she formed a densified smoke grenade, compressed to the point of nearly counting as a burster, stuffed full of isotope. Once formed it demanded some input to stay stable, but her entropy steadily went back down.

Contrary to her hopes, it wasn’t long before she had to use the smoke burster. She and Casus had already ducked into an alley well before they could be discovered, but they were still half the compound’s length from his belt, and the ol’ Corpse Elevator was just about starting a fuss. Screams from a distressed Gor’ah drove the rest of them into a frenzy; not just the immediate group, but something in the realm of thirty or forty bodies flooded out of nearby buildings. This included the pair of doors which shared the alley with them. Five or six of the things just piled out, sprinting, only to stop and give Casus and Krahe a weird look. Then, curiously, one asked, “Pass… word?”

Krahe would’ve laughed or sworn at the subsapient parasite, but it all brought to mind memories of an ill-fated jaunt through Mutie-dump 27, where those with deleterious mutations were imprisoned and gunned down if they tried to escape. It was a grim place and a grim journey.

Krahe dropped a grenade, letting it roll unassumingly toward them. It didn’t alarm any of the piled-up Gor’ah, as it resembled a shiny black ball from the outside.

She quietly raised her barrier, smoke and cinders swirling together into an umbrella, while charging a Cinder Flash.

“We go through,” she said to Casus.

“Through? No through. Password!” a particularly eloquent Gor’ah demanded. The grenade exploded. Acrid smoke and razor-sharp obsidian dust filled the alley. Groans of pain followed.

Casus rushed ahead of her, his inhuman speed finally coming into play. Rather than do violence upon the creatures, he tossed and shoved them out of the way so Krahe could pass, then slammed the door shut in his wake. She knew well enough to instantly raise a wall, the glistening slab of green and black ramming up out of the ground fast enough to make her consider weaponizing the bangle.

The room beyond this entryway had clearly been a kitchen at one point, now refitted with typical choppergang fare of bathtubs and butchering slates. They moved further, continuing to hop between buildings by going through side doors in alleyways or jumping between windows. They traversed a full half of the compound’s length by this method and came across a wide and disturbing variety of butchering setups, but all were deserted, recently too. Trails of blood everywhere suggested that many corpses and dismembered body parts had been removed from these buildings in a hurry.

Their easy passage wouldn’t last for long, however. The whole compound was on high alert by now, a swarm of Gor’ah-possessed bodies ambling about while some twenty to thirty actual people milled about trying to suss out the intruder. Among them, from the brief glances they had gotten while remaining hidden, Casus managed to pick out five to ten individuals of sufficient power to be concerned over, and one significantly powerful figure whom Casus described as “a good reason to have gone for the Twin Serpent key.”

One building they entered wasn’t deserted.

The interior stunk. It stunk of chemicals, blood, and viscera, and the man they found butchering a human body conspicuously didn’t stink. No, butchery wasn’t quite the right word. He was dismantling it.

Then, he turned around with a strange, aloof look on his face, and they noticed that the body wasn’t quite a body just yet; the subject’s voidkey had been extricated somehow, leaving a gaping hole in the side of his skull, and a tube ran down his throat, powered by a crude breathing-machine nearby.

“My, my. New faces. And… Ah, Silberblut! What a shame, what a shame, I told those fools you were too big a fish for them. Ah well, line’s snapped. I suppose you might want some information in exchange for my ability to walk my way on out of here, yes?”

The surgeon bore none of the marks of baneworm infestation. He was monochrome, just like… well, Monochrome. Also like Monochrome, he was well-built and clearly healthy, somewhat contrasting the baneworms riding in corpses that made up most of the compound. Unlike Monochrome, though, the surgeon’s skin was matte-black, his eyes gray, and his lips and hair were white. His attire, too, was relatively normal; a striped, bloodstained tank top, black trousers, suspenders, work boots. He certainly didn’t look the part of a choppergang’s demented body-disassembler. Were it not for the blood and the very much demented expression he wore, he would have been somewhat attractive.

Casus just about stepped forward to valiantly slay the evildoer, and Krahe was of the same mind, but she also knew not to reject intel freely offered, least of all by one who thought truth would buy him a ticket to safety. She held her arm out in front of the surgeon, prompting a wide-eyed look and a lick of his lips as he ogled her arm like it were the most tantalizing display of carnal imagery conceivable by mankind.

“A path to where the Silberblut Coupler is being stored. Stealthy if possible, direct if not.”

“Oh, I don’t know where—”

“A hundred thirty meters in that direction, several meters underground,” Casus interjected, pointing.

“Ah. There. That’s…”

The surgeon furrowed his brow, visualizing the compound, but his focus kept wandering, latching back to Krahe’s arm.

“You keep ogling my arm. Give us our directions and I may let you take a closer look, maybe even touch it,” she teased.

That motivated the surgeon well enough, and he grabbed a sheaf of paper from a nearby desk, drawing up a simplistic map of the surrounding buildings, including a warning about the Foreman’s usual location as well as the location of his workshop. As he feverishly drew his map, his motions made errant droplets of blood splatter over the paper, and he listlessly rambled out a stream of consciousness.

“The Foreman’s been working on this huge thing, though it’s not finished yet. He’s been skimming off the top, taking body parts and materiel to funnel into his little pet project, I think he plans to try using it to overthrow Damrus or something. Didn’t care, he paid me my share so I kept quiet about it. I’d avoid it if I were you, but I’m not so sure you’ll get that choice. The belt might be in the safe. It won’t be much trouble to break into, but it does have a ward that will alert the Foreman and every officer in the compound—that would include me, but I’ll be long gone by then…”

Finally, he spun around on a heel and held out the map, having even gone so far as to orient it so they could read it right away. The man was desperate. Krahe examined it, as did Casus, and they quickly came to the consensus that there was nothing on the map to suggest it had been drawn to deviate from the compound’s real layout.

“Any other security measures besides the safe?”

“Uh, maybe a couple locked doors. They’re just normal doors, mostly to keep the Gor’ah from wandering where they don’t belong. The pitiful things are just smart enough to be a pain, but far too stupid to be useful beyond basic manual labor. Like… hundred-kilo toddlers. I fulfilled my half of the deal, so—”

Krahe just barely suppressed a shudder of revulsion. The surgeon wasn’t ugly by any means, but he radiated a greasy, unbelievably desperate energy. Holding out her hand, she waited, biding her time.

“H-how does it move? It looks completely burnt-through, and yet it moves without even the slightest nerve-burn tremors… Can’t be the talismans; those are just anathema dispersers…” he muttered, his gaze darting from her arm to stealing fleeting glances over the rest of her. It felt as though two conflicting perverts were battling for supremacy within him, which was forgivable given the form-fitting nature of her bio-armor. It was everything else about him that unsettled her. Even by her low standards, having lived in a cyberpunk hellhole, this surgeon exuded a creepiness that would be conspicuous even in the darkest alleys of Megacity Gamma.

“It’s a secret,” she teased. “But here, I’ll whisper it in your ear. Careful, those little seals are the only things keeping you from getting fried.” Crimson-red light suddenly flowed down the limb as she charged a Cinder Flash. Once she’d built up the energy for a thaumaturgy she could only hold off on using it for a few seconds, but that delay was more than she needed here. Just one more step and he would be in range.

She lunged forward, pressing herself against the surgeon as she ran her hand up his shirt. This close up, she could feel out his wards. It wasn’t precise by any means, but it was good enough. She held an open palm behind her back, hoping that Casus would understand the gesture.

“Feel that?” she breathed in the surgeon’s ear.

Before he could respond, she let it rip into his wards, hooking the back of his knee as she pushed him onto his back. The surgeon’s wards had held up, but Casus wasn’t far behind, slipping into the space where Krahe had been a moment ago to bury his arm-blade into the surgeon’s chest in the very same spot, blood spraying out as the surgeon’s blood-wrought wards revealed themselves to defend him. It took the Banisher sitting on him and driving his arm-blade into his midsection while Krahe restrained his arms. After multiple strikes, Casus finally managed to break the man’s wards and bury his arm into his chest cavity up to the elbow, tearing out a six-chambered heart that was clearly not human.

“This is… a graft. As are at least four of his other organs and by the looks of it his spine. His natural wards were nothing exceptional, but…”

He tossed the heart aside and went in again, this time pulling out a heart-sized dodecahedron of brass, with thick tubes leading from it into the rest of the surgeon’s body. A low-grade voidkey was slotted into each of its faces.

“Looks like he somehow grafted himself with a secondary ward generator. Clever, though I dare not imagine what’s inside the housing and how he managed to make it work. Best to leave it for the church.”

A couple of the keys were cracked, pinkish, faintly luminescent fluid leaking out of them. Perhaps the worst part of the exchange was that the surgeon died with a giddy grin.

“Eugh! I hate doing the thirst trap.” Krahe shuddered as if to shake off the sleaze.

“Truly? I couldn’t tell by the way you tried to boil his heart in his chest with anathema,” the Banisher said facetiously, turning back to look at her.

“He’s not even ugly.” She sighed, walking over with the map in hand. “It’s the part where I have to pretend to be interested in my mark. Makes me feel greasy.”

Casus stood, leaning in to get a look as well. “It’s that part that makes you feel greasy? Of course, he is not physically revolting, Inax do not have deformities, nor do they scar or become overweight. But everything else… I almost thought he was using some sort of mental attack thaumaturgy for a while there, truly.”

“Inax. That’s what this guy is?”

“Also known as synthoids and homunculi, yes. An artificial race conceived by the wizard Inax to populate his mobile artificial islands, some… three thousand years ago, give or take a few centuries. He used knowledge gleaned from the Banishment Wheel. As such, some consider them our cousins. They still inhabit the Wandering Islands, using them to mine precious resources from beneath the sea floor. All sorts of engineered advantages; stronger, faster, longer lived, et cetera. They possess surpassing anathema poisoning resistance, bordering on perfect immunity, but cannot use Thaumic Fusion, something many would not consider a weakness.” Casus continued turning the ward generator over in his hand, tilting his head as he examined it. “It’s likely that if you ever meet an Inax, they will look something like this. Note the fact he has two eyes; that marks him a Falseborn, those born after interbreeding with other races for more than two generations. They’re also infertile. Falseborn are second-class citizens in the Wandering Islands, so most of them leave. If you meet one with two extra eyes on the forehead, it’s a Trueborn… Though they rarely leave the islands unless they’re exiled for some heinous crime.”

“Ez-bake ethnostate, huh?” Krahe joked.

“Ez-what?”

She shook her head. “Nothing, forget it. Just a turn of phrase. Well, can’t say it didn’t work, if Inax’s little ethnostate is still around three thousand years after the fact. I take it they’re violently xenophobic.”

“Surprisingly not, since their very biology and the Wandering Islands’ racial lockouts ensure that nobody but Trueborn can ever rule them. An unfortunate fact of such ruthless pragmatism is that it often works. Fortunately, it takes them centuries to build even one new Wandering Island and their culture precludes them from expanding onto land, so the Twin Churches haven’t had to sink any of their precious islands… In a while.”

“Enough history lessons. Help me unplug this guy,” she said, setting down the map as she turned to the man the surgeon had been dismantling. “Let him die in peace, at least.”

Casus gestured to a beaker of bluish liquid next to a thick-needled syringe.

“The body is still alive, but see here—baneworm venom. Severs the Immaterial Soul and wipes out swaths of brain tissue. The meat remains, but the soul has already departed for its next incarnation.”

“So he’s a vegetable.”

“Correct.”

Krahe raised her gun but hesitated and lowered it. Instead, she pointed her left hand, fingers in a pistol shape. A brief flash of orange ran down its length, then a ray of orange erupted from her index finger. Another followed from the middle finger, with these two alternating for a moment. The first shot had been enough to bore straight through the vegetable’s head, so she slowly walked her aim down to the Inax surgeon and burned a macabre smiley face into his skull.

As she fired off two Cinder Gatling pulses Krahe faintly felt the usual sickliness of Isotope buildup. Then, as it diminished, she grinned. The Twin Serpent Voidkey was doing its work. It wasn’t fast dissipation by any means, but it was fast enough to notice it from one moment to the next. Given her raised capacity and accelerated dissipation, she wagered she had a metaphorical ammunition pool of around two hundred shots before the buildup became a problem, and that was leaving plenty of space for “unforeseen expenses.”

“Good. It works as I had hoped. Do we want to destroy the bodies, or leave them as evidence for later?”

Rather than commenting, Casus instead lengthened his blade and proceeded to dismember both the dead man and the surgeon with a few well-placed cuts. The silvery miasma left behind ate away at the stumps, leaving them necrotic and shredded, thus unlikely to be pulled back into place by a strong baneworm.

Sneaking further through the compound to follow the surgeon’s path would’ve been easy enough, though, neither Krahe nor Casus trusted the man’s directions to be wholly accurate. They were on high alert to begin with, but now even more so as they slinked between and through buildings. Krahe used these obstacles as an opportunity to continue live-fire testing tentative thaumaturgies. Some of them, the fleshy, living ones, even had the instinct to raise barriers. Krahe had two rather strong incentives to avoid popping off a handful of gunshots to bust down someone’s barrier. The first was stealth of course, while the second was ammo preservation, since she had no way of knowing when she would be able to source more ammunition.

The actual thaumaturgy was simple, no more than a combat application of the Tar-tendrils she had already formed before. They were anathema-reliant, that was true, but unlike Cinder Flash and its derived spells, the tar only required Isotope, not energetic anathema. The amount consumed to catalyze the tar-forming reaction was miniscule, somewhat to her disappointment.

That first use case for her tar came when they entered a building through the window and found a man packing up butchering equipment. Rather, he was barking orders at a four-man gaggle of Gor’ah while himself only handling delicate, lightweight items. The man had the good instinct to drop what he was holding the moment he saw them and raise his barrier, letting the beaker of baneworm venom shatter.

Krahe instantaneously struck out, performing a left-handed forward palm-heel strike straight out of a branch of Sector 7 Anti-cyborg style.

The Sector-7 style was designed to accommodate those with weapons built into their arms, which she technically had in the form of the wound-like grin in the palm of her hand, out of which erupted a tentacle of tar half as thick as her arm. It smashed straight into the gangster’s barrier, its structure of wound-together roots buckling, but holding. As he recovered and swiftly summoned a trio of floating wooden swords, she raised her own barrier straight ahead, skewed to the right somewhat like she would use a real shield.

While Casus rushed around the room killing Gor’ah and keeping them away from her, Krahe continued to batter the flabbergasted gangster’s barrier with further lashes. It seemed as though physical motions made the thaumaturgy more efficient, or rather somehow fed her own bodily power into the magic. If that was the case, she would be more than happy to turn the whole of Sector 7 style into the foundation of her thaumaturgy. Her style of gunmanship, too, was influenced by the art, though she did have training prior to learning of it.

It wasn’t long before her target fell, but it was not by her hand. While she battered his barrier, his wooden swords lashed out, taking chunks out of her tolerance… But her barrier, in turn, did the same to him. Its retaliation was not unlike tracers; bursts of reddish flame enveloped in pyroclast, some slamming into her opponent’s barrier while others struck his wards. Regardless, the feedback loop of his attacks combined with the pounding of Krahe’s Tar-tendrils quickly sent him straight over the edge, and he went down coughing up leaves.

Krahe already had ideas for improvement on the concept, from using persistent constructs to creating semi-permanent jade spikes to incorporate into the tendrils using the Forming Toroid. There wasn’t much time for that, though. Casus had just about finished cleaning up the Gor’ah, their lack of intelligence by no means precluding them from having basic voidkeys and Blasting Rings. Krahe was relieved they’d been too preoccupied with not getting sliced into ribbons to even think of shooting at her. They were dead now, their frontloaded wards pierced through, and Casus had his blade to the man’s neck. It took some effort, but his coup-de-grace came much more swiftly than the surgeon’s.

“Another new thaumaturgy?”

“Just a rudimentary attack using tar instead of cinders.”

“That motion didn’t look new.”

“The thaumaturgy was, the motion wasn’t. From before.”

“Ah. One must wonder how magicless martial arts would translate.”

“I’ll see soon enough, but I’ve got high hopes. I used them to get you out of the Old Street Butchershop after all.”

With those words, Krahe formed a Cinder Armor-hunter, using the Forming Toroid to create the whole thing, vents and all, while adding a minimal construct for conduction. She slipped the jade blade into her Kenoma Pocket, finding it caused no spike in entropy when it entered the precipice, but still continued to demand its upkeep cost even while stored. This was fine by her.

The density of individuals inside buildings steadily grew as they neared the building labeled as “high-value storage,” and though simply killing them with instant and overwhelming violence did work for some time, it was not fated to carry them through.

The surgeon’s directions ended up getting them caught, but not in a way even he himself could have predicted. A gaggle of Gor’ah-infested bodies had somehow wandered right into the wrong place at the wrong time, and one of them spotted Krahe just as she was leaning out of a window to jump across an alley in Casus’ wake. Two among them were the Gor’ah from the group which had barred their passage earlier, and of those two, one had the presence of mind to point and scream, “EEEN-TROO-DERR!”

That alone was enough to send the whole compound swarming in. Krahe and Casus briefly continued on their original path, evading their pursuers and drawing closer to his belt. Krahe lost count of how many smoke grenades she’d used, and Casus didn’t seem to have much trouble seeing through the smoke. A handful of gangsters also managed to push through, and the duo inevitably came face-to-face with a handful of them, each radiating an aura more powerful than Shiva had. One even wielded a revolver with glowing red and yellow bullets loaded into its four-chamber cylinder, two each.

Gray smoke swirled about the revolver-wielder and a bent cigarette sat in his mouth, while the man to his right wore goggles, and the third’s barrier formed out of congealed light. It was the size of a dinner plate, but zipped to and fro instantaneously. She couldn’t quite tell by what means the fourth man had pierced her smoke, but by his strange and bulky build and the sword in his hand, she wagered it to be sheer brute resilience and a strong attunement with his other senses. As she had done before, Krahe mentally assigned them designations: Smoker, Lights, Goggles, Ronin.

Lights stood out with his comparatively more expensive-looking clothing and tan skin, while Smoker’s build was gaunt, his eyes baggy and bloodshot, but he had a sharpness to his gaze and a similarly twitchy trigger finger. Goggles was sickly pale and stood with a slouch. Ronin wore fully concealing clothing, his face wrapped up revealing only a slit behind which Krahe saw beady black eyes and what she realized to be not skin, but dark chitin. He didn’t twitch like an Evoy, and his physique was more like a squat, bulky human than a lanky flyman. Krahe now saw what she had previously assumed to be a backpack as part of the beetleman’s exoskeleton.

A fifth man caught up while the two groups faced off, but Goggles held his arm out and barked into his face. “Get the Foreman… and tell him we’ll need his pet if any of us wants to make it out alive.”

Krahe popped off a pair of tracer-enhanced gunshots after the man, both blocked by Lights; one hit his barrier, and the other sent luminous powder spraying from his head as it struck a ward. It continued to snow from him while the remnant pyroclast ate away at him, but he was unperturbed. He pulled a pair of pepperbox pistols, suggesting they didn’t need to be manually rotated. Their barrels were quite narrow, so Krahe wasn’t too concerned. Another man had just arrived, pulling two large-bore flintlocks. A glassy-green barrier flickered up in front of him. Fodder.

“Shame,” she remarked, knowing she had one or two bullets left in her gun. “Here I was thinking we’d have it easy and only encounter overconfident morons with no threat assessment ability.”

“No matter how well you hide your aura, nobody with half a brain can be dumb enough to ignore that arm and those impenetrable anti-appraisal measures… And you’re with Silberblut.” Smoker gestured to Casus. “That’s not the armor of a Omniphage Dregsteam Cartridge. It’s his special boon, Shining Knight of Silver, which forcibly raises his compatibility with any Mamon Coupler. It’s the only way he can make the Silberblut Coupler work. It’s been an open secret for years.”

Krahe was quite familiar with talking as a stalling tactic, so she just fired her remaining two shots. Not faltering another moment, Casus did much the same and rushed forward, dodging two gunshots while two more ricocheted off his armor. He focused on Ronin, clashing with him in a blur of motion so forceful that the insect slid back a short distance.

Three leaden balls struck her barrier.

Blasts of cinder and tendrils of tar lashed out in retaliation both from her barrier and her arm, the latter’s impact like the cracking of whips. Maws for the tendrils to erupt from opened along her forearm, three lashing forward in rapid succession with a series of jabs. Though uninjured, their targets were flung back by sheer physical force, their wards flaring and shedding ablation, from luminous yellow shards to torn leaves and bits of rock.

Further gunfire followed. Krahe let it hit her wards, as she had taken the measure of those guns and seen them fire on Casus moments earlier. She heard the gunshots before they struck, and the sound was anything but thunderous, more like a firecracker. Hashem’s Butchers wielded guns, but they were mostly split between two extremes of the primitive firearm spectrum. Either single-shot, large-bore monsters, or pepperboxes with repeating fire capability but lackluster impact. The first for killing. The second for deterrence.

No, it was not the guns that were her biggest concern, but the magic they supported. Kinetics and Laceratives, hails of needles, and great big blades of magic. They were not brutish magics, but precise and well-suited to cleanly dismembering a body, merely scaled up for combat. Hardlight, smoke, air, gleaming metal and crackling, glass-like constructs of pure thauma. Rather than barriers or wards, she chose a third option—a sharp drag on her cigarette, burning it down in one go.

Krahe gripped the air with her right hand as she formed a fusion-empowered burster in her left hand and imbued the smoke in her lungs. With a rising gesture and an ironclad mental command, the Forming Toroid shone bright green and spun around her wrist. A gnarled wall of jade streaked through with black volcanic glass rose up before her. Repeating the same gesture, she raised another one a few meters ahead, right in front of Hashem’s men. By the sudden sound of pain, she had not only caught one with the rising monolith, but it had gotten him between his legs, its sheer mass great enough to break his wards.

∆∆∆

It wasn't abnormal for a recently awakened thaumaturge to shape their foundational skill set around pre-existing talents and life knowledge, and those with higher-order affinities tended to prioritize developing broadly before deeply. Those who started late in life regularly saw rapid progress as they adapted to thaumaturgy. Nonetheless, there was no word in the Banisher's mind which could describe this other than abnormal. It was one thing for a butcher to apply his understanding of his craft to create powerful Lacerative magic or learn thaumaturgies of that kind well beyond what he would normally be able to.

But that would take weeks, days at the fastest, even with a simple-to-apply first-order affinity.

This was a whole other extreme. Casus was torn between thinking she was either some freakish prodigy, or lived a life that gave her the in-depth knowledge required to pull new thaumaturgies out of her ass on the fly.

Likely both, he thought.

The way she fought certainly didn't speak to a low-ranking Contractor. He'd only seen a few wade into gunfire the way she did, and even fewer dodging bullets at anything near her attribute ratings. Sure, she was well above human baseline, but it shouldn’t have been physically possible for her to react to an approaching bullet. No, the only way she could do that was through prediction based on the shooter's movements, which was in part how Casus achieved the same feat, though still with massively higher physical ratings. That explained, then, why most of the bullets that struck her were shots fired from shitty, inaccurate guns.

It felt nothing like watching a low-ranker with a good gun and voidkey fight. Not even close. That overwhelming killing intent combined with her utterly serene disposition… Were Casus not a fearless hero of justice, he may have felt intimidated.

Just who were you, Lady Blackhand? he thought for perhaps the fourth time in the last few hours, while he kicked away another Gor’ah that wanted to get between him and his target, the Swordsman. That beetle was a threat, surpassingly durable and capable of explosive motion. He was clearly not far into his life cycle, considering the mutism and general lack of arcane power, so that was a small comfort.

The ground shuddered. The Foreman and his pet wouldn’t be far behind.


CHAPTER 15

The ground shuddered at the movement of something massive, but that wasn’t something to worry about right now. Casus returned, slathered in blood and with dents in his armor, as he had done several times before. This time, he kept under cover, fending off a handful of Gor’ah who had managed to get through a nearby building to climb out the window. He also stayed because he saw and felt the seething mass of anathemic flame in her hand.

The Burster soon went tumbling past the wall, sent by Krahe’s precise hand to the other cover wall’s edge so the blast would cover both sides. Unfortunately for the gangsters, they had only seen Krahe use smoke grenades, and the improved Burster’s shell looked identical to a smoke grenade from the outside. She instantly started Purging when the grenade went out; though a brief lack of maintenance would cause her Armor-hunter’s construct parts to start decaying, it would be easily repaired.

The explosion of her Burster surprised even Krahe in its violence. There was a distinct blast and a wave of concussion, much like a proper grenade. Then, a deluge of heat and pyroclast came whipping around the stone slate behind which she and Casus hid, streaks of red shining through. There weren’t any screams, only groaning from the one man who had survived the blast. And when Krahe leaned out, she saw that he was not far from death based on the fact he was missing his lower half and a substantial chunk of his upper half. The stone cover had held up significantly better than she’d expected, its stone surface sanded down, but its structure uncompromised. She also noted the absence of Ronin’s corpse.

The reason Casus had focused on Ronin first became clear when the latter stomped through the adjacent building and leapt out the window to their side with a dagger in one hand and a corroded, broken stump of a sword in the other. A solid third of his clothing had been simply torn off alongside a layer of his exoskeleton, revealing a body with a robust central thorax split into two segments, with wide legs and two pairs of thin arms that had somehow been wound together into two thicker limbs. He had a noticeable rim of armor around his neck, surrounding his proportionally smaller head; at least a quarter of its size had been turban-like padding.

Casus clashed with him again, buying Krahe enough time to summon her Armor-hunter and bury it, alongside every iota of her spare tolerance, into the inside of the beetle-man’s shell, going past its rim. The fact he survived that blast was exceptionally impressive, as was the fact even Casus couldn’t quite get into his armor. What got him in the end was a simple leg sweep preceded by the raising of a narrow, small piece of jade. Ronin’s own weight, combined with the damage to his shell, caused it to crack right open, and Casus wasted no time using the gaping hole to finish him off. The whole exchange from Ronin’s charge to his death spanned all of perhaps ten or fifteen seconds.

They weren’t afforded much peace after that. Though they managed to escape onto the open street and traverse one more building-length closer to where Casus’ belt was held. Gor’ah and gangsters alike swiftly swarmed them, and the thing which had caused the tremor earlier wasn’t far behind.

For now, though, there was no choice but to fight their way out, and Krahe had the perfect voidkey for just that application. Precision combat dropped off in effectiveness against numbers like these, especially with enemies that were little more than ambulatory corpses. What she needed was smoke, immediately followed by an Anathema Burster to break the crowd as well as the morale of any survivors. That went off without much issue, her barrier and wards holding up despite the significant amount of lead and magical death thrown her way. Here, further application of the Forming Toroid proved vital. She’d already spent twenty charges in the alley and two charges for her knife and the small pillar to break Ronin’s shell, leaving her more or less three cover slates to work with, give or take some mass.

In reality, she needed a fair bit less than thirty to get the cover she needed, certainly not when that cover was made of such tough material. In fact, she managed to put together a decent encirclement of waist-height barriers with just fifteen charges, thanks to not only making them shorter but thinner.

Bullets and death whizzing overhead, Krahe formed her smoke bomb and Burster in tandem.

It wasn’t long before another tsunami of pyroclast washed past her and Casus, and she proudly rose with Armor-hunter in hand to sprint headlong into the enemy’s broken ranks to play a slasher movie villain for a bit.

“One little explosion is all it takes to break your ranks? Half-boiled pussies!” she mocked as she put her last bullet into a she-gangster’s barrier, only to let go of her gun and batter the woman into meltdown with tar before burying the Armor-hunter in her spine. With the same hand holding the dagger, she pulled her gun back in by its lanyard and holstered it. Simultaneously, Krahe dropped the smoke bomb before gesturing for Casus to follow her. Her entropy was jumping by leaps and bounds as the few survivors hammered her barrier, and she fired off three-shot Cinder Gatling bursts, mixing in full-powered shots with ones just for show. Thus, she created the appearance of firepower that would strain her far more than it did, and these chucklefucks didn’t have the presence of mind to discern which beams were weak, or even that any of them were compromised.

Gouges were torn into her wards from the side, but she’d gotten enough of a handle on how much punishment she could take to not worry about it. Since most of their attacks were Kinetic or Lacerative, her wards held up much better than they otherwise would have… unlike her barrier. She dropped it halfway through her and Casus’ attempt to break out from the encirclement, purging under the cover of her acrid isotope-infused smoke. Between the smoke and the tar, a pattern made itself clear. Anything that could be catalyzed using isotope would consume marginal quantities of it, thus making it a pointless endeavor to try using the interaction to accelerate the dissipation of the substance. She still had a lot of room to play with, though. Hopefully, enough to kill off the Foreman and his pet if it came down to direct combat. Sure, Casus was an ally, but assuming an ally’s presence or continued usefulness was neither a good idea nor something Krahe was capable of due to force of habit.

The ground shuddered again before they could approach the area where Casus’ belt was held. It was past a corner, through a courtyard, into a building, down a basement, then into a hidden sub-basement under a trapdoor concealed by a rug and something called a “weak cognitive filter.”

The corridor to that courtyard was in sight, but a mass of Gor’ah bodies sprinted past the duo and rushed in, quickly building up a flesh clog that blocked the path. Another shudder of the ground, closer now. The creaking of improperly fitted mechanical parts came creaking from some distance away, followed by thunderous stomping. A monstrous flesh construct the size of a small building sprinted out, a lanky man in a stained leather apron riding atop it, holding on for dear life. He jumped off onto the roof of a nearby single-floor house at the first opportunity as the pet came to a halt, idly scanning its surroundings.

The man’s screechy, raspy voice rung out, filled with false smugness and self-confidence, “Well, well, well, how the tables have—”

Krahe popped a trio of gunshots in the man’s direction. Each was trailed by a Tracer. He scrambled to raise his barrier, but two slammed into his wards, and one flew wide. Little chips of bone broke off from him on impact, and continued to fall under the shredding force of lingering deathsmoke—they were the visible signs of his wards ablating.

“Don’t you know not to interrupt when someone’s talking?!” he yelled, genuinely offended. He pointed toward Casus. A strange ray flashed from his palm and struck the Banisher, but did not harm him. Instead, it tagged him with a faintly pulsing glyph. He aimed at Krahe, but she knew better, dodging out of the way, raising a thin, five-charge slate of cover. Clearly frustrated, the Foreman barked, “Tindalos, kill!”

∆∆∆

For a moment, Casus thought it to be a grotesquery; a living thing damned to a torturous, short-lived existence as a living weapon, over-grafted beyond extremity and held together with vast volumes of drugs and thaumatech. High sacrilege to the Grafting Church, so much so any grafter who produced a grotesquery could find graft saints bashing down their door. But, no. It wasn't. Grotesqueries were easily recognized by a number of distinct markers, and this thing had none of them. It was just a graft-beast. A gruesome meat machine, in this case, made from spare body parts on a solid frame. Revolting, but not inherently sacrilegious.

What was sacrilegious, however, was the fact that large portions were made from dismantled human corpses in addition to the bestial musculature that allowed it to move. Human muscle was only used in non-loadbearing positions, but it was still stolen, desecrated flesh, all but seething with impurity. The whole thing was a collage of grafting malpractice and hackneyed engineering, almost brilliant in its ingenuity, but equally revolting. Grafted onto a hexapedal skeleton with a head built around a large predator’s skull, with bladed teeth and crude, anatomically improper muscle bundles for actuation. Most likely grafted together from the major skeletal muscles of Saurians; it was at least better than human muscle for the purpose, if nothing else. The creature’s limbs ended in three fully mechanical claws each, two facing out and one facing in; they were sharply pointed, clearly intended to be used as weapons.

Scrap metal had been haphazardly applied as physical armor on the beast’s center mass and parts of the limbs, but it obviously had no wards of its own. The hexapedal design made sense considering the Foreman’s level of expertise; bipedal configurations were undoubtedly trickier. The pet was extremely impressive given the circumstances of its creation, that much Casus had to admit, but it nonetheless still seemed a haphazard construction. Twin barrier generator pylons jutted out of its back where a human’s shoulderblades ought to be; at least, Casus assumed that’s what they were, being rather poorly hacked together. Each pylon was split into four jagged prongs, greenish magic crackling between them as glassy barriers wavered into being, covering most of the beast’s front half. An egregious gap yawned in the middle where its head jutted out, betraying the fact the barriers weren’t properly integrated with the host.

A pair of reinforced tanks bulged out of the creature’s underside, mostly concealed but noticeable, right behind a bundle of bulging cables that had to be the main power plant’s hookups. It was hard not to spot it since the powerful energy it gave off bled through even the layers of physical protection that had been layered around it and the two tanks. Casus had a good guess as to both tanks’ contents. One had to hold a thaumine-based fuel compound, likely something commercially available for powering large vehicles, at best refiltered and redistilled with some basic additives, and that was giving the Foreman the benefit of good faith. The other was graft rejection suppressant, doubtlessly based on baneworm venom. Since a graft-beast had no soul or consciousness, there was no concern for the venom’s side effects, and it could be pumped throughout the whole thing to curb all but the most violent rejection. If the Foreman had been smart enough to not use tissue tainted with dense, actively vengeful energy, his beast wouldn’t pull itself apart unless the suppressant ran out while it was still active. Depending on how much was in the tank and the delivery system, that could be minutes… or hours. Casus very much hoped for the former.

The Foreman barked a command, pointing at the tag he had managed to place on Casus moments earlier, and the pet turned in place with deceptive agility for its scrappy construction. Its maw gaped open, revealing a glistening array of nodules that lit up, and a moment later, a rippling blast of kinetic energy ripped forth, carving a shallow channel into the ground where Casus had stood a moment earlier. It was unmistakable—a Blasting Array, the bigger sibling and ancestor of the Blasting Ring. A revolutionary mining tool at the time of its invention and just as easily weaponized as alchemical explosives. Casus wouldn’t be surprised if this very Blasting Array had been involved in the construction of the ill-fated tramline beneath their feet.

Casus met the beast in battle, weighing his own superior agility against its great mass and inbuilt weapons. Its mobility certainly surpassed expectations. Its flesh had either been processed somehow, or it was being supplemented with good-quality thaumatech. Slowly, Casus stacked up festering wounds while avoiding getting crushed beneath its vast bulk or battered by the Blasting Array in its maw. He couldn’t keep this up for long.

The downside of the Omniphage Dregsteam Cartridge was that it ate away at the user the same way it ate away at their foes, though at a much slower rate. The effects of repeat use were nearly as horrific as acute anathema burns, but Casus only had to use it this once. By the manufacturer’s recommendation, someone with Casus’ attributes could safely activate it only once a week.

That knowledge didn’t make it feel any less horrid.

At least he was nearly done with this one. It had just about enough juice left for a Coupler Charge, and then he’d move on to the partly used High-Pressure Cartridge.

Casus thought to perhaps listen to the Foreman’s commands to see what the beast would do next, but it was to no avail. Not only did he belt out his orders at a superhumanly fast rate, but he did so in the language of a remote land with which Casus was not sufficiently familiar to interpret in these circumstances.

∆∆∆

The lanky man had pulled a lower-half face mask over his head and started rattling off commands that the mask amplified to an impressive volume given its size. Krahe, however, had to suppress a chuckle upon recognizing the language. It was Cantonese, or rather, a strange dialect of it. She wasn’t sure whether it was linguistic drift or if whoever brought the language to Zastreon had spoken this dialect. Regardless, she couldn’t reasonably interpret it and relay the command to Casus quickly enough to keep up with the Foreman’s comical rate of diction.

The Foreman's auctioneer-like, machine-gun cadence of speech hadn't made it easy to discern that fact, but the brief moments when he had to stop barking orders to breathe or reposition had fallen into place alongside the surgeon’s earlier descriptions of the weapon. It wouldn’t act unless commanded by its creator—but it was seeing the big ol’ kinetic blaster in its mouth that really put a grin on her face. The path to victory had just paved itself in front of her eyes.

The graft-beast had no agency of its own. Unless the Foreman gave it a direct command, it would only move around in a limited area and lash out at perceived threats in the immediate moment. That still made it a potent area denial factor; it was, after all, effectively a shitty spider tank. It even had the same flaw of a single high-powered armament, though major similarities ended there. Unlike a spider tank, the pet had its own energy shielding generators, which, Krahe supposed, made it not quite “just a shitty spider tank.”

It was no wonder the Foreman had to speak that fast, given that the hexapod’s motion and rate of action were fairly quick for its size. It kept on blasting and trying to smash Casus, occasionally lashing out at Krahe when the Foreman gave the command. Three attempts now, and he still hadn’t been able to tag her. It was a small mercy that only a few particularly stupid gangsters dared to try joining in, only to very quickly die to one of the duo or a stray shot from the pet itself.

“Keep it occupied. I have a plan!” she barked to Casus. Rather than complain, he stepped in for her to block one of the creature’s blows, tacitly telling her to get on with her plan. The force of that alone was enough to visibly dent his chest plate and push him back, carving tracks into the ground.

She kept firing off Cinder Gatling rays in the Foreman’s direction, taking a moment to reload her pistol while she ran in the general direction of the fateful alley. Then, when the Foreman finally managed to refocus on her, she allowed him to tag her while still trying to make it look as if she hadn’t done it on purpose. As she got into position, she had no choice but to kill a trio of Gor’ah on the edge of the body pile.

Krahe even put up a token defense as the pet refocused on her, shifting by a few meters as it turned in place and charged its kinetic weapon. Casus took this opportunity just as she’d expected, cranking his belt twice and dropping into a low stance with his right leg forward and the left back; so low he was almost kneeling. His left arm hung loose while the right rested against his forward leg’s thigh. That stance was similar to Monochrome’s.

“WARNING: Omniphage discharge. Stand clear.”

Alarm flashed over the Foreman’s face as he barked at the pet, causing it to stop midway through opening its maw to swing its body around. Casus was already in motion and managed to slip beneath its mass in a sliding kick that abruptly transitioned into a rising uppercut straight into the huge thing’s midsection. Mercurial liquid gushed out of the wound as the suit forcibly injected it, and the ejecta soon mixed with the tank’s actual contents of blue, faintly glowing fluid—A baneworm venom mixture.

The beast raised itself as if to try and crush Casus beneath its bulk, but he discarded his armor’s entire right sleeve to free himself as he deftly rolled out of the way, the rest of his armor falling away from him alongside the spent cartridge. He had bulging black veins all the way up his neck, and his eyes were bloodshot, but the moment he got his bearings, he slammed a high-pressure cartridge into place and transformed again, just in time to be smashed right into a wall by one of the pet’s limbs.

Casus’ high-pressure form had the same main traits as Omniphage: a blade on the right arm, a mostly faceless visage with sculpted lips, and an overall slickness of form that blended with the armor’s own aesthetic. In this case, that of a humanoid racing bike. It also looked like it was an inch from crumpling like a paper bag after taking that hit, a crack in the helmet exposing Casus’ left eye.

He peeled himself off the wall and zipped across the battlefield to Krahe’s previous cover wall, taking up a smug pose as he leaned against it and taunted the Foreman: “At this very moment, my omniphage has emulsified with the rejection-suppressant solution keeping your graft-beast from pulling itself apart. Either you purge the system and face the consequences of grafting the stolen flesh of your gang’s victims, or you watch your creation disintegrate in mere minutes! Not just the organics, but the skeleton and mechanics, too! Every inch with a suppressant delivery line is subject to being affected by my omniphage.”

Krahe could tell he was, at the very least, exaggerating the potency of his omniphage. It was potent, certainly, but it was also being stretched across a body the size of a small building. Much of the tank’s tainted contents would also leak out well before they could be circulated, even assuming that the suppressant was being treated as blood of a sort.

Meanwhile, Casus quietly suppressed frustration at his failure to puncture the fuel tank, as doing so would’ve set a much harder timer on Tindalos’ functionality. If the Foreman was competent, his pet’s stolen tissues would resist rejection symptoms for days even without an active suppressant. He was betting that the Foreman either wasn’t that good or that his own bluff was stronger than the Foreman’s self-confidence.

As the Foreman furiously commanded his beast, blue liquid run-through with mercurial threads of silver began gushing out of the gaps between its many muscle bundles, quickly pooling on the ground. A moment later, it turned and blasted Casus, who casually dodged, causing Krahe to fire several rays in the Foreman’s direction.

Finally, he made Tindalos fire at her… and blast apart the Gor’ah barricade when she inevitably dodged. With her level of mobility, though, it was a fairly narrow dodge. She immediately raised a short, yet thick five-charge wall, and like clockwork, Tindalos smashed one of its forelegs into it. To her relief, the Foreman didn’t seem to notice her ploy, so she popped off a few gunshots with Tracers after him and followed up with a burst of Cinder Gatling. He spat a swear when she hit him and saw the rays tearing into his wards. It felt… thin. As though his wards wouldn’t hold up to more than one or two good hits. He was, however, smart enough to realize that the Cinder Gatling had a limited range, moving out of it while mocking her and commanding his pet to fire at her again while fending off Casus with melee strikes from its legs.

She abandoned her cover upon hearing the sound of the Blasting Array charging up. Just as she positioned herself opposite the Gor’ah barricade, the creature unleashed its fire. What had been left of it was now turned into a brief but intense river of gore flooding into the courtyard beyond before washing back onto the street. Several writhing Gor’ah survivors wriggled around at her feet, while Krahe simply ran off into the alley cackling. Casus ran well ahead of her, having smashed the door in and reached the basement before she even entered the building.

Another door smashed down. A gangster tried to ambush them from behind a door, but Casus’ reactions and Krahe’s room-clearing experience had him on the ground before he could do anything. A tracer in the face and a blade through the head sent him on his way to reincarnation. The reason for the absence of further guards was simple: One couldn’t hide something and then post an obvious guard next to the hidden entrance. There was no way in hell they would’ve found this trapdoor without extracting information from someone who knew, or failing that, some way to discern the belt’s true location.

Unfortunately, guards weren’t needed. Casus had made it down those stairs, but before Krahe could follow, she glimpsed Tindalos’ head through the window to her left. She barely managed to leap out of the way before the wall and half of the room was torn asunder, the Blasting Array’s violently revolving force perfectly tuned to this exact type of demolition work. Stone torn from stone, furniture was pulled into the vortex, rubble piled into the stairway… and she was alive, only a meter from the destruction’s edge. Even then, the wards around her feet were shredded down to at best one-third strength.

She stood, finding Casus peering at her through a tiny gap in the mass of crumbling brickwork. In any other situation, clearing the way would’ve been a matter of maybe half a minute, but they didn’t have that kind of time.

Rather than speak, she gestured around her waist and aggressively pointed in the direction of his real belt. Getting her message, he disappeared from view, heading further into the basement. This left her to handle both the pet and the Foreman on her own, which was fine by her.

Tindalos shoved one of its forelimbs into the hole, sweeping it back and forth.

She lobbed an Isotope smoke grenade, bouncing it off the wall and out of the room. The ceiling creaked at the lack of support but held. Acrid smoke obscured her presence, and Tindalos redoubled its thrashing of the interior at its maker’s command. By the direction of his voice, he was still on a roof somewhere, but closer. She formulated a basic strategy using her mental map. Entering a building and getting to the roof wouldn’t work quickly enough, and there were no conveniently placed single-floor structures she could climb onto. If nothing else, the Foreman’s choice of position was well thought-out; from where she was, she couldn’t reach him without going past his pet. But if she could pass it, she could reach him. It would just take some creative problem solving.

Krahe ran back the way she had come, forming another Isotope smoke grenade and raising her barrier. Simultaneously, she summoned a cigarette, lit it, dragged down half of it, and used the smoke to prepare a normal smoke breath.

The moment she emerged from the gore-strewn alley, her plan was set into motion. Start exhaling. Lob the grenade.

Cinder Gatling suppressive fire, aimed at the Foreman’s head, not intended to kill, but to impede him with flashing lights or hopefully damage his voice amplifier. Her disruptive tactic opened up a gap barely wide enough for her to slip through, but despite it, he still had that mark on her. A simple command was all it took.

“CRUSH HER!”

His fury caused him to lapse back into whatever language was the default in Audunpoint. She felt the tremors of a blasting array as its destructive vortex tore the ground mere meters to her side, but it couldn’t quite hit her; the tags were limited in the same way as Casus’ connection to his belt, only giving the receiver a direction and vague sense of distance. Tindalos simply lacked the sophistication to properly interpret the data and fill in what was missing due to Krahe’s smoke. It was, after all, not even advanced enough to act semi-autonomously.

Despite successfully evading its attacks, she nonetheless felt her wards being torn away in huge chunks merely from the occasional grazing hit of its ranged weapon. It was fine. She wouldn’t have to worry about it for long.

The Foreman, wisely interpreting her intentions, used his own means of mobility to scale a full floor to the roof of an adjoining two-floor building. It was a crude method, blasting a great volume of unrefined magic out of his downturned hands and feet to produce lift, and it left him scratching himself as layers of hair-thin bone solidified on any exposed surface. He looked like a crackhead in withdrawal.

The pet had slowed down. It continued to chase after her, but it was obvious the machine’s limited autonomy wouldn’t let it make any attack that could actually hit her.

Krahe couldn’t climb two floors, or leap that high, but that didn’t mean the Foreman was out of reach.

She willed the Forming Toroid to create a pillar beneath her feet, as tall as possible and just wide enough for her to stand on to save on charges. The next moment she was rocketed upward six meters, then thrown a short distance upward by the pillar’s velocity. Tar-tendrils whipped up to a chimney just past the flat roof’s edge and pulled her the rest of the way. It was an expensive stunt, but the Foreman was still in the throes of meltdown when she did it, so she could afford to Purge right after landing. She was done just two seconds before he was; two vital seconds.

She lunged toward him, but he barely managed to raise his barrier in time to eat a Cinder Flash. Unlike his wards, it was not anemic in the slightest. In fact, it just ate up Krahe’s assault for a full ten seconds, while the Foreman expertly manipulated his bony shield to prevent her from circumventing it. He even had the presence of mind to kick one of her bursters off the edge of the building quickly enough that its explosion had mostly dispersed by the time the wave of pyroclast washed over the two of them.

In a moment of opportunity, he bellowed a command into his hand whilst performing strange gestures with its fingers. A hollow spike of bone formed as if to capture the sound, and he hucked it down the street from whence he had originally come. A faint aura of confidence returned to him.

Stomping resounded anew, and a quartet of much smaller constructs in a similar style as Tindalos came sprinting. Unlike Tindalos, they were structured somewhat like the Dregstrider, with four long, lanky legs and two small grasping hands in front. Their fuel and suppressant tanks poked out of their backs but were properly armored, and they each had a smaller barrier generating pylon. More unsettlingly, they made use of repurposed human skulls in place of heads, with jars of three floating eyes each set inside the hollowed-out cranium, and clusters of several blasting units in their gaped-open mouths. They weren’t quite Blasting Rings or Blasting Arrays, and Krahe had no clue what a middle point between the two would be called. Blasting Clusters, maybe.

More concerning than these graft-beasts’ outwardly completed state, however, was their fluid movements and the fact the Foreman didn’t bark orders to make them do so.

“Why not—”

“—use the hounds first? Yeah, I’m fuckin’ asking myself the same question. I thought you two would be a good test drive for Tindalos, but you just had to go and be proper mid-ranker type freaks!”

Krahe fused a high-powered burster, faking an underhanded throw toward the Foreman before spinning around and lobbing it off the side of the roof.

“That won’t—”

“—disable them. I know! It’ll slow them down well enough. That’s all I need.”

The explosion came, the very last of its concussion just barely reaching them. The Foreman flinched, unused to the sheer violence of a real combat explosive. Perhaps that was why he kept his distance from his own mobile weapon; he couldn’t bear the idea of actually piloting the thing, despite the advantages.

Krahe continued to pressure him after her entropy dropped by a bit, pounding Tar-tendrils into his barrier. Even if his personal offensive ability was laughable, she had to admit that he’d traded it for a hell of a defense. Accounting for his graft-beasts, it made sense. If she kept up like this, the beasts would soon reach this place and she would at best have to retreat. Already, some of the hounds had recovered from her burster and were now trying to scale one of the single-floor buildings. Not just that, but cooperating to do so, forming a ladder from their own bodies. They were so tall that just two standing on one another reached beyond the building’s edge; three of four would be able to get up.

That, however, wouldn’t come to pass.

There came a sound from behind and to the left—the building in whose basement the Silberblut Coupler was supposedly stored. It was a strange, hard-to-place sound at this distance, and right afterward, dust and debris went flying out of the hole in the wall. From within the building came a voice so loud that it carried easily to where the two of them stood. A distorted, powerful voice, one carrying either a sense of unimpeachable righteousness or unimpeachable conceitedness, depending on one’s perspective.

“BLIND JUSTICE, THE LAWMAKER!”

“He delayed the invocation,” the Foreman scoffed. Krahe didn’t give the man long enough to afford such carelessness, blasting him in the side with a five-finger burst of Cinder Gatling since most of a Cinder Flash would just get caught by his barrier. He shrank back as if about to ask why she had done that, only to get himself back together and attempt to strike back at her for once. His offense was basic, an amusing mirror of her own attack; sharpened bone bullets fired out of his fingertips, though rather than continuous fire, he set them loose all at once in a shotgun-like spread. Unfortunately for him, he made his aim pathetically easy to read. Unfortunately for her, he somehow had the brute tolerance to achieve accuracy by volume of fire, his individually weak projectiles battering away her wards.

A smoke eruption using the remains of her cigarette mixed him up enough for her to get him into a grapple, though only a partial one; she grabbed his left arm and got her leg hooked around his left leg. While she grappled with the Foreman, Casus ran rampage on his creations, and Krahe took the opportunity to turn him so he could see. It was a tactical choice; the sight appalled him enough to reduce his resistance.

She wholly understood why.

Before, Casus had been careful, deftly and tactically avoiding Tindalos’ attacks while gradually inflicting small wounds to wear it down and weaken it, severing muscle bundles and damaging power cables.

Now, he met one of its defensive attacks head-on, smashing his fist into the beast’s claw-ended forelimb. It was Tindalos’ structure that failed, the entire lower third of its limb peeling apart like an arrow skewered from behind by another arrow.

“Abomination,” spat Silberblut, Casus’ voice blending with the one which the Coupler spoke in. Krahe finally got a decent look at his armor as he tore his right arm free and simply bypassed the graft-beast, leaving it where it was even as the Foreman tried to speak commands even as Krahe wrapped him in Tar-tendrils and held her Armor-hunter to his throat. The moron just didn’t learn… But she wanted to see if he had any useful info, so he would live for now. It took him until she dislocated his arm before he shut up properly, wincing in pain. However, it was clear he still held out hope for rescue from his hounds.

The Silberblut armor conformed to Casus’ form just as closely as the others, but unlike either the Omniphage or the High-Pressure Dregsteamer suits, there was no reasonable way for his hair to fit inside its cycloptic helmet. Indeed, this suit had not just those sculpted lips for a facial feature, but also a single huge, vertical eye, spanning all the free space on its face. It was nearly flat, unlike a Banisher’s natural vertical eye, and bright blue. The helmet’s top half was a crown-like, golden shape, swept back rather than pointing upward. The whole of the armor was mostly silver with simple golden trimmings, mostly made up of many overlapping segments laid atop an underlayer of brownish muscle.

Most notable of the suit’s features was a second vertical eye on the chest, though it was closed, forming a nearly vertical line of gold. The eye set into the Silberblut Coupler looked as though alive, a deep blue as its main color with the symbol of a bright-orange, four-pointed star suspended within it. His right arm bore a blade in the same way it did on other armors, but it was distinctly entombed within thick armor plating that stood apart from the rest of the suit. The blade, too, was subtly different, thicker and with a significant section of gold where it attached to his arm.

Casus had already taken off sprinting toward the hounds, one of whom had nearly made it up to the roof by now. Instead of the weightless speed of either of his Dregsteamer forms, Silberblut’s armored feet thundered against the cobblestones as if he were a two-hundred-kilo fullborg. The running high jump into which he launched left cracks where he had stood, and he seamlessly landed in front of the rising hound. He grabbed one of its legs and swung it down onto its three kin with such force that all four lost balance and crumpled into a pile.

∆∆∆

The hounds scattered, desperately struggling to regain balance, knowing their end is at hand.

Shredding vortices of kinetic magic ripped past him. One was headed straight for him.

Silberblut drew on his coupler’s blazing inferno and opened his suit’s second eye, facing the attack head-on.

The Second Eye shone a brilliant blue, and the kinetic force was simply absorbed. Then, it closed once more.

It was neither a barrier nor a ward, but a third, unique form of defense.

One by one, he closed the distance to the hounds and tore them each limb from limb, using their own limbs against them. Grab a leg, flip the hound, hold it down with a foot—and pull. Finish by stomping on the fuel and suppressant tanks hard enough to rupture them. The forces involved naturally damaged their eye jars, but they were sturdy enough to not break. Nonetheless, there were four of them, and Casus had no choice but to use his unique defense more than a few times. He couldn’t empower the Second Eye for more than a split-second at a time, but it was enough to catch these things’ pathetic attacks. Each use of it severely shortened the time he could stay transformed, however, so he had to wrap this up quickly.

Having gotten one hound apart from the others, Casus pressed in the eye of his Coupler. Anathema rushed through the suit and toward his arm, his blade wreathed in a silver glow that trailed behind it. All at once, he forced through the hound’s barrier and buried his arm up to the elbow into its body, annihilating its skull and power plant in one fell swoop.

The surviving hounds, both damaged and missing a leg, didn’t hold up for long. An uppercut destroyed one, and a simple flying kick crushed another into a nearby wall such that it fell and didn’t get back up. At that moment, just as Casus was recovering from his kick, the Foreman barely managed to bark out a command to Tindalos before Krahe could get through his wards to tear the voice amp off his face. The great beast turned in place, blasting out a building-wrecking attack toward Casus. Prone as he was, he leapt back to his feet and braced himself.

A whirling vortex of destructive force came tearing at him, and Casus once more opened the Second Eye. This would leave him only a half-minute of transformation at best due to how exhausted he was.

∆∆∆

Krahe watched Silberblut’s armor straining and creaking as the vortex pushed against it, tearing at the plating and distorting the metal. Then, with no fanfare, it vanished; absorbed. 



The eye on his chest remained open, and with a press of his fist against his belt, he became enveloped in an aura of silver-gold flame. Quickly lowering himself into a braced stance, his arm-blade snap-pivoted by 180 degrees. Just as Tindalos readied itself to fire again, he leapt high into the air. 



Soaring to the apex of his ascent, his elbow pointing downward and his open hand to the heavens, his fiery aura suddenly coalesced around his right arm. Flame erupted from his right hand, and in a flash, he crashed down upon Tindalos. 



Rubble, metal, and gore sprayed all across the immediate surroundings. The cloud of dust and vaporized fuel mixture went up in a swirling blaze, revealing Silberblut’s figure standing solemn in the shredded remains of what had once been Tindalos’ central mass. 



FLASH OF LIGHT, TORN APART 

RIGHTEOUS ANNIHILATION FROM ON HIGH 

SILBERBLUT COUPLER CHARGE: EMPYREAN METEOR DROP 

He was staring right at them, pointing at the Foreman. 



“GUILT REPAID IN COLD BLOOD…” growled the belt. 



“All and every guilty man!” Casus finished. 



Spinning around on a heel, he sprinted across the street below and leapt up onto a one-floor building before scaling the height to where Krahe and the Foreman stood. The exact moment he got up there, his armor was seemingly burned off of him by silver-gold flames.

One moment, Krahe felt his powerful killing intent toward the Foreman. Then, most of it vanished right alongside his armor. He stood, at the edge of the roof, glaring at the Foreman, but it no longer seemed he might lunge forward to kill him right then and there. He glanced at Krahe.

“I presume you wish to interrogate him?”

Krahe gave him a nod, changing her hold on the Foreman. She shoved his shoulder back into its socket, eliciting a stifled cry of pain as his knees gave out under him. She couldn’t blame him. As they started making their way to the ground, she leaned forward and hissed into the Foreman’s ear. “Try anything, and I’ll dislocate joints you didn’t even know you had and then boil your brain in your skull. Understood?”

The survivors of Slaughterhouse 9 that hadn’t fled had the good judgment to not get in their way. Or rather, they weren’t so dedicated to the mafia as to throw their lives away trying to fight intruders who could make short work of them. Krahe knew the survivors could take down the two of them if they all attacked at once, but she also knew they wouldn’t. A handful of men were busy herding Gor’ah, yelling at them so they wouldn’t try to come after the duo.

Possessing far superior physical strength, Casus took over the duty of keeping the Foreman under control as they went.

One single gangster tried to follow them down into the tunnel.

Krahe shot him. Somewhat anticlimactically, his wards held up and he scurried back up the stairs. She sprinted after him and put a few shots of Cinder Gatling into his back. It didn’t matter that he also survived this, it was about chasing him away properly.


CHAPTER 16

A few minutes later, down in the tram tunnel…

Krahe had derived great amusement from watching the Foreman come to terms with his own death over the course of the short walk into the tunnel’s depths. When they eventually found a secluded spot, he spoke up without resistance to their prompting.

“Look, I might as well be a corpse already, ‘cause that incident back there blew my preparations wide open. That’s why you can trust me when I say this—You’ll be better off if you just leave town and go somewhere else. Do you think you and a delusional warrior of justice wannabe stand a chance against Damrus or his Benefactors? Even the church branches in this city can’t take them down. Those flies have their eggs laid in the very foundations of this place; even old man Sorun couldn’t get rid of them, and that was before he went mad in his old age.”

“You worked with stolen flesh,” Casus proclaimed. “That, though sacrilegious, is a crime which may still be forgiven… But those whose flesh you worked with were brought in like animals and butchered under your oversight—with your approval! Sacrilege! Heresy! Punishment—”

“—befall the body-thief, the usurper of another’s flesh,” the Foreman cut in as if he were not a hair’s breadth from death. “Yes, we all know the spiel. I worked with what I had, okay? Do you think Slaughterhouse 9 wouldn’t be around without me? The compound would be even bigger, and there would be no blissful oblivion by way of baneworm venom for the poor bastards we process. Our end consumers don’t care how tainted the meat is. In fact, some prefer it as tainted with suffering as possible. Look, I can help you take down Hashem. So, let’s just talk this out and—”

“Don’t try to make me not want to kill you,” Krahe said. “Say something that’ll make me think you might be useful beyond your grafting skills. I want information.”

“Someone very high up has Damrus Hashem himself on their strings. These so-called Benefactors. They want human bodies, but not for grafting, as I told you already. Who would want such a thing, hmm? Perhaps…”

Krahe noticed him doing something behind his back. Acting on instinct, she rushed up to him and buried her hand in his midsection, slamming the Foreman onto his back. Before he could speak or cry out, a crimson glow erupted out of his mouth, and bloody tears sent his eyes out of their sockets as his heart was made to burst in his chest.

“I know your type—opportunistic rat.”

She sighed, rifling through his pockets and trying to pull his voidkey. It snapped right when she found it and got a grip on the thing. On the upside, the Foreman did have nearly ten thousand dregs on him in a storage artifact and a quantity of liquid thaumine that would doubtlessly come out to another decently sized sum.

“Any idea who these Benefactors might be?” she asked as she conducted the search.

“There are a handful of options, though it would be best to discuss that elsewhere,” he said.

And so, they left, making their way through the city to the nearest shrine of the Grafting Church, the one where they had previously stashed the motorbike. From there, they swiftly made their way to another shrine, stowing the motorbike before hiding in an inner sanctum behind the main shrine. The iconography was different; rather than a seven-pointed star overlaid overtop a wheel of the same radius as the star, the sigil here was a much smaller wheel overlaid overtop a seven-pointed star. It was a subtle difference, but Krahe knew that it could be significant by the standards of religious iconography.

For a few minutes, they sat in silence. The shrine’s priest brought in a small censer, attaching it to the center of the wheel which served as this inner shrine’s sole icon. The wheel began to spin, ever so slowly, when the censer was lit. The priest left, bowing shallowly to Casus and regarding Krahe with a nod.

“You’ve got your belt back. You owe me now,” Krahe said with satisfaction.

“So I do. So I do. Thank you for lending me your aid merely on the promise of my debt. I do not think I could have recovered the Silberblut Coupler otherwise without calling in support from the church. It would have been… messy. This way, collateral damage from the conflict may yet be kept to a minimum. If the Hashems know what is good for them, they will let this incident go. If not, the church remains an option. I am sure the mafia’s strongholds could do with a touch of total sterilization.”

“What of the Hashem Family’s so-called Benefactors, then? Share those options you mentioned back in the tunnel.”

It was strange. The incense cleared her head and her sinuses alike, but in a way unique from any other stimulant she’d experienced. Perhaps because there was no stimulation, no rush of energy. Just clarity and focus.

Nodding as he leaned forward, Casus launched into his theory. “Baneworms are the obvious answer, but then they wouldn’t be dismantling the bodies. The Benefactors may want to use the bodies as feedstock for soulbeasts, placing suspicion on ranch owners at the border regions of the Beyond Frontier. A group of savage Saurians who still worship their deity may want to use them as sacrifices in an ill-fated attempt at piercing the Banishment Veil for communion. Or, it might be Vedesians. In fact, if I were to make a guess here and now, I would say Vedesian Evoy; those still devout to their creator-god, Vedesis, who holds them as envoys of her supremacy. Evoy, who in their larval stage gorged themselves on the flesh of humanoids, are far stronger from birth than those who only consumed other sustenance during the larval stage. Moreover, Evoy who were weaned predominantly on the flesh of a specific humanoid race will grow into a form resembling that race, making it easier for them to assimilate into their host culture, or to subvert it.

“There is a kingdom in the east, on the southern coast of the Agertian Peninsula, where the dead are disposed of exclusively by Evoy, and they are honored members of the clergy there; the Corpse-eaters’ Guild, they call themselves. Audunpoint doesn’t have such a good relationship with the fly-men, but we have yet to encounter major issues with Evoy in the recent past either. A fair few of them even hold positions in government and the churches both, but… Vedesian Evoy are nonetheless the most likely to be these Benefactors, given that it is their modus operandi to act in such an indirect manner.

“Baneworms wouldn’t feel the need to place a degree of separation from their own kin, and savage Saurians wouldn’t deal with the Hashem mafia at all; they would do the kidnapping themselves. Whether the culprits are a group of outsiders or a tumor festering within our midst, I cannot say for certain, but I am willing to bet that they are Vedesians, and that is what I will report to the church.”

“So Hashem provides the meat, and the Benefactors provide what? Funds, presumably, but what else? Is it a purely monetary exchange, or do these Benefactors somehow facilitate Hashem’s continued dominion over Audunpoint’s underworld? Is Hashem even the dominant force in the city’s underbelly?”

“More or less, yes. There are two other significant organized crime groups, but one operates in the realm of simple fraud, and the other cropped up specifically to fill the niches that Hashem hadn’t yet gobbled up. Smuggling, mostly. Garvesh deals with them a fair bit.”

“So what now?”

Rather than answer, he got up and went over to the censer wheel, spinning it back and forth like a safe dial. Then, he sat back down.

“We wait. Someone is on the way from the city’s central temple. I intend to report the incident and lay low for a few days while the church handles the cleanup. If you wish, this would be a good entry point to becoming an official church contractor. You will not be restricted from joining agencies, except those with exclusivity clauses.”

“I’ll consider it.”

The man who arrived to meet them wore aggressively unassuming clothing, his position as part of the Igarian church only betrayed by the iron seven-spoked wheel pendant around his neck. It was of the same alternate design as the incense wheel.

“Ah… So it was you, Brother Aristedes. And who might this Anathemist be? I surely hope you have a compelling reason to vest such trust in her as to bring her into this shrine’s inner sanctum and to then call on an agent of the Inner Wheel in her presence, no less.”

“I do, Nicodemus. I wholly believe that she possesses a righteous spirit, and she has rendered much aid to me just in these past few hours, the circumstances of which are also the reason I saw fit to call you here. You see…”

Casus proceeded to recount relevant events, from his capture at the hands of the Hashem Family to the recovery of his belt and their exfiltration from Slaughterhouse 9. Mercifully, he omitted everything pertaining to Krahe’s true identity. Nicodemus occasionally shot glances Krahe’s way, more perplexed than anything else. He was clearly trying to recall if he’d ever seen or heard of her, unwilling to believe that she was indeed a total nobody.

“This is… very concerning. The Hashem Family’s capabilities have clearly grown beyond our estimates. They’ve become truly brazen if they think it a good idea to kidnap a Pilgrim, and those Benefactors of theirs… You did well to report it to me. Were you to go to the outer church with this, they may have very well turned the subdistrict into a warzone.”

“I trust you will see to it that the compound is cleared out and refurbished for proper civilian use?” Casus asked.

“Of course. We will open an investigation and dispatch a contingent of graft-apostles with Red Hood support to patrol the subdistrict with detainment orders for all known members of the Hashem Mafia, as well as anyone who displays explicit signs of being a member. The unfinished tram system has been particularly troublesome. We ought to block off the tunnel in a more robust fashion.”

Immediately after reporting the Slaugherhouse 9 incident, Casus and Krahe made their way to another section of the city nearly twenty kilometers away, where the Banisher had access to a pair of safe houses connected by secret passageways in the ancient buildings’ walls. A part of her still felt uncomfortable with the Banisher’s continued kindness, despite the fact he had shown not the slightest suggestion of ulterior motive. This time, it was at least easy to rationalize away by placating the paranoid part of herself with the idea that Casus logically saw her as an ally and simply chose to offer up his own safe houses for use out of pragmatism. It was, after all, a part of the truth.

They quickly began treating the two as one unit, using the separation for privacy more than security. Krahe’s concerns regarding safety from direct attack were somewhat assuaged when Casus freely showed her how the safe houses were warded against scrying, detection, and direct attack. The amenities were similar to those at Favonia’s place, though less fanciful, and the neighborhood was on the nicer side of unassuming—by Audunpoint standards, at least. A historical, peaceful neighborhood like this would’ve been the subject of minor wars between realtor firms back home.

“It may not be top-of-the-line security, but well beyond what is necessary to keep us safe against any realistic retaliation from the Hashems, and most of the safety comes from this place being hidden in plain sight,” Casus said after going over the twin safe houses’ security features. “Even the windows are a special type of thaumstone glass with the same resilience as solid steel, but none of these protections shall be necessary unless they find this place and make the stupid decision of directly attacking it. It is a terribly pessimistic outlook, given the sheer unlikelihood of that. Well, get yourself comfortable; I shall give you your privacy. I would suggest washing off the gore.”

He was right.

Krahe used the safe house’s shower, and it felt like the blood of thousands was sloughing off of her all at once. It was but a dent in the kill count she had racked up just with the fusion bomb that destroyed Bergmann and Whitestone’s HQ, but that didn’t matter. She held not an iota of remorse in her heart for her dead man's switches, or any of the lives she had taken since her rebirth. Acknowledgment was one thing, but she had long grown numb to killing, and a great deal more killing she foresaw in her future. This world was much too nice, and she couldn’t smother the undying flame deep within that drove her to dig up the filth that would make it more like the hellhole where she had lived out her previous life.

Rooting out Hashem and his Benefactors, however, was in the future. Now, in this moment, she had peace.

Several days passed. Krahe spent some nights at the safe house and others at various inns and hotels all across Audunpoint. She lived comfortably off of the Foreman’s money, putting herself to task in gathering information and exploring Audunpoint’s offerings: a staggering variety of food, drink, and smokable substances, running the gamut from purely medicinal to purely recreational and everything in between. She always returned to Imraal's stall, his foldovers being just trashy enough to remind her of the nice parts of her past life.

Rather quickly, she grew fond of a particular fruit they sold in the markets by the kilo; it was an oblong thing roughly the shape of a very thick and short banana, with a reddish-yellow peel and a slightly star-shaped cross-section. The peel was dense and tough, but relatively thin, and the flesh inside sat at an intersection between pineapple and fragrant, cloyingly sweet forest strawberry in all aspects. She had only gotten brief tastes of those coveted, prized fruits in her work as a smuggler, and now, she could not only buy it on the open market, but cheaply as well. Ekarone, it was called. The peddler readily informed her that the seeds could be scraped out, dried, crushed, and smoked for a mild euphoric effect.

She could not remember life ever being this good. 



On a day that stood out from the others in no particular way, Krahe sat with Casus, smoking while the Banisher read a thick tome of history. On the table, she had stacked up several books of her own, set next to a plate stacked with small slices of ekarone. It reminded her very much of that time at Favonia’s safe house, and thus, a question came to mind. 



“I’m curious—What is Favonia like? Looks, demeanor, everything. Paint me a picture. You seem to respect her a great deal.” 



Casus briefly furrowed his brow, moving his bookmark before setting down his reading material. 



“That is… a good question. Well, to begin with, take your shape, adding perhaps two or three cup sizes to the chest. Then, paste my appearance overtop, manner of dress and all. Change the skin tone to dark, dark purple, transitioning into lilac at the lightest points, where skin plates intersect. Her hair is more or less like mine but about a third longer and bound into one huge braid. Oh, and ears without points.”

“Is she your… sister?”

“Close enough. As for her demeanor… Again, not unlike you, but significantly more reserved and clergy-like in public, while being significantly more violent, bordering on psychotic, in combat. She has a great deal of anger that she has compressed within herself, and she releases it to fuel her violence.”

“You don't think I'm psychotic? Even a little bit?” Krahe raised a bemused eyebrow, exhaling a puff of smoke as the corner of her mouth upturned slightly.

“After Slaughterhouse 9? No, I would not say so. You are… entirely in control at all times, regardless of how psychotic your actions may seem. The few times I had time to observe you in combat, it looked as though you were executing on a five-step plan you had rehearsed a dozen times before taking the first step. That is, in itself, more unsettling than Favonia's unrestrained rancor.”

“I’m flattered that you think I plan as far ahead as five steps. It's usually three.”

“Back at Slaughterhouse 9, with the Inax. How did you know seduction would work?” Casus returned a question of his own.

“He had that look to him. Not physically—his eyes. You've got the exact opposite. Doubt any seduction could even budge you, assuming you've got something between your legs.”

“Wh—Of course I do!” Casus defended himself. For a moment, Casus almost looked and sounded offended. "Only one-eyed banishers are completely sexless, and only insane over-grafters actually get rid of those parts… Or extreme ascetics, I suppose. Did you do such a thing? You said you used to be more metal than meat.”

“Of course not. The opposite, if anything. I had enough leftover space to fit both kinds, but sorting out all the tubing would be a pain. Half due to how packed full of hardware I was, and half because I used a biocapsule-type central unit; everything was suspended in bio-gel so it could move around in there. Since the sexware unit was a prototype, I would sometimes get lube leaking into my coolant circuit and vice versa. Ended up paying one guy to develop a coolant that could also act as lube in exchange for schematics for the unit. Bastard got rich and tried to have me disappeared. Ended up helping a rival of his perform an armed takeover so I could kill him… Then my employer for that job tried to get rid of me too. It was a three-year-long clusterfuck."

She laughed.

“It saved my life once, y’know. I had ruptured a coolant line in my leg, and the guy chasing me slipped in it.”

“You said… both kinds. Male and female?”

He sounded more curious than anything, not surprised as she had expected.

“Yeah, hell of a thing. The biggest innovation in programmable biogel was spearheaded by a sexware company. Even fullborgs like me wanted to screw, but all that bleeding edge hardware left little space, so they figured out how to make biogel that could stretch, inflate and deform in all sorts of ways with energy current. Had all sorts of shape settings, too. The model I had went from completely concealed inside two cubic centimeters to a ten-incher in twenty seconds flat, and I could take something up to…” She pushed her thumb into her stomach a bit above the navel. “around here. Even then, not ‘cause I couldn’t stretch further, but my main power unit was in the way. Someone paid me to steal the sexware unit and then got killed before I could deliver the goods, so I cleaned out the poor sap’s data vault and kept the sexware. I didn’t get to use it more than about a dozen times before I died, but it was fun.”

“Were grafts of that type common? I’ve seen similar grafts a few times, but nothing so common as to find standardized models. Usually, custom work ordered by hedonistic contractors or others of sufficient wealth.”

“I’d say… ten percent of the population. Twenty to thirty if you ruled out normies with minimal chrome. Er, grafts. Forty to fifty percent if you only counted the sort of people I dealt with. Megacity Gamma was… a grim place. It used to be a saying that you had to pick two out of sex, violence, money, and drugs, and then go hard on those two things to cope with how fucked the world was. I’ve always thought it was a stupid saying, but then, I did go hard on violence. And money. And sex. Not drugs, though, unless you count combat stimulants. I never did anything recreationally.”

“You shall have to describe the full extent of your former grafts to me someday.”

Rather than wait for someday, Krahe casually started listing off in no particular order.

“Graph-fullerene skeleton, two continuous-flow hearts, synthetic blood. Moravec Transferred brain—turned into an artifact, so to speak. Much more durable and not susceptible to concussions and the like. Self contained digestive tract with one-third the footprint of a normal one. Armored skin, an invisible sense-field out to around a meter, actual invisibility…”

She took a drag of her cigarette. A slice of ekarone followed it, and she continued where she had left off. There was still so, so much to get through, even for a surface-level skim of the interesting parts.

“I had several sub-brains slaved to my main one so I could function and survive even if a big part of my head got blown off. Eyes that could see magnetism, heat, even into my world’s plane of information, to appraise everything in my field of view, to see up to five kilometers in perfect fidelity. Similar for my ears. Balancing units that didn't rely on liquid, obvious one. Fiber-optic nerve replacements to nullify any delay in my reactions. Near-zero impedance wire made of nanomachines—microscopic metal insects—for the smaller nerves that couldn't be replaced with fiber-optics.”

She took a breath, then continued.

“Electromotive muscle strong enough to tear the head off of a war machine the size of Tindalos, punch through a solid slab of steel up to thirty centimeters wide, or lift a couple tons, and so on. A miniaturized fusion generator to power it all, the anathema equivalent of my world, but completely clean if handled properly. The fusion cells usually lasted a couple years, though I could function fine without them. I just couldn't use most of my strength, and I would get exhausted like any normie. Even needed to sleep a couple hours a night to recharge. Weapons… boy. Monomolecular wire whip in the left thumb, a classic light-ray weapon in the left eye, vibroblades in my legs. Blackhand Radiation Blasters were built into my arms; or rather, my arms were built around the blasters. This…”

She raised her left hand.

“This might one day match up to those. One day. The Blackhands could go through walls and melt holes into building-sized war machines inside-out, or just blow up the engines without needing to destroy the armor. Any living thing caught in the radiation blast would die, even if it was a grazing hit. Anathemism is downright clean compared to what the Blackhands did. All that power,” she said. Profound sorrow and rage gripped her face as she reached for her neck.

“All that power, and it still wasn’t enough to get at the high-and-mighty bastards who treated my world as a playground, who treated billions of people as nothing but a natural resource to be exploited and depleted. The one person I trusted, who knew enough about me to know how to kill me, was my undoing. This time ‘round, I won’t make the mistake of ever thinking I have enough power. If I end up a walking weapon of mass destruction, all the better.”

“A graft-saint undone by treachery…” Casus sighed.

∆∆∆

Meanwhile, elsewhere in the city…

“We will not come after them,” decreed Damrus Hashem. “Should the opportunity present itself, both Silberblut and Blackhand may be disposed of, and the same goes for the potential acquisition of Blackhand’s Pattner or Silberblut’s Coupler; however, they are not to be considered priority targets, nor should they be actively hunted. The Old Street Butchershop was chosen for Silberblut’s detainment due to its obscurity; the loss of that place is a minor blow to our operations. As for Slaughterhouse 9, most of our equipment has already been relocated to Slaughterhouse 12. Product loss was minimal, and human resource expenditures were acceptable. Moreover, Silberblut and Blackhand exposed a traitor lurking in our midst and disposed of him for us. I’ve found no evidence to suggest that their target was anything other than the Silberblut Coupler, and as such… we are done with them. Moving against them would only weaken our position, and we do not have the spare manpower to divert from fulfilling our obligation to the Benefactors.”

Damrus turned his gaze to his son, who made an active but lackluster effort to seem inconspicuous.

“I certainly hope you were listening. You are not to go after them or send anyone in your stead. Am I understood, Semzar Hashem?!”

“Understood, progeni—father.”

Letting out something halfway between a sigh and a groan, the Hashem Family’s patriarch lit up a cigar. This had been a total shitshow, but the damage they had sustained was lesser than what would be caused by a Red Hood coming into play, let alone a graft-apostle of greater power and destructiveness than Silberblut. Much like that blade of his, he was a precision weapon, at least when put up against others from the Twin Churches.

Damrus hadn’t become the head of Audunpoint’s reigning mafia family by overcommitting and trying to put down everyone who had ever opposed him. Usually, simple warnings were enough to deter fools from acting against the Hashem Family. Sometimes it was a piece of graffiti, a message delivered through the window, a dead pet or burned personal vehicle. But he didn’t often find it necessary to kill. It was counterproductive and drew too much attention.

If he ever could help it, Damrus also took the greatest possible care to avoid catching civilians in the crossfire, and he severely punished anyone who did something so stupid as killing an uninvolved civvie. That didn’t just draw too much attention like an out-in-the-open gang skirmish; it drew the wrong kind of attention, too.

Righteous contractors didn’t give a shit if gangsters killed each other, or if someone participating in underground prize fights went missing. But a civilian getting assaulted for bumping into a gangster zonked out of his gourd on Fuxutro? That could bring all sorts of high-and-mighty bastards down on his head. At the end of the day, Damrus wasn’t the sort of man to set himself in opposition to lawful society. He was in this to make money and grow stronger, just like the average contractor. If he ever got the opportunity to peaceably cooperate with that Blackhand woman or pay her a small fortune for that gun of hers, he would gladly take it.

As for the traitor he had mentioned in his speech, Damrus wasn’t referring to the Foreman of Slaugherhouse 9. That man, Jahangir Panahi, had been known to him for months, in no small part due to his background as an exceedingly talented grafter. Damrus had intended to try converting him to his side with a favorable deal; a path of least resistance to an easy and lucrative position where he could carry out his grafting experiments to his heart’s content, while the Hashem Family would benefit from access to weaponized graft-beasts. Failing that, he would have used him as a fall guy and Slaugherhouse 9 as a sacrifice to the Twin Churches to get some heat off his back.

Rather than Jahangir, the treason that Damrus had been made aware of was related to a loss he hadn’t mentioned. Silberblut himself. Damrus had meant to take his body as the next step in his own growth. The old Coupler meant nothing to him; the accursed thing ran on Thaumic Fusion and leaked anathemic remnants into the user’s system. Even someone like Casus Aristedes, with his freakish resistance, couldn’t use it for long.

Indeed, the traitor was his own son, for his failed attempt to steal the body of Casus Aristedes for himself. Blackhand’s coincidental thwarting of that blatant attempt at usurpation was the main reason Damrus chose not to go after her. He was thankful, in a way. Better to lose a resource than to have an enemy gain it… And Semzar was a much more immediate threat than either Blackhand or Silberblut.

This was a matter of no surprise. Succession disputes were all too common, doubly so when one couldn’t turn to the law. That didn’t mean Damrus wasn’t disappointed in his son. Not for trying to overthrow him, but for being so incompetent in the attempt as to just openly discuss it in a smokery and send eye-candy rather than come get the body himself.

If that dumbfuck had somehow managed to overthrow him, the Hashem Family would go up in flames before the year was out.


CHAPTER 17

A few days passed, and Krahe found herself struggling to find an energy-efficient method for delivering construct-projectiles to their intended targets. Sure, she could apply the properties of Spray to create a rocket-like effect, but the energy investment was worse than undesirable, and it would have extreme backblast, enough that getting caught in it might endanger even her. No, there had to be a better way.

A solid delivery system? Tar-tendrils came to mind, specifically, sending a tendril with the projectile hidden within its tip. It would be very limited in range, but it would strike quickly.

Beyond that… Well, she supposed she would just have to deal with the limitations of her elemental affinity until she found something that could fill in for those weaknesses. Cinder Gatling was still an effective medium-range option, as she found that it imparted hard entropy while benefiting from the main appeal of beam-type attacks, which usually inflicted soft entropy. This would at least partially balance out the twin issues of it being a less-than-ideal barrier-breaking method, and suffering a loss of effectiveness versus strong wards.

She decided to simply ask Casus. “Are there magical bullets to which I can attach one of my own thaumaturgies? I can do it with one of my basic projectiles, but I need to apply that same effect to my bursters.”

“I… am not aware of such a thing. You could buy some blank Thaumshot and try with that. They’re just bullets made of low-grade thaumstone, crude base material for lower-order magic bullets like Red Reapers and Yellow Atropals. Still expensive, mind you, but a single bulk order ought to last you a while.”

“I’ll get a handful for testing and see about the bulk order later. Though… I recall someone offering to sell me dregshot. Is that another word for the same thing or a different type of ammo?”

“It’s… different. Many consider it plainly superior, but it is not so. Thaumshot is consumed when fired due to acting as a catalyst for the reaction, while dregshot merely discharges and can be reused. The problem is that dregshot requires thaumine powder to catalyze the reaction in the absence of another catalyst. The cost-per-shot is much lower, but it becomes problematic with firearms such as yours.”

“A gun that ejects spent bullets between each shot.”

Casus nodded.

Krahe pulled her gun, unloaded it, and stripped it then and there on the coffee table. She took some care to keep the side plate out of view, as the serial number, series, and dedication to Audun Sorun were stamped on the inside. After taking some time to examine the elegantly simple mechanism, she took the bolt in hand.

“I could have a modified bolt-face without an extractor machined and have it go with telescoping clips that would hold the bullets while letting them rise through the magwell normally. That way dregshot would work in the gun without issue.”

She quickly put the gun back together. “Failing that, I’ll just get a revolver of some kind for when I want to use dregshot bullets. Just need to figure out how to make Thaumshot work instead… Maybe cast it as the core of a bullet?”

“It would certainly cut down on material cost. If it fails, you can simply use solid Thaumshot; it is a heavy, strong mineral.”

∆∆∆

Casus found it utterly idiosyncratic that a woman such as Blackhand would have such bubbly tastes in food and drink.

The last few days, he had only eaten fresh fruit, fresh meat, fresh fish, fresh everything, all prepared to meticulous specificity according to a recipe book she had brought back from the markets. There was nothing wrong with her cooking, certainly not to Casus, since he had grown used to eating anything available during his pilgrimage. He understood why it was so, assuming she had been truthful regarding her past life. However, that did not diminish the contrast between Lady Blackhand’s outward image and her tastes. Even Arrha, that which she preferred to smoke, was the sort of thing one would expect from a scholar trying to make up for lost sleep or a refined lady rather than a hardened Anathemist. It was a nice-smelling herb whose smoke did not linger and whose effects were mild, entirely unlike the acrid and musky mixtures that Anathemists used to kill their pain and lessen the other maladies caused by their discipline.

Then again, she was no normal Anathemist by any measure of the word. Firminus had made it abundantly clear during his most recent visit to finish off the maintenance of his arm.

“It is as though her anatomy is naturally capable of metabolizing anathemic residues in the same way anyone else can metabolize entropy. You would do well to ensure that she does not go to a grafter she does not trust to the utmost,” the grafter had said to him. Blackhand’s reaction to learning of this warning was… far lesser than Casus had anticipated. It was as if she had simply assumed that some grafters would opportunistically butcher their patients from the first.

“Yeah, figured as much. I guess I’ll go to Firminus for now, since I doubt he would’ve warned me if he had planned to do it himself.” She shrugged, continuing her breakfast as if nothing had happened.

“Oh, right. I wanted to ask you to show me how that belt of yours works,” she asked, taking a sip of ekarone juice. “Unless it’s a church secret.”

Casus was more than happy to do so, rising from his seat.

“Wait here.”

He brought back the Silberblut Coupler and two other belts—the Dregsteamer from the Old Street Butchershop, and a brass-plated, slightly ornate belt with a depression on the right-hand side and a cracked, gray crystal in the center. The brass belt came with a ring set with a red gem designed to fit into the depression.

“The fundamental structure of any Mamon Coupler is usually the same. You have the Coupler Body, which is the main body of the device, determining the most basic characteristics of the armor. Normally, these are belts, but it is not uncommon to see Coupler Bodies styled as gauntlets or as part of large weapons such as greatswords. Anything smaller is unusual but not unheard of.”

He gestured to the brass belt’s crystal.

“The core is the heart of the system; it determines the fundamental properties of the armor, such as the armor scaffold and its base performance metrics. You often see a voidkey used as the core nowadays.”

With tangible respect for the item, he slipped the ring onto his middle finger.

“The catalyst resonates with the core and determines the armor’s outward characteristics. It can adjust what the armor specializes in, or completely change how it functions and multiply the wearer’s combat ability many times over. They are commonly made from soulbeasts and impart their characteristics onto the user, but inorganic artifact catalysts, such as this ring, are not uncommon either.”

Pressing the ring into its slot, Casus turned it forward ninety degrees. The belt’s crystal briefly came to life with a red glow, then died. Casus solemnly took off the ring and set it down.

“You are most likely to see insect-based catalysts, half because they have good performance metrics even if extracted from a weak soulbeast, and half due to the Great Plague of fifty-one seventy-two, sixty-seven years ago. Dregsteamers are an exception, both in that they lack distinct cores and that they use consumable catalysts.”

“It’s an interesting system, I’ll admit. Is it a new technology or an old one?”

“Very old. Mamon Couplers are an offshoot of fleshgrafting conceived of by one of the direct disciples of Zavesh. Many Couplers still require the would-be user to undergo a grafting operation to permit their usage; the more traditional, the more drastic the operation. My Silberblut Coupler is one of the original twelve, hence…” Casus raised his arm. “This. Dregsteamers are unique in that they require no such operation. It is also why they inflict disproportionate strain on the user for their performance.”

“The brass coupler’s core is busted, right?”

“So it is. The Stonesoul Coupler once belonged to a fallen friend.”

Later that day, she visited Garvesh and bought from him Thaumshot for an extortionate price, though still a better price than the street-side suppliers she had checked. It was no worse an ammo price than regular bullets during an ammo shortage. She bought a few full-sized Thaumshot bullets, as well as a few different sizes of subcaliber Thaumshot to test casting it in metal. Despite the significant price of this base material, it seemed most of the cost when it came to true Thaumshot bullets, such as Red Reapers, came from the materials needed to refine the ammunition into a suitable vessel for an eidolon to work through.

The pawnbroker had also sourced a few of the missing parts she would need to reload her ammunition, such as gunpowder, two hundred bullets’ worth of a special ballistic alloy, and a basic crucible. Lead was a good option, but unsurprisingly, Zastreon’s materials science was well past the point of being ideal. Homogenous, cast bullets made of this so-called “Mescalt” would take on properties akin to HEAT shells. The price was, of course, premium, but she wanted premium performance. Of the six street-facing firearm vendors she’d inquired with, only two even acknowledged that they knew what Mescalt was. Of those two, one assumed Krahe was a government agent trying to bust him for smuggling the stuff from some obscure region in South Afshan, and the other asked thrice what Garvesh had charged her.

Krahe spent some time in the library trying to confirm her hypothesis on how she might be able to anchor a thaumaturgy to a chunk of thaumstone. She found records of archers doing that very thing with thaumstone arrowheads, including some mention of using blood as a priming agent. Not much, but good enough. By testing with a tiny, inert construct and simply throwing the bullet, she discovered that a thaumstone piece with a diameter of 4mm was sufficient, provided she slathered the bullet in her own blood. To her relief, it worked even if the blood was dry.

With this experimental ammunition in hand, she ordered a larger quantity of this shot, able to afford it due to the fact smaller pieces of thaumstone were far cheaper.

There was just the problem of testing it. Krahe didn’t feel like visiting a public shooting range, assuming such a facility could even be found in Audunpoint. Further investigation showed that there were such places, even ones which would let her rent out various firearms and even higher-order voidkeys. The local Zaveshian temples were often connected to gymnasiums and training grounds, which were essentially free to access. The problem was, of course, the total absence of privacy. She brought it up with Casus, who only confirmed her findings.

“You could access an agency’s training grounds, but you would meet with the same issues. Only ranking agency members can hope to get privacy; even then, it is a matter of pulling strings. I could do such a thing, if you so wish, and secure access to a private training ground. For the two of us, that is, as you are not a member of either church.”

“I expected you to suggest that I join the church to access a private firing range.”

“I would do no such thing. Joining or not joining is your decision, and the church will not suddenly consider what you have done any less if a few weeks or months have passed.”

“If there are no strings attached, I have no reason to reject your offer,” Krahe shrugged.

The next day, they visited one of the smaller Zaveshian temples in the city. Besides the main one, there were five of these smaller, yet still sizable compounds, one for each district, with even smaller shrines to fill in the zone of influence.

“Razem’s seals. Green trousers. Amorphous body armor. That arm…” the receptionist listed off, looking Krahe up and down. He looked at Casus. “I take it this is Krahe? You requested urgent access to one of the training chambers with her as your sparring partner.”

Casus gave a tentative nod. The receptionist handed Casus an ornamental key and gestured to a door. Down a hallway, to an elevator, and then actually down, into the ground, at least three floors by Krahe’s reckoning.

“Sparring, huh?

“It was the easiest excuse. I do not wish to actually spar with you.”

“Why not? No armor, no thaumaturgy, graft-arms tied behind our backs.”

“Your left arm counts as a graft? How strange. It may not be an unreasonable offer.”

“I’ll be more than happy to show you the martial arts of my world.”

The training area was just one large room with some basic facilities, including a bathroom, barebones sleeping quarters, and even a kitchen and pantry stocked with basic, but nutritious, fare. It was so due to the tendency of Zaveshian adherents to go quite far with training.

At the end of the day, Casus’ physical attributes were still an order of magnitude above Krahe’s. Their sparring session thus never heated up to a degree even approaching a real fight; though, the rules they agreed to kept them in check. Nonetheless, they both came away with some bruises—Krahe significantly more than Casus. In turn, Casus felt aches in his joints that he hadn’t known were even possible. The art, which she called Sector 7 style, was a savage one. It ruthlessly targeted any weak points the practitioner could find, while also incorporating a heavy dose of strange grappling designed to mitigate any advantage an opponent might gain from superior size and weight.

Krahe made it abundantly clear that she wasn’t in the ideal physical state to be doing many of the moves she demonstrated. After their brief spar, she showed him a handful of techniques designed for firearms and even ones that seemed nearly exactly built for the arm-blade which he manifested in his Mamon Knight form. It was somewhat unsettling. Such an arm-blade was a niche weapon, and this woman who had climbed him like he was a tree moments earlier was now giving him great ideas on how to better make the most of his own signature weapon. She didn’t change his understanding of his blade by any means, but he nonetheless found it astonishing that she had such niche knowledge.

Sector 7 style was, without a doubt, a savage thing, born from a savage world. An art created by filthy and desperate people to help them triumph over polished, well-armored adversaries. It was clearly a style born from a world at constant war with itself, where the extremes of grafting had filled an absence of magic.

It was by no means a supreme revelation that would allow anyone to reign undefeated against all the martial arts on the face of Zastreon. Such a thing was simply not possible—a martial art that elevates one individual to such heights might not yield similar results for another. Krahe herself illustrated this point as she spoke of it; her descriptions aligning with Casus’ observations.

“It’s a mutant art, ever-changing as the environment demands. Bits and pieces are taken from all sorts of specialized martial arts to form something that works best for its purposes. Pragmatism, I think, is its strongest suite—there are no parts without purpose. I know a handful of forms that look nice, but they’re exclusively for training, nothing to do with actual fighting. I might use some of the motions from one form or another, but only a suicidal moron would go into a fight with the intent to repeat a whole form start to finish. From what I’ve seen, you already have a rock-solid grasp of making the most of your arm.”

Casus thought about his as-of-yet incomplete view of the martial art, and as his gaze wandered over Krahe’s face, he suddenly grasped what she had shown to him.

“If Sector 7 style were a person, it would be a child soldier.”

Krahe’s face went hard, and for a moment, she stared off into the distance, as if she were looking at someone right behind Casus.

“Yeah…”

Then, she pulled her gun and her countenance lightened up.

“Now, let’s give this baby a test run.”

Casus sat down some distance away from Krahe. She manually opened her pistol’s breech, loaded a bullet, and closed it. Then, grasping the gun in her right hand, she formed one of her strange grenades in her left. He’d seen arcane constructs of similar design but never from someone of such a low level; there was clearly a deeper understanding of the underlying mechanics at play. It was no wonder. From what she’d told him, Casus had gathered that she must’ve been a weapons expert in her past life.

Nonetheless, watching the construct slowly take shape was something else compared to glimpsing it in the middle of combat. The pulsating, furious ember at its heart, the mass of ash and obsidian swirling and compressing around it, the black-green shell formed with the Forming Toroid’s assistance. She rested her right hand atop her left such that the grenade, floating in her left palm, sat just below her gun’s barrel.

A gunshot rang out. The bullet ripped forward a fair bit slower than it normally would, but still at a blistering velocity, dragging the grenade only centimeters behind itself. It struck the middle target out of a cluster of six wooden dummies, and all at once, they were consumed in a swirling inferno, ravenous volcanic glass swirling around them. Wooden fragments showered them, and a dummy’s broken-off arm flew just past Krahe’s head. The woman barely seemed to notice.

When the dust cleared, and the desolation revealed itself, a wide grin came over her face. From where Casus sat, her glasses, turned white by reflection, obscured her eyes, and a strange inhumanity replaced her face. Her grin became almost nauseating to look at, like an open wound full of broken glass. It was just a moment, and the next, it was gone.

“Too slow. I’ll need hotter loads, but it’s a good start. I think I’ll call it… Hmmm…”

She rubbed her chin, squinting. Without another word, she holstered her gun, conjured a cigarette, flicked it into her mouth, lit it, and took a drag.

She exhaled. “Six Trees Killer.”

“Six Trees?” Casus raised an eyebrow. “Is that the destructive power you hope to achieve with this particular thaumaturgy?”

She chuckled. “No, it’s just a bad play on words. You wouldn’t get it.”

“Well now that you’ve stoked my curiosity, you must explain it to me.”

It turned out to indeed be a strained play on words. The thaumaturgy was named after the Six Trees Demilitarized Zone, a once-affluent area in the old capital of a nation called Japan. It was also known as Roppongi, which sounded in the slightest way like “RPG,” which in turn was short for “Rocket Propelled Grenade,” an explosive projectile weapon whose name had become a generalized term for any weapon of that type in Krahe’s world. That was how thinly stretched this play on words was.

“Alright. Help me set them up again. Line them up in a row this time.”

This time, the grenade’s shell was shaped strangely on the inside, like a concave acoustic mirror, a feature hidden by the spherical design. Krahe took some care to implement a noticeable pattern on the shell, whose purpose became clear only after the test fire.

She fired, and Casus observed how the burster being dragged behind the bullet allowed it to maintain its orientation, rather than spinning and tumbling through the air as it would if it were thrown. There came a different sort of explosion, one which tore out the frontmost dummy’s back half and enveloped everything immediately behind it. From where they stood, it looked as if the frontmost target gained a hole only a bit wider than the bullet. The dummy immediately behind the first was annihilated, but the effect on the target fell off steeply beyond that point.

Leaning out to the side to get a better look, Krahe let out a disappointed groan.

“Figured I was asking for too much. I’ll try with a remote cinder flash generator next time.”

“Why next time?”

“This design is already pushing what I can put together. I don’t understand the structure of my arm well enough to feel confident in trying to replicate it as a construct… and it would probably demand a Lesser Eidolon Vault if I were to achieve a result I would be satisfied with.”

They continued with various tests for some time, especially those involving Krahe’s desire to weaponize her Tar-tendrils in a more expeditious manner. To Casus’ mild discomfort, she took rather readily to manifesting fanged mouths all over her left arm for the tendrils to emerge from. She also found herself utterly incapable of producing these tendrils from any unburnt patch of skin. A part of him wanted to ask if she truly had to do it that way, but he also knew such idiosyncratic methods of manifestation were all too common. It was a strangely consistent rule that the more gimmicky, restrictive one’s magic, the more powerful it could be.

Eventually, she began to move away from just her arm to any charred skin at all. Inevitably, that arose a problem, one which she foisted upon Casus.

“Mind helping me figure out how far the burns go? It’s a pain to distinguish it by touch, and I can’t reach all the way back,” she said, wrapping her arms around herself as she turned her back to him. Before he could even answer, she dug her fingers into her bodysuit’s strange material and pulled it off. It stretched and tore as if it were terribly viscous slime of some kind, pulling away from her skin and leaving her back mostly bare.

It wasn’t the charring that drew Casus’ attention, but all the other scars; some were obvious lacerations, and a group of four gunshot scars could be seen near her right hip. Many more, however, were crudely surgical in nature, cleanly made and sutured. One such scar ran the entire length of her back, from the nape of her neck down to her trousers and presumably to the tailbone. It was a horrid thing—as if her back had been peeled open and her spine torn out at some point.

It intersected at points with what she was actually interested in; the charring, which may as well have been a birthmark compared to the other scars. Casus simply traced the patch, describing as he went. “It covers a third of your back, I would say.”

The moment he pulled his hands away, she rolled her shoulders, and the bodysuit began to slither back into place. Casus shivered.

“Truly, I have never seen such body armor. It almost seems alive.”

“It is. Counts as a grafted second skin. I think it’s not so different from Mamon Knight undersuits.”

“Right you are; such underlayers are not unheard of even for those who do not use Couplers, only… I have never seen a type that is so proactive in reforming itself. You may be able to reap great profit if you collaborate with a grafter in developing an improved form of this amorphous body armor.”

Krahe proceeded to make tendrils of tar erupt from her back, seamlessly piercing out from her bodysuit to whip forward and strike at their targets in synchronization with her left arm. A few attempts later, she managed to coordinate the tendrils to strike in unison, like a machine-gun smashing wooden dummies and the ground alike with force far beyond anything she could generate with her own body. However, she soon crumbled to the ground in a coughing meltdown.

“Ah, fuck me. I got carried away.” She laughed as she struggled back to her feet, her tendrils rapidly decaying, losing elasticity and crumbling away. “I figure it’s a good time to call it for now.”

And so they left. It had been hours already, and Casus wasn’t particularly eager to overuse his privileges to the detriment of others.

∆∆∆

Another day passed.

Upon his return from running errands in the morning of the first day, Casus visited Krahe with good news. Slaughterhouse 9, the Old Street Butchershop, and two other Hashem Family locations had been cleared and secured by the church, and their bounty payout was still being calculated to adjust for increases from further crimes registered at the secured sites. The only other notable event in this timespan was the absence of Imraal’s food cart in its usual place, which, as it turned out, had been caused by Casus himself warning the lizardman that he might want to lay low for some time.


CHAPTER 18

Meanwhile, some time earlier, on the night of the first day…

A simple pick raked open the lock of an apartment door.

Blades moved in the dark.

Imraal awoke to the sound, reaching for his gun. He quietly walked out of his bedroom, able to see just fine in the near-darkness of his home. A blurred, translucent, lithe shape darted through his field of vision, moving with the unnatural nimbleness of a sped-up recording and trailing afterimages. Before he knew it, he felt a sharp sting in his gut, and as he glanced down, he saw his killer’s face. A human of some description. Fire flowed into his veins—venom from a poisoned blade.

He pulled the trigger of his gun. The hammer struck forward. thaumine-imbued powder ignited, and a Thaumshot’s imbued power came to life. A brightly burning blood-red burst barreled forward, unerringly chasing after his killer, who had already begun fleeing.

Before the figure could fade out again, the Bloody Reaper struck home, and an explosion tore out the side of the ancient apartment building. In the moments before, however, an earring for which the assassin had paid far too much came to life. The small paper rectangle grew ten times in size until it was as wide as three fingers and thrice as long. It instantly multiplied into a cloud of hundreds, forming a protective shell around one side of the assassin’s body.

A blurred, translucent, lithe shape struggled its way out of the resultant hole and floated down to the ground level. The near-dead assassin crawled away, leaving behind, in his shock, the partial cocoon of talisman papers that had saved his life.

∆∆∆

Krahe had been careful. She’d been using incense sticks imbued with Adefron to sleep for only two hours each night, spending the rest of her nighttime indoor hours reading or exploring the intricacies of thaumaturgy. Despite that, she couldn’t have reacted. Even having kept an eye on the window at all times, it was no more than a greenish flash atop a distant rooftop, and in the next moment, her world was blades.

In that fleeting moment, however, she had managed to leap out of the way and raise her barrier. Everything in her immediate vicinity was shredded like a monowire grenade had been set off at the impact point of a bullet. Dozens of them, shining wires wrought of pure magic, cutting not with edges but with the pure concept of “cutting,” enacting without regard for causality, only limited by the power of the magic fuelling them. In practice, that meant they did not inflict Lacerative, but Arcane damage.

The attack was intended for high precision, a concentrated sphere of cutting force that blossomed out in a widespread aftershock, quickly losing power. Due to the direction in which she dodged, only a small portion of the main detonation caught her, and the secondary detonation’s effect only struck the lower two-thirds of her body. The hair-thin silver lining to this all was that her trousers didn’t get shredded in the blast since she hadn’t worn them to bed.

What was intended to kill her merely left her half-dead, melting down and unable to move her legs. She couldn’t feel anything below her waist, and the many other shallow cuts all over the rest of her lower body were so clean that she only felt them when she shifted in place. Running on survival instinct, Krahe dragged herself out of the broken window’s sightline and quickly formed a scaffold of jade around her legs, then wrapped it in tar-tendrils to create a crude exoskeleton. Then, she used the Forming Toroid to create simple crutches… and crawled. Keeping herself out of the sightline, she made her way to her borrowed dwelling’s secret exit, and only when she had entered the hidden passage and sealed it behind herself did she force herself up onto two feet.

She finally realized that her cuts weren’t just clean. They had been instantaneously cauterized, barely bleeding at all. This was, unfortunately, a backhanded mercy. The wounds would have to be reopened to heal efficiently. Though, she would worry about that after getting into safety. Bit by bit, she hobbled through the hidden passage and toward Casus’ safe house. It was unconscionably tight, and the stairway was murderously steep, but she made it. With a summoned tendril, she awkwardly grabbed around for the latch release to open the sliding door from this side, then just as awkwardly made her way over to where Casus slept. Having awakened to the sound of her opening the secret passage, the Banisher was fully alert by the time she reached his bedroom door.

“Lady Blackhand, is that you?” he called out cautiously from beyond the door.

“Yeah, it’s me! Open up! Someone fuckin’ shot me through the window.”

The instant she said the word “shot,” she heard him frantically undoing a deadbolt and unlocking the door. Before she finished the sentence, the door flew open to the Banisher’s screwed-up expression.

“How? Where?” he questioned, looking her up and down. “Those cuts… And your legs! What happened? Did you see anything?”

“A green flash on a rooftop. It was some sort of projectile that created or unfurled into numerous magical blades. Can’t feel anything below my waist; I’m pretty sure my spine is fucked.” She slowly turned around, reaching back to pull open the hole in her bodysuit, eliciting a rather unpleasant sound both from her own sundered flesh and from Casus himself at the sight.

“We must get you to a grafter. I will take you, there is little time. I fear… I fear that Firminus may be our only choice if you wish to follow his advice.”

“Then let’s get out of here before they come to verify that I’m dead.”

∆∆∆

Some distance away, on a rooftop, a lanky figure rose from a prone position. He unhooked the crescent-shaped head of a long staff-rifle from under his armpit and removed the magnifying goggles from his eyes. He had felt the impact confirmation ping, affirming that his shot had connected with a living target.

“With that, my work is done…” he said to himself, carefree and unworried as he descended to ground level. One shot; that was how much he had been paid for, and a confirmed hit was the stipulation to receive his full fee. Anything beyond this point was not his problem.

He took a communication relic from his pocket—an elongated, yellow talisman paper. Complex symbols in red ink covered its surface, a blank space in the middle, large enough for a short message. Leaning against a wall, the assassin rummaged through his jacket pocket for a pen, and using his magic, he stretched out the talisman in mid-air as he wrote.

Confirmed impact on target.

Have 2nd 1/2 of payment ready.

His signature was not a name but a simplistic representation of his staff-rifle—a crescent and a straight line. Taking out a small vial, he poured its contents onto the talisman’s other side and with a pulse of thauma, ignited its magic. The paper instantly took on a golden glow and darted out of his hand.

Not long after, Semzar Hashem received the message and smiled to himself.

∆∆∆

With some assistance, Krahe changed into her stolen jacket and remained barefoot, save for the stirrups of her jade exoskeleton. She also had Casus tie her hair back to further break up her silhouette. With these changes, her shape signature was as different from usual as it could reasonably be. They exited the safe house via an underground passageway and emerged in a nearby Seven Spokes shrine, where Casus had stashed the motorbike they had used to enter and exit Slaughterhouse 9. From there, Krahe awkwardly lashed her legs to the frame of the bike and held on as best she could.

They reached Firminus’ temple without incident, though it took longer than usual due to Casus taking out-of-the-way paths rather than beelining for the target location. The Banisher hoisted her off the bike like she didn’t weigh anything. Though her first impulse was to protest, it was true that this was faster and therefore safer than having her hobble into the temple with her own limited strength.

“What’ve we here?” Firminus questioned, but Casus just pushed past him and laid Krahe on his operating chair, face-first. From there, Krahe’s field of vision was constrained to a terribly narrow cone of immaculate stone-tile flooring.

“Severed spine. From the description, I believe she was hit with some type of bladestorm-type Thaumshot, likely arcane rather than lacerative. The injury is cauterized; I believe it cut through the L2 and L3 vertebrae diagonally. Minor secondary cuts.”

“And what do you want me to do? I can look her over, schedule an appointment to actually get this fixed, but I suspect—”

“Extenuating circumstances at hand render this a life-threatening emergency.” Casus didn’t sound alarmed, but there was certainly an urgent insistence to his tone.

A raspy, resigned sigh came from Firminus. “I will do what I can, but you know how tricky these things can be.”

Krahe heard the man walk over and felt his fingers against her back, willing her biosuit to recede from the wound and split open down the middle.

“Interesting armor. Is it some type of removable graft?”

“Uh-huh,” Krahe said.

“It appears that were it not for this armor of yours, you would have been cut halfway through. If you were unlucky, you could have been bisected outright. As it stands, it seems the wound goes only a few centimeters in…”

Firminus spent a few minutes leaning over her and examining the wound, occasionally grabbing for tools out of sight. She vaguely felt narrow, metallic tools prodding at her sundered flesh and scraping against bone, with Firminus incessantly asking if she could feel this or that. Eventually he stopped, and worked a few hand-signs barely within her line of sight. The back of the surgical chair raised until she was in a mostly upright position, and a few hand signs later had the top two segments bend backward such that the top of the chair ended just low enough for her to rest her arms on it.

Firimnus sat atop a rolling stool. “What you have here is a troublesome injury. The spinal cord has been completely severed and cauterized in such a manner that there would be a substantial missing segment if I were to remove the irreparable tissue. The vertebrae are, to be charitable, totaled, including the F2 to F3 and F3 to F4 discs. I have a few live spines in wet storage, as well as some synthetic pieces, but it will be weeks before I can put together a localized graft for you.”

“Is there a significant reason not to replace my whole spine? Will the recovery period be longer than a few weeks?” she asked.

A small spark lit Firminus’ eyes, no matter how he tried to hide it.

So she’s that kind of patient, Firminus thought. Better to be sure than to have her back out at the last second and waste my preparations, though.

“The primary reason to avoid a full spinal replacement is the process itself. It is only a step below the severity of a cerebro-astral transfer. Normally, this is reserved only for graft-saints or those for whom there is no other choice. I will insert a pseudo-voidkey probe to let me monitor your status and suppress your sense of pain while also injecting you with a serum that will ensure total continuity of consciousness throughout the whole process—that is to say, you will remain awake. Though pain will be suppressed, other sensations will remain, and you will gradually lose all sense of your body as your spine is disconnected. Thereafter, all other senses are shut off in order to facilitate the connection of the new spine directly to the brainstem. You may remain in a death-like void of no sensation for hours, or upward of more than a day with a grafter less skilled than I.”

As Firminus spoke, he grew increasingly disquieted, more so than Krahe, due to her overall lack of reaction.

“That all makes perfect sense to me. I see no reason not to proceed, unless it has a sky-high failure rate or something of the sort.”

“The secondary concern is that a spine is one of the more complex grafts, leaving much room for rejection; something such as, let’s say, a heart leaves quite a bit of tolerance, but with spines, even a minuscule rejection can cripple you. Bouts of severe pain or temporary paralysis are the most common, lasting anywhere from seconds to hours. I could bring out my spines and see if any of them fit and have a good compatibility with you. At your height…”

He got up and walked around, looking her up and down.

“How tall are you?”

“About 190.7 centimeters.”

“Considering your proportions…” Firminus trailed off as he rubbed his chin. “We have a few options. Regardless, you will likely suffer some rejection symptoms if we go ahead with minimal adjustments. Thus, I will need to put you on mild rejection suppressants for a time, and they’ll have some side effects. However, you will regain use of your legs immediately after the operation. With follow-up visits, the graft can be adjusted to do away with rejection entirely.”

The process was surprisingly short. It started with Firminus taking a sample of Krahe’s spinal fluid and assessing the site of her injury. Then, he formed a construct of her torso and began slotting spines into place. Twenty minutes later, he drew a symbol on her back, and over it plastered a metallic lattice vaguely shaped like a receiver antenna, taping it down with several paper talismans. It was connected via a black cable to a human torso model with one of the spines slotted in and a mechanical arm attached.

“Move your right arm.”

She did, and the mechanical arm followed, though clumsily and with a delay.

“Bad conductivity. Next.”

So it went.

The candidates were narrowed down to four spines.

More tests followed, including several more arcane constructs of Firminus’ making. They were all fascinating in that they all had a clear purpose, and were entirely non-invasive. With each test, it sunk in that fleshgrafting was a highly advanced science, though much different from cybernetics.

Over the course of the next few hours, three of the four were disqualified.

Then, so was the fourth.

Firminus sighed with frustration.

“What an infernal patient you are. My collection of grafting stock is among the most diverse in all Audunpoint. Yet, not a single one of my spines could conceivably be made to work for you without major adjustments. This is a labor of weeks at the least. If the streets are truly too dangerous for you, I could shelter you here for the intervening time.”

Despite his words, Firminus’ tone of voice was excited. She knew his type—ever hungry for an unsolvable conundrum. She did not believe he was lying about the timeframe, but it was longer than she could afford.

“Is there no other option, then?”

Firminus didn’t answer. A dense silence hung over them as the grafter lit up a cigarette.

“Exhume a relic,” the voice of Casus cut through.

“You know I cannot do that, Aristedes—neither politically nor practically. Even if I had a relic spine right here in the back room, it would simply not work. She’s an unanointed, unofficiated civilian. It wouldn’t reject her, it would simply refuse to interact with her body at all.”

“Lady Blackhand, what do you say to becoming a graft-apostle?” Casus asked, turning to Krahe.

“Sell myself into the servitude of the Grafting Church? No thanks. I’ll take my chances.”

“Given your recent deeds and assuming that Casus sponsors you, none could say that you owe anything to the church should we go through with his suggestion. The duties of a graft-apostle begin and end with a concerted pursuit of perfecting and mastering one’s worldly vessel. So long as you dedicate yourself to that pursuit and do not commit High Blasphemy such as the theft of another’s flesh, none within the church will have reason to come after you. Between Casus sponsoring you and your deeds becoming known, your standing in the church will be better than that of most newly inducted apostles. Of course, Casus’ name would be severely tarnished if you were to take the graft and disappear. Moreover, making an apostle’s Prime Graft so pivotal as a spine would be extremist enough, but for that apostle to be an Anathemist to boot… Well, it’s not heresy, but your ability to harness anathema without self-injury will inevitably draw attention. Becoming an apostle will only serve to accelerate the process.”

Krahe gave Casus a sideward look, squinting at him, trying everything in her power to find a reason to distrust him; or maybe it was a matter of exhausting her distrustful side so she could overpower it. She sighed.

“Casus, can the church remotely track graft-apostles using their grafts?”

“It is possible, but rarely done, in no small part due to the difficulty. One must be familiar with the particular graft before even making an attempt to scry its possessor. I would say that any given graft-apostle is far more likely to be tracked through simpler means than scrying. I am also fairly certain that your strange traits will obscure most scrying targeted at you, and you can, of course, simply source a counter-scrying talisman.”

He wasn’t lying, as far as she could tell. There was the possibility that he was misinformed. Still, he himself was an apostle, so the church could’ve easily found him or at least learned of his separation from his belt if they actively used scrying to track things and people.

“Fine. Let’s do it.”

Firminus waved a fist at Casus. “You will pay for my new heart if this one gives out before the decade’s end, so help me Zavesh. Now, let us go. We must visit the central temple. You as well, Blackhand.”


CHAPTER 19

It was a somewhat awkward journey, but they made it to a seemingly random building without incident and, from there, entered the central temple’s back corridors through a hidden passageway. Strange, vaguely chemical scents floated in the air, and the many stone surfaces were utterly pristine. They entered an inner sanctum of sorts where Krahe was left to wait for Casus and Firminus’ return.

While she waited, Krahe used the time to form a pair of crutches to go with her exoskeleton. The extra maintenance cost easily offset the difficulty and energy cost of making herself walk just using tar tendrils.

Casus and Firminus soon came back with a woman in tow. At least, Krahe wagered it was a woman by the voice and figure. Otherwise, the wholly obscuring hooded robes and mask would make it impossible to tell. She was also fairly short. From Krahe’s reading on the church, this had to be High Grafter Fidelia, one of the three religious authorities presiding over Audunpoint’s Central Temple. While they were afforded considerable discretion in their operations, they typically weren’t tasked with performing most administrative duties.

“This is the candidate?” a distorted, yet distinguishably female voice asked from the figure. “And you are certain of your choice, Aristedes? You know the weight of sponsoring another, and the consequences, should she turn out unworthy.”

“I am certain, High Grafter.”

The High Grafter turned as if to focus on Krahe. “Very well. Rise and come with me. There are yet steps you must take before your sundered flesh may be mended.”

She wasn’t sure if it was an honest statement or if some strange test hid within it, so she assumed it was the latter and forced herself to her feet unassisted before taking the crutches she had formed just after they had arrived at the temple.

The High Grafter brought the three of them deeper into the temple complex, to a secluded sanctum wherein strange machinery towered up to the ceiling behind a modest altar. Atop that altar was a metal-encrusted skull. Statues and murals of presumably long-dead saints filled the final hallway which adjoined the secluded sanctum; some were well-sculpted humans, while others were covered in seams and bore an alien, unearthly beauty. Fidelia took up a position behind the altar, resting a mechanical hand upon the skull as she began to speak on the Grafting Church's tenets.

Being inducted as an official member of the Grafting Church was rather quick, though it seemed she expedited the ritual for the purposes of Krahe’s unique situation. The High Grafter simply listed off the church’s fundamental tenets, then the High Blasphemies, and had Krahe acknowledge them and swear that she would seek to act in accordance with those tenets.

She found it surprising that the faith had rather limited focus on Zavesh as a deific figure of worship; that statue out in the square was the only depiction of Zavesh that Krahe remembered seeing. Instead, from what she had read, it placed utmost importance on adherents turning their bodies into fitting vessels for the “divinity inherent to all mankind.” In this manner, it was similar to some minor gnostic mystery cults back in Megacity Gamma, though significantly less escapist and less eager to chop off perfectly good limbs with the assumption that metal was automatically better than flesh. All in all, Krahe found the Grafting Church’s faith to be completely unobjectionable, even if the whole graft-apostle and graft-saint system was strange. She nonetheless couldn’t help but wonder what sort of dark secrets hid beneath the surface, and how much of the faith’s true nature was hidden from those outside the inner circles.

The High Grafter produced a fragrant oil, smearing a sigil of some sort on Krahe’s forehead, and with that, her anointment as a member of the Grafting Church was complete.

“Before we move on, I would ask you this: Have you undergone grafting procedures in the past? Though you show no outward signs, Brother Firminus has brought to my attention that you bear many scars emblematic of an unskilled grafter carrying out heavy work. Yet, you seem to lack any external grafts to show for it.”

She glanced at Casus. It wasn’t an accusatory glance; no truly skilled surgeon would mistake surgery scars so it was expected Firminus would notice upon subjecting herself to his expert eye. He didn’t nod, but by the look in his eyes and the fact both he and Firminus had brought back this particular High Grafter, she decided she could divulge at least basic information.

Sighing, she set her expression into a facial paralysis mask so that not an iota of emotion would show, giving Fidelia a hard, yet non-hostile look.

“I underwent extensive grafting in my homeland, though it was not of the type practiced on Ashametan. I cannot divulge why, how, or when I divested myself of those grafts, and I am largely unfamiliar with your methods. As Firminus likely deduced himself and made you aware,” she said, glancing at the grafter before returning to Fidelia. “I have undergone spinal replacement in the past. Undergoing it again, even if the specifics are different, will be no issue to me. Regarding my lack of apparent grafts, it is not a solely external matter. I can assure you that I possess no grafts of any kind other than this bodysuit. It seems the Seven Spokes System considers my left arm a graft, but at no point since my return to flesh have I had it replaced or modified by grafting.”

“How interesting. Assuming you speak true, you can be said to be more qualified than many prospective apostles, if not for your experience with foreign grafting techniques, then for your potential to contribute to our knowledge as a patient. Rarely do we see patients with such a disparity of graft density versus graft experience,” Fidelia said. Her response sounded neither disappointed nor glad, but downright dripping with curiosity. “Let us go, then.”

Fidelia turned and walked out of the room, not looking back to check if Krahe was following. Krahe wasn’t entirely sure if Fidelia’s use of “we” referred to the church at large, or herself. She’d encountered a handful of people in the past with Collective Consciousness Syndrome, a strange condition that rendered one individual into a self-contained hivemind with no apparent deleterious effects.

As they walked, the sound of her stone crutches echoed against the vaulted ceiling, and a question gnawed away at her.

“Does every new graft-apostle’s officiation require the involvement of a High Grafter?” Krahe inquired.

“No,” Fidelia answered openly. “It is, however, required to bypass normal officiation procedures and to conceal the fact a new apostle has been officiated. You will be an Unlettered Apostle; your identity unrecorded in official documents.”

Fidelia fell silent for a short time, no more than five seconds, as if considering whether to keep talking.

“Your relic—hopefully relics plural in the future—will be the sole proof of your apostlehood, should you need to prove it for access to church facilities. In such cases, your identity will not be recorded either, as I will embed a warning with my personal seal into the relic. Only those willing to flagrantly betray the church and invoke my wrath would dare go against it. It is not foolproof, but it is as close to anonymity as a graft-apostle can come.

“Before you ask, yes, I shall be able to trace your location and even whether you are alive using my seal; however, I will take care to ensure you will be aware if I ever use it to trace you. Furthermore, you shall be able to use it to alert me to your location should you wish. I do not expect that you will ever use it, from what little Firminus has told me of you thus far, but it may be useful someday.”

They arrived at a vault-like door, three meters tall, constructed of five wedge shaped pieces, with a small diamond shaped hole positioned at chest height on the lowermost segment. Fidelia held out her puppet-like, mechanical hand and a wicked, tapered spike emerged from the base of her palm. With a seamless motion, she buried all thirty centimeters of that thorn into the keyhole. The great door came alive the moment she inserted it, mechanisms click-clacking on the inside as its segments receded.

Beyond was a circular platform in a circular chamber with strange grooved patterns densely carved into the black stone walls, extending upward to cover even the arched ceiling. The stone exposed within the grooves emitted a faint, white glow. Realization that the platform was floating on water came just before the door sealed shut and Fidelia formed a sign with her hand. Krahe felt an impulse of thauma, and the water-lift careened downward, slowly revolving.

The descent was a truly otherworldly experience, between the rumbling of the water and the eldritch, undefinable imagery that emerged amidst the swirling carvings as they descended far below the surface. Peering upward, the shaft appeared as though a tunnel to the world of the living.

Revolving. Revolving. Revolving. The temperature dropped. Krahe was sure that they were at least a hundred meters below ground.

Finally, the platform halted, and another five-section door awaited. Upon its opening, they entered into an intermediary chamber with yet another great door, the chamber carved into dark stone just like the shaft, but missing those eldritch patterns. It was an airlock of some sort, Krahe wagered; it was dry, unlike the elevator shaft, and lit by glowing stones in the walls.

Past the airlock awaited a rectangular hallway, seemingly carved directly into stone and featureless save for the lights. Its very end was in sight, where yet another door awaited, this one different from the others. Not only was it a monolithic slab with a recessed central dial instead of a single keyhole, it was protected by a statue of Zavesh. The upper half of the man-god presided over the door, looking down on anyone approaching. The whole statue was rendered in dark metal and designed so that the vault door was inside his ribcage, with his arms crossed in front of it for further protection.

Fidelia uttered some incomprehensible phrase when they reached the door, prompting the statue of Zavesh to unfurl its arms and pry open its ribcage. There were no visible joints or animating machinery, yet its movements were seamless. The process of opening the vault door itself was so esoteric, and Fidelia moved her hands so rapidly, that Krahe could barely parse what was happening. All she was sure of was that it was some strange cross between a puzzle box and a combination lock using individual concealed keyholes as digits. A good two minutes of continuous, breakneck manipulation later, the dial shut itself and the door slowly rose into the ceiling, leaving no visible seam.

Beyond was no great vault, but a hexagonal room where three robed figures stood motionless on elevated platforms: one directly opposite the entrance and two off to the sides. At first, they looked like statues, but Krahe realized they were flesh-blood-and-metal people, sitting inanimate without breath. Their hooded robes concealed all but their faces, and one of them had what looked like a rebreather permanently attached over his mouth, tubes going into his robes. Another was a giant lizard with a metal jaw, and a third looked wholly mechanical, a metal mask where a face ought to be.

Eldritch sigils were carved into the floor, running from the monks to the center of the chamber, forming a circle. A five-segmented door just like those to the elevator awaited behind the mummy right across from the entryway.

“Move into the center of the room and make your apostolic oath; speak it not aloud but in your soul’s voice. Take your time to think it through if need be,” Fidelia instructed. Krahe felt the vault door close behind the four of them.

“May I ask who or what these three individuals are?”

“They are saints who have chosen to enter a state of deep meditation to better understand the connection between the soul and the body. They are here as watchmen, holding vigil over the whole of the Central Temple so that they may defend the reliquary from would-be attackers or even the Central Temple itself should it be necessary. They shall serve as witnesses to your apostolic oath, and in concert with the impartial machinery of this chamber, they will judge the depth of your conviction, for not even saints are infallible in their judgment.”

Lacking a response to such an open explanation and admission of fallibility, Krahe did as was asked of her, hobbling over to the spot Fidelia indicated. She lowered herself into a seated position, wrangling her legs so they would cross despite being unable to feel them.

The strange symbols immediately surrounding her lit up with a milky-white glow.

Unable to conjure an oath on the spot, she closed her eyes and focused on the convictions for which she had once fought and died. To master both herself and every tool in her reach, to inure herself from attacks of the exact sort that had killed her and the one which had forced her into this situation. To see the likes of Whitestone purged from the world and to visit the same fate upon any who might think to follow in their footsteps.

“I swear to master myself and all the power in my reach, to become an unimpeachable paragon against wretchedness…”

Krahe felt a strange, intangible resistance, but it gave way.

“I swear to excise this world’s evils with a flaming sword, that they might never take root again…”

The resistance returned. This time it was stronger, but once more, it gave way.

“I swear to make of myself a terror in the night for those who would make of this world one as hideous as that from which I have come…”

The third time, it seemed as though a metaphorical wall, but the more Krahe lingered on the convictions and emotions which had driven her, the more the mental dam eroded until, eventually, it washed away like a sandcastle beneath the force of a tsunami.

∆∆∆

The purpose of this ritual was twofold.

Firstly, as a means of screening out would-be infiltrators in a way that bypassed any anti-appraisal measures. Anyone with ulterior motives or untrue convictions would give themselves away in one way or another.

Secondly, it was a means of measuring a would-be apostle’s strength of conviction. The church could not afford to hand out high-grade relics to apostles that might run off with them, or otherwise never progress past the initial stages of apostleship.

Thus, this system had been established, one which funneled the cognitive pressure of a would-be apostle’s oath and put it up against barriers of increasing resilience. The attempt was reflected visibly on the three channels between the central ring and the Three Saints, starting with the left, then right, then middle.

The light flowed toward the first saint without ever stalling, lighting up his pedestal and causing him to raise his head in his meditative slumber, though his eyes remained shut. If a prospect got one of the Three Saints to respond, they were qualified for most relics, but anything truly exceptional would be out of their reach until they proved themselves.

The light continued toward the second saint, briefly slowing down before reaching him with apparent ease. Two saints meant that the prospect could theoretically start off with a higher-order relic, something from a Saint that stood out in some significant way.

All three responding would mean that the prospect could be given a relic of a major saint. Casus had been one of these exceptional souls. The problem with such greater relics was that they were often rather specific and demanding of the user, a problem perfectly exemplified in Casus himself. In theory, it would ensure that rare resources only went to those with the wherewithal to make use of them. In practice, it often placed undue strain on apostles when a relic of a more straightforward nature would have been better. Fidelia made sure to make prospects aware of this.

Slowly, the light began to flow toward the Third Saint, halting at the halfway point. It stayed there, the central ring’s glow intensifying to a blinding brightness, until, at once, it broke through, and the Third Saint jolted into an upright sitting position. Even now, all three remained perfectly tranquil in their meditation, eyes closed.

Three emotionless voices spoke as one. “Thine oath has been heard. Thine conviction is… Absolute.”

The Three Saints fell silent, dipping their heads once more.

The sigils’ light died out.

Silence reigned over the chamber.

“My, my. I see why you were so certain, Aristedes,” Fidelia remarked. Despite possessing ironclad self-control, she couldn’t smother the faint shudder of excitement that colored her words. “You may remove yourself from the central ring now.”

∆∆∆

Upon hearing Fidelia speak, Krahe opened her eyes. She wasn’t entirely sure whether what had just transpired was good, but she certainly hoped so.

“I presume I pass, then?” she asked, looking at the High Grafter.

“Very much so,” Fidelia said. “There shall be no restrictions on the relics available to you. Now it remains to determine which of our relics can physically fit you and for which ones you may have a heightened affinity. I would suggest you not disregard the relics of the Outer and Inner Vaults, as those of the Sacred Vault can be exceedingly troublesome. Should you seek a surpassingly durable spine that accelerates your reactions with no peculiarities, an Inner Relic would be your best choice.”

Firminus interjected. “The first part should be straightforward, as I need only cross-reference your measurements with the records.”

“Let us leave the saints to their meditation. Come,” Fidelia said, proceeding past the central saint and unlocking the door behind him.

Beyond was a sizable vault, with renditions of various relic grafts displayed in front of smaller, three-segmented vault doors lining the walls. A central shelf housed numerous tomes and scrolls, with a reading desk at either end. The room was not cramped by any means, maintaining the same spacious layout as each preceding chamber. A full-size door waited at the other side of the room, presumably leading to another vault; assuming each three-segmented door concealed one relic, this vault couldn’t hold more than fifteen pieces. The records were categorized by symbols that Krahe couldn’t quite make sense of, but Firminus clearly understood them given how readily he went over to the furthermost shelf and took from it a hefty tome, splaying it out on one of the reading tables with practiced familiarity.

A few minutes passed while Krahe and Casus quietly navigated the vault, reading of the various relics. Most were wholly organic body parts, both entire limbs or individual organs, or even just particular muscle groups. Some seemed rather minimal, such as an ultra-flexible, ultra-resilient stomach that could break down nearly anything, including solid iron and bone. In fact, the more she browsed, the more Krahe realized these were weird and interesting, but not all that exceptional.

“Do not let yourself grow enamored with these toys,” Firminus affirmed her suspicion. ”This vault is stocked with curiosities of low value, to amuse guests.”

“You would do well to not cast a negative light on holy relics, Brother Firminus, even if they are among the lesser of their kind,” Fidelia said.

“Am I wrong?” Firminus countered.

Fidelia did not respond.

“Spines… Spines… Truly, not many relic spines, are there? Scant few in the Outer Vaults, eleven in the Inner Vault, and ah… merely four in the Sacred Vault. Of what may be compatible, looks to be only four in the Inner Vault and two in the Sacred Vault…”

He didn’t write anything down, merely murmuring to himself as he memorized each particular relic, slammed the records tome shut, and placed it back on the shelf. Needing no prompting, Fidelia opened a door, then the next one, and around twelve more after that. One after the next, they passed through various vaults of the same design, the doors eventually moving such that the overall layout of the rooms formed a snaking formation. Eventually, they reached a door of the same monolithic design as the one into the Three Saints’ chamber, including the protective Zavesh statue. Layers upon layers of security, and it was no wonder if Casus’ accounts of a graft-saint’s capabilities were to be believed. Krahe was familiar with such security methods, as it was similar in Megacity Gamma’s high-grade cyberware and weapons storage facilities.

Upon the door’s opening, they entered into an airlock, and beyond that airlock awaited, at last, a vault deserving of the Byzantine temple which stood far above. Vaulted ceilings and stone-and-metal statues of graft-saints abounded, the vast, cavernous space echoing the smallest of noises. The cold air was filled with a strange chemical scent, yet one which did not agitate the nostrils, and it not only felt fresh, there was a constant, faint breeze seemingly from nowhere. Each statue of a saint was recessed within an alcove, several different body parts stored in plainly visible tanks and inside display cases, documentation both in text and memoryslate format arrayed on shelves just below. The size of each saint’s statue and requisite alcove varied a fair bit, correlating to their number of relics.

“Welcome to the Inner Vault!” Firminus exclaimed in a rather bombastic manner. He pulled out a cigarette and began smoking it as he walked and talked. “It may seem as though security is lighter within this chamber, but I assure you, the exact opposite is the truth. It merely takes a subtler form than walls and doors. Few alive on Ashametan could break into here, let alone walk out with anything should they be unwelcome. Even then, they would find themselves hounded to the ends of Zastreon.”

He kept on walking, and walking, and walking, traversing the vault, its sheer magnitude evoking a sensation Krahe recognized from her days in Megacity Gamma—the feeling of being an insect crawling upon the works of an entity beyond humanity. And yet, the sole purpose of this chamber was to store and make available the sanctified body parts of possibly dead, possibly still-living saints to those who would come after them.

“You mean to test the Sacred Relics first, don’t you, Firmimus?” Fidelia stated flatly.

“Correct. I suspect Lady Blackhand holds the same sentiment. Am I not correct?”

“The fact that you are correct does not lessen my urge to demonstrate the shortcomings of wards by dislocating your shoulder. Do not make assumptions on my behalf in the future, please.”

“Er, understood. I shall interact with you as I would with Favonia, then. I trust that Casus has spoken to you of his hyper-violent sister, yes? I suspect you two would either get along swimmingly or jump at one another's necks inside ten minutes of occupying the same domicile.”

To Krahe’s great relief, there was no Zavesh’s Ribcage door at the other end of the Inner Vault. It was just a five-segmented door with five different keyholes, which Fidelia opened with five different keys at the ends of thin, mechanical tendrils that emerged from her sleeve. Another airlock, equipped with seating and several shelves of reading material. Beyond another five-segmented door awaited at last the Sacred Vault. It was a long, well-lit hallway carved in the same style as the elevator shaft, with alcoves to the sides—one for each Sacred Relic.

“Let’s see here, the spines are…” Firminus squinted, remembering. “Left thirteen for the Molted Vestige, and right seventeen for the Liminal Coil. We mustn’t cross the boundary unless absolutely necessary; the choice is yours alone to make.”

“Ought I not to know their special properties before I make my choice?” Krahe asked.

Firminus nodded. “So it is. However, the specific records are only contained with the grafts. I know not what special properties they possess beyond some guesses based on my knowledge of their past users.”

“Partial intel is better than none.”

“Well, let me see, then… Aspasius, the original possessor of the Molted Vestige, was a Mamon Knight renowned for his impeccable swordsmanship. He was said to be capable of copying any technique after seeing it but once. His wards were known to be near-impenetrable even when untransformed, and he used a coupler of his own creation, which was stolen from him precisely once. The thief transformed and proceeded to drop dead from massive brain hemorrhaging. Tests performed on the coupler after the fact showed that its cognitive strain factor would kill nearly anyone and would make it difficult to use even for some Fullgrafts."

Firminus paced as he spoke, eventually settling down on one of the benches.

“Collating this with other information that I rightly should not possess, I would wager that the Molted Vestige has extraordinary sensory filtering properties while likely also dampening cognitive strain and substantially enhancing the user’s ability to parse sensory information. Should you notice any nodules near where it would connect to the brainstem, they are more than likely auxiliary motoric brains, as Aspasius was the first to obtain and integrate a willingly donated Inax motoric brain into a graft. They are quite rare even nowadays, hard to come by…”

“And the Liminal Coil?”

“Right, right. I am not sure. Its maker and original owner was a hermetic Drasaurian grafter named Vehrab Ibn Ghazi Barzai, of the Yaddith tribe. He conceived and used it alongside several other experimental grafts during the Great Plague of 5172. As far as I know, he retained the entirety of his Great Plague Regalia with the sole exception of the Liminal Coil, placing it personally within this very vault and refusing to speak of it ever again. Records of the Great Plague are spotty at best, but Barzai’s powers were and still are so eclectic and varied that I can only guess at what effects the Liminal Coil might have.

“Barzai’s most famous deed during the Great Plague was, by some means, momentarily crippling a great beast that had fought the fullgraft Galeas to a standstill; not only did he seem to stun it, he tore down the beast’s barrier as well. He is recorded as having repeated this act several times with only seconds in between, allowing Galeas the openings he needed to wound the beast and then strike it down with his own supreme offensive thaumaturgy, the Ultra Shine. Whether this ability was one connected to the Liminal Coil or no, he hasn’t been seen using it again since the Great Plague… But the same is the case with half a dozen other strange abilities, and Barzai himself has only been sighted a handful of times each decade since then. For the past fifty years, the only incidents in which he was involved, he single-handedly resolved using an artifact scimitar that spewed cyan-blue fire, presumably operating on Arcane principles.”

“The Coil, Firminus. Any more intel on the Liminal Coil? Perhaps another ability Barzai only used during the Great Plague? Anything? Help me here, man, I’m burning way too much thauma to stay upright.”

“Well… no. I fear I cannot help you any further. You shall have to discern whether one of the two Sacred Relics is right for you on your own.”

Sighing, Krahe hobbled ahead, counting down until she reached the thirteenth alcove to the left. Floating in a containment tank laden with what seemed to be centuries of seals, Molted Vestige was a strange, self-contained spine wrought of translucent chitin with pale-blue nerve fibers showing through. Despite not having even glanced at the documentation, she felt an unsettling pull at the back of her mind, like an unchecked back door that might have been left open.

Turning around, Krahe hobbled back out of the alcove and made her way to the Liminal Coil. Lacking the Molted Vestige’s many layers of seals and extensive documentation, the Liminal Coil had a comparatively small handful of scrolls and memslates to show for its history. Floating in a tank of translucent solution, it wasn’t just a spine but included a full rib cage. Moreover, rather than being plastered in seals, an incense burner engraved with eye-pulling sigils sat right in front of the containment tank. Similarly eldritch sigils had been scraped into the tank’s thick glass.

The Liminal Coil’s unsettling form was made from a bronze-like metal that glistened unnaturally, as if it were reflecting light from a nonexistent flame. Spurs protruded out of its vertebrae, and its entire structure gave off the appearance of an occult torture implement more than a prosthetic. Its ribs were divorced from human anatomy, twisting at odd angles that, seemingly by coincidence, just so happened to form a ribcage.

Vaguely baneworm-like, reddish tendrils extended out from the spine and around its ribs in a shape that suggested they were somehow meant to function alongside the host’s own thoracic nervous system—or to replace its functionality altogether.

None of these design elements did much to dissuade her from taking an interest in the prosthetic; the only concern was that the ribs might be off in terms of shape, but she was sure they could be adjusted.

Reassuringly, the typical design flaw of floating ribs was absent—the lowermost pair connected to the main ribcage. There was also little space between each rib; assuming this metal had good durability, it could act as internal armor. Hair-like filaments of seemingly the same metal as the rest of the prosthetic extended from the points where it would connect to the rest of her skeleton; anchors and reinforcers both, she wagered.

Closing the distance, Krahe took in hand one of the memslates and, after some awkward fiddling, got it to slot into her eyebox. Rather than text, a video recording of a vaguely crocodilian Saurian popped up. He began to speak, but Krahe couldn’t understand a word of it. The only words she recognized were his full name at the very start. With further effort, she unfurled a scroll, then another, and another still, finding them to be barely legible at all—written by someone clearly mentally unwell and, by the handwriting, not proficient in using a normal writing implement. What little she managed to decipher from the third scroll spoke of diving into dark waters, of grasping tendrils and whispering voices in the deep, of a maddening between-place from which one could look on the world as one looked into a murky lake from the beach. Then, there was pleading to not use the relic unless one can gaze upon a particular sigil without flinching, and even then, Barzai still warned the reader to not dive too deep.

The sigil was absent, cut out, the missing chunk filled in by blank paper, and a message directing to a drawing of a scroll that looked, to Krahe’s eyes, nearly identical to the many similar scroll cases on the table. Each scroll was just a different iteration of the same thing, each written by the same hand, growing only marginally more sensical one after the next.

Four scrolls in, she found what looked to be a document penned by someone after the fact, specifically for the purpose of making Barzai’s tortured writing legible. Much of it described how he repeated himself and reiterated what Krahe had painstakingly extracted herself. That scroll also came with a second, smaller scroll, in a case locked by a five-digit combination lock.

Finally, the fourth scroll contained the sigil, right below a warning that it was supposedly a mental attack glyph, able to cause phobia toward the Liminal Coil while preventing itself from being remembered.

“To those who would follow in my steps. Beware the singing. Beware. Listen not to the song of the depths, and neither to that of the open sea. Go not beyond the Gulf, dive not out of sight of the surface. Reach not into the Silt. The wise one of Lake Hali warned me; I heeded not his warnings, so I plead with you, heed mine. The Deep takes a piece and replaces it with something else; a gnawing blackness that sings of alien skies.”

A stretch of fragmented lamentations with vaguely nautical, thalassophobic connotations followed. Then, another paragraph that was mostly coherent.

“Call not upon the names of those dreadful things that dwell in the Deep, where the dead drown before washing up ashore another isle of existence. Eidolons, they are not, and obey the command of man, they do not. I did what was necessary, yet I wonder still if I have doomed myself all the same. The Things in the Deep take a piece of you and fill the hole with gnawing blackness. I shall never find true union of soul and body so long as this accursed Coil resides within me. Perhaps one who knows not what I know shall be shielded by ignorance.”

Skimming further ahead, Krahe reached what seemed to be the rather lightweight functional description, or rather a transcript of Barzai’s version. Again with the diving, something about going beneath the surface and out of reach, and vague allusions to other, undescribed powers that Barzai warned against, once more returning to thalassophobia.

There was another stretch of incoherence. Then, the end of the scroll, or at least the part of it that translated Barzai’s writings.

“I must fashion a blade with which to excise this corruption. Cut it out. Burn the wound. Perhaps heal. Perhaps not. Better to be maimed than a twisted thing of the Deep. Cut it out. Drive Them from our shore back into the Deep. Silence Their song.“

The scroll went on to specify that no corruption of any kind was present in the Liminal Coil itself. Thus, it concluded that whatever Barzai had encountered was a result of his own misuse or overuse of the graft.

After having gone through all but one scroll, she came upon something remotely approaching a technical description of the graft’s functionality. It was thinner and noticeably newer than the others, both in design and writing. The author expressed frustration and fascination with the graft in equal measure, likening it to a signal amplifier and protective cage for the host’s soul. In the line immediately afterward, the author denounced those descriptions as insufficient and inaccurate. A deluge of esoteric jargon followed, and Krahe managed to sift through some of it to extrapolate a rough idea of its real functionality… Which lined up with Barzai’s warnings.

“…possibly enables resonance between the Physical and Astral Body (the “Material Soul”)? Beyond the expected effects, one could become able to Dive or Skim unassisted. With the correct voidkey or other dive-enabling equipment, one could dive abnormally “deep” for abnormally long periods. The potential hazards of such deep dives are poorly understood; past forays into the territory yielded wildly disparate results and incidents. Interaction with higher-order Kenomaic entities yields high risk of Archonic intrusion. We must heed Barzai’s warnings.”

Exhaling deeply, Krahe took the small scroll case and entered the code. She unfurled the scroll fragment within, her gaze falling upon the sigil. It dragged at her eyes and, for a moment, she felt as if insects marched beneath her skin and tendrils writhed where her intestines ought to be, as if her eyes were to be pulled from their sockets, as if mouths gaped open across all surfaces—the walls, the tables, her skin—tentacles erupting forth from them. The world spun. She was then on the beach of an island in a boundless sea inhabited by monstrosities. The tide was rising and the instant the black waters touched her the ribs erupted from her chest.

Abruptly, it all stopped. Krahe was back at the table, and the sigil just looked like a bizarre tangle that pulled at her eyes and hurt to look at, but was nothing more than that. Any memory of that brief hallucination quickly faded from her thought, and the only clear image she could recall was the Wound-like Grin in the blackness of her closed eyes. She knew she had forgotten; she knew the sigil had made her forget, but she felt neither aversion nor fear toward the prosthetic, so she nonetheless decided to go for it.

If worse came to worst, she could avoid using its special features, or have it replaced just like Barzai. If that came to pass, she would be sure to record what was actually wrong with the damn thing. After all, she had some experience in deciphering psychosis induced by malfunctioning cybernetics.

Despite her decision skewing toward the Liminal Coil, curiosity propelled her toward the Molted Vestige’s documentation. It more or less lined up with Firminus’ speculation, and with a bit of uncomfortable stretching, she got a glimpse at two tiny brains at the top of the spine. Though Krahe knew it was the better choice for guaranteed straightforward functionality, she just couldn’t help wanting to know the Liminal Coil's true capabilities.

Krahe returned to the entrance, where the door had closed behind her. Willing a tendril to emerge from her back, she smashed it at full force into the door—once, twice, thrice. It opened seconds later, Fidelia waiting on the other side.

“I have my choice, though there is the possibility that it may reveal itself to be corrupt or designed with some major fundamental flaw. It’s the Liminal Coil,” Krahe said.

“It cannot be corrupt; elsewise, it would not have been permitted to remain in the vault for any length of time. Flawed… perhaps,” Fidelia said. “Such is the lot of Sacred Relics; their closeness to divinity demands ever more of the flawed humans who wish to make use of them. Are you certain of your choice? Should you find the Sacred Relic’s peculiarities intolerable, it may be excised from you and replaced. Still, such abrupt change within a short time span would be a grueling ordeal, especially with a graft so pivotal as the spine.”

Firminus added, “While invoking that option would not harm your standing with the church, the shock and increased recovery time would wholly defeat your reason for going through with this in the first place.”

After a moment of deliberation, Krahe nodded, “Against my better judgment, I’ll take that risk.”

“Then let us officially disinter the relic and prepare everything for the procedure! By Zavesh, how long has it been since I have last done this by my own hand? Casus?”

“Three years.”

“Much too long. Much too long, I say.”

As it turned out, the entire containment tank could be disconnected and removed from its place. Fidelia fastened it effortlessly to her back with a number of mechanical tendrils and proceeded to exit the vault. The mere sound of her footsteps was proof enough that it weighed far more than was at first apparent. Firminus, meanwhile, carried all of the relic’s documentation, holding it suspended in mid-air above his palm by magic.

They retraced their steps through the vaults and back to the surface. The elevator chamber flooded with a forceful geyser as they ascended. Then it was through the winding corridors into a semicircular operating theater, in the most literal sense, including colosseum-like seating, varying from normal human scale to superhuman size. There was enough room to accommodate some fifty people at most.

A meticulously detailed, full-body, five-meter-tall statue of Zavesh stood watch over the operating table, which was doubtlessly the most complex single piece of technology Krahe had seen in this world. It also looked awkwardly low to the ground, being about a meter tall. Two doors were recessed into the wall to the left and right of Zavesh. Fidelia entered the left-hand one. After a few minutes she returned with an ornate staff featuring a mace-like, eight-sided head at its top, visibly segmented and adorned with many symbols. In her wake followed a six-legged construct with a hollow cradle, marginally resembling Garvesh’s Dregstrider… or, what was more likely, the Dregstrider resembled one of these.

“May the doors to this sacred chamber be sealed this instant!” she decreed, thumping the staff. Its segments revolved, and shutters slid into place to seal the entrance.

“I hereby decree that the Sacred Relic of Barzai, the Liminal Coil, is to be extricated from its containment vessel,” she continued, thumping the staff once more. Seating the tank on the construct’s cradle, she gestured, and a cable emerged from one of the operating table’s recesses, connecting to the tank and draining it while the Liminal Coil continued floating, long rivulets of the viscous fluid cascading down off it. With further manipulation that Krahe couldn’t quite see due to Firminus getting in the way, they separated the body of the tank from its bottom plate. The precise moment of separation was met with a subtle, pervasive hum, akin to a resonating tuning fork.

Firminus retreated a few meters, and Fidelia, too, stepped back. Krahe tried to appraise it, assuming it wouldn’t work, only to find that it did.

[LIMINAL COIL]

Status

Sacred

Details

This graft bestows the “Silver Key of Kadath” Boon.

This graft brings the holder’s Material Soul and Physical Body into resonance. All of its attribute-modifying effects are at least partially resultant from this fact.

This graft reduces the risk and severity of graft rejection and accelerates the integration of grafts.

This graft accelerates the recovery of blood, improves blood quality, and strengthens the immune system.

This graft significantly reinforces the holder’s base Control attribute.

This graft reinforces the holder’s base durability attribute.

This graft reinforces all of the holder’s base thaumic attributes and improves the efficiency of thauma-burning as well as Thaumic Fusion to a minor degree.

This graft’s full characteristics will become available when the holder fulfills the requirements to make use of them.

She blinked, and the appraisal vanished from sight. Firminus tore his gaze away from the relic and stared at Krahe from across the room, grinning madly.

“Come, sit down on the table. We must still review the documentation to confirm any graft-specific implantation procedures.”

Hobbling over, she did just that, finding that there was a cushion of invisible force around thirty centimeters thick. Firminus, unfurling one of the scrolls that Krahe had skimmed through, took to reading it as if it made perfect sense to him.

“Hrm… I see… Well, at least it seems that Barzai included some history. The brass-like metal of its body is Alarite, named for the earliest place of its manufacture, Alar, using recipes recovered from the at-the-time desolate city and graciously translated for the church by the fishmen of Lake Hali. The neural tissue was harvested from the Lake Hali Superorganism, the so-called Sunken God, and the intervertebral discs are… It doesn’t say. Looks like Barzai redacted it, against protocol.”

Looking through the rest of the scroll, Firminus emitted a colorful range of frustrated vocalizations, from grunts to utterly rancid expletives in several different languages. Through this act of his, Krahe learned that she understood these languages, too, though it took about as much effort as parsing a strange dialect. He showed it to Fidelia, asking “Can you make sense of this?”

It took the High Grafter several minutes, but she could, indeed, make sense of Barzai’s scroll.

“You fall within the lower two-thirds of the Liminal Coil’s inbuilt adjustment range,” the High Grafter said. “Extra-fine adjustments will be difficult due to the fact the graft’s physical structure plays a part in its arcane functionality. An expert on the underlying, occult principles will be required.”

As she spoke, Firminus created a ghostly construct of Krahe’s torso with the skin split open along the spine, the Liminal Coil’s spurs protruding, additional muscle bundles anchored to them and disappearing beneath the skin.

“In simple terms, the spine will protrude out of your back slightly, and the additional musculature required to adapt it for your anatomy will produce the appearance of a strip of skinless flesh. Practically, there is no need to graft or grow skin over the grafted musculature…”

“If anything, it would be a liability for maintenance access purposes,” Firminus cut in.

“But cosmetically speaking, the choice is yours,” Fidelia said.

“Will the absence of a skin layer not lessen sensation in the area?”

“A reasonable concern. It will not. While Firminus here prepares the procedure, I shall take you to the Inner Vault to pick out secondary graft material best suited to this purpose.”

Another thump of the staff. Krahe followed. Casus moved to follow as well, but Firminus called him. “You stay; I’ll need your help.”

It took some time, but finding the appropriate anchoring muscle bundles was trivial. Fidelia personally pointed out muscle bundles, veins, nerves, and connective tissues from two different graft-saints who explored the same occult avenues as Barzai. Krahe had been ready to try and dig into the documentation or even openly ask what exactly “diving” entailed, but one statement from Fidelia made it unnecessary. “I cannot blame you for being drawn to the Liminal Coil. What better defense than to simply become intangible? I only hope Barzai’s fate was caused by his own actions rather than a flaw in the graft.”

“How obscure are the abilities the coil supports?”

“The Inner Vault houses the relics of numerous saints. Of them, the two from whom we took are the only ones alike to Barzai in their pursuits. Diving and skimming in themselves are not so rare, but are nonetheless quite niche, in no small part due to the rarity of compatible voidkeys; implantation of a voidkey which allows one to dive in exchange for the ability to form barriers is the method most commonly employed. Some orthodox voidkeys allow the user to skim instead; an extremely short-lived, shallow dive. Some consider skimming short-ranged teleportation of a sort, though the truth is far more limited.”


CHAPTER 20

Upon return to the operating theatre, Firminus gestured once more to the operating table, this time ordering Krahe to strip down. She did so, having no qualms toward nudity. Her construct-exoskeleton clattered to the ground as she disassembled it, and she reduced the biosuit to a set of bare-minimum undergarments, exploiting its properties to keep her back and most of her torso clear.

“Is this fine, or do you need full access?” she asked, turning her back to Firminus.

“That will more than suffice, yes.”

Thus, she laid down on her stomach, heard Fidelia thump her staff, and a moment later, she lost the sense of weight as she floated a bit higher above the table.

“May we begin? Is the apostle prepared?”

“Ready.”

Fidelia thumped her staff again. A strange, incomprehensible chant rang from her, and Firminus joined in perfect concert. The two flitted about, numerous tool-tipped tendrils and arms emerging from the operating table acted in synchronicity with their hands. Before Krahe knew it, she felt something sharp press against the back of her head, followed by hot, numb thrumming, similar to when she had implanted the Twin Serpent Voidkey. The vague numbness spread throughout her body, stopping where her spine was cut.

Several tendrils with translucent tubes pierced her skin and inserted themselves into her arteries, connecting to hidden machinery beneath the operating table. First they injected something, and afterward she felt blood flow out through one and back in through the other, assuming them to be running her blood through a breathing machine. The injection, she wagered, was likely some type of anticoagulant, probably mixed with a paralytic, as she felt herself rapidly losing the ability to move even a finger without strenuous mental effort.

She couldn’t make sense of what exactly was going on besides the fact that no actual operation was being done as of yet. Then, all at once, a series of cuts were made on her back and torso, following the lines of her ribcage. Pairs of tendrils entered, suctioning and grinding away at her ribs as if they were rotten teeth. Minutes later, something was injected. A few minutes more, and the entirety of her ribcage was pulled out in segments with seemingly no resistance. The bones seemed to have been eaten down somehow. A bone-dissolving agent, she wagered.

She couldn’t quite tell what actions followed, but she guessed that a great deal of precise, yet somehow nondestructive, tissue removal was carried out to prepare her for the ribcage portion of the Liminal Coil. Firminus telekinetically disassembled the Liminal Coil, while Fidelia just… shoved her own hands into Krahe’s chest, accompanied by numerous tendrils from the operating table and from within her robes.

“I will now reorganize some tissue, veins, and nerves to accommodate the shape of your new ribcage. It may be somewhat unpleasant, so I am warning you ahead of time. I will begin in three… two… one.”

It was indeed unpleasant; a sickly, vaguely ticklish feeling wherever Fidelia’s meticulous hands and tendrils went. Krahe felt veins being moved about, severed and rejoined like nothing. This process took the better part of half an hour. Despite the small yet substantial amount of blood she lost in the process, she felt none of the usual symptoms of minor blood loss.

“Complete,” Fidelia said to Firminus after extricating herself from Krahe’s ribless chest cavity. “We will now begin with the extraction of your spine.”

Bit by bit, the two grafters did just that, starting with a single cut down the length of her back. The bones and discs went first, extracted with a combination of cutting and the bone-dissolving liquid from before, leaving only her wrecked spinal cord. Then, in stages, sensation was lost to her, leaving only sight and sound.

“First stage complete. Now initiating stage two…”

Before another hour passed, Krahe saw her original spinal cord being placed into a narrow containment tube. Then, Firminus set the Liminal Coil’s rib cage into place, piece by piece, while Fidelia vanished out of sight with the spine itself in her tendrils, presumably to set it into her back. They worked for some time, subtly adjusting the spine and rib cage’s alignment and size, as she learned from listening to their occasional comments.

“Alignment complete. Proceeding with pre-connection graft assembly…”

Firminus abruptly stopped, looking into empty space.

“Abnormal activity in the upper-left thoracic region. Tissue hyperactivity. Partial autonomous graft assimilation.”

There came a popping sound as her left shoulder shoved itself into its new socket.

“…activity has ceased. No abnormal readings. Proceeding as normal.”

Fidelia’s masked face appeared in front of Krahe.

“Blink twice if you did not purposely initiate any action and thrice if you did.”

She blinked twice. Fidelia once more vanished from sight. Various metallic clicking and clacking followed as the Liminal Coil was joined together and anchored to the rest of her skeleton.

“Ready for the final stage. Initiating sensory blackout…”

Krahe was plunged into senseless blackness.

She let herself drift away into nothingness—a nothingness she had known before, and which she expected to know again.

A one-night-stand with death.

For a while, Krahe basked in this nothingness. Sensory deprivation was nothing new to her. Inevitably, the hallucinations began, her mind trying to fill in for lack of input, and though she could’ve stopped it, she didn’t. A scene faded into view, dreamlike in its vagueness, the only things that received focus being the scorching heat, the smell in the air, and whatever her mind’s eye perceived at any given time. It was the middle of a dusty street, a single strip of asphalt running through the small desert town. There were only a handful of real buildings; most of the town of Oasis, New Dixie was made up of prefabbed shells, retrofitted shipping containers, and salvaged vehicles. Nonetheless, it was her little slice of home, and a place of ecological revolution going on beneath the nose of the corpocracy. Greenery grew from the desert sand and spat in the face of the arid climate.

A forgotten seed vault, forgotten gene resequencing technology, a spring-bearing cave full of plastic-eating fungus, and a centuries-old South American geneticist with a chip on his shoulder—one Joseph Erber. That had been the birth of Oasis, a place of not just restored ecology but restored people. The first generation of Oasis-dwellers had been just as sick and genetically degraded as all the rest of the world that didn't have the privileges of the corporate neo-aristocracy. Over the years, however, Erber's tireless work showed results, restoring both the landscape and the people in equal measure.

The average Oasis-dweller of Krahe's generation had better genetics than most corpo neo-aristocrats. They were taller, stronger, smarter, and more resistant to toxins and radiation. They even possessed an entirely new organ that would enable them to resist genetic degeneration. Despite wildly varying appearances, their universally green eyes resisted UV radiation. Erber called them his heirs, acting as a grandfather to the entire town even as he himself became a fullborg in defiance of time's cruel march. Oasis was a rough town, that was true, but it was, nonetheless, one of the safest places east of the California Nuclear Exclusion Zone.

Inevitably, despite Erber's best efforts, They took note. Envious and wrathful, they brought nuclear fire upon Oasis, and with it, hundreds of square kilometers of New Dixie, trying to exterminate any possible survivors. 



Krahe walked through her memory of the town, utterly devoid of any people. Hours passed, though with no external stimuli for reference, it felt far shorter, much like a dream. Inevitably, it began turning to glass. Bit by bit, everything in her surroundings crumbled away. 



∆∆∆

Firminus’ probe, as part of its functionality, could effectively read the patient’s surface thoughts and even translate an accurate reconstruction of what her mind’s eye saw. He, of course, relegated such a drastic application of the functionality to extreme conditions, using the probe for purely diagnostic applications.

Only, just as the Liminal Coil hooked into the rest of Lady Blackhand’s central nervous system, he felt an alert ping from the artifact. Massive cognitive buildup caused a distinct, albeit ignorable, ringing sound to emanate from the probe. Normally, this meant a seizure or an extreme mental state that would demand attenuating measures to prevent the patient from suffering permanent mental damage. But Firminus looked inward to the actual readings, and saw nothing to suggest anything like a seizure or psychotic break. He truthfully had no idea what these readings meant, as he hadn’t ever encountered them, and they didn’t seem to be causing issues with the procedure.

The probe’s inbuilt projector flickered to life, projecting within Fidelia’s field of view, while Firminus saw it in his own mind’s eye. It was a desolate landscape of shimmering, greenish glass, reverting back and forth between itself and the same location, only filled with alien buildings and greenery. The scene turned to glass, then reverted. Over and over again. Glass effigies of people filled the thoughtscape, as did shrouded, faceless figures in lavish business suits of all kinds, spreading vitrification wherever they passed. The mental image went from slowly moving, as if walking through the thoughtscape, to sprinting, lashing out at the figures.

Firminus hadn’t been able to pinpoint exactly what the previous readouts had meant, but they shifted to a pattern he did know—hostility. He had no way to discern the specific nature of it objectively; his probe wasn’t so thorough, but he couldn’t help but interpret it as hatred. Hatred beyond hatred. Hatred so profound it bled out through his artifact. Hatred so pure the emotion alone could cast a curse if given the opportunity and the catalyst.

The only reason he could afford to pay the readings any mind was the fact that his work was already done; Fidelia’s impossibly skilled and numerous extremities were the ones doing the astro-neural connection work. She was the only one with the authority; after all, this was not just surgery, but the officiation of a new graft-apostle.

By the end, she was no longer cut open. High quality amorphous graft paste and numerous elixirs not available on the open market had been used to seamlessly and instantaneously bond the Liminal Coil to the surrounding flesh and to close the skin with only thin, reddened incision lines that would vanish before long.

Only a small opening on the back of Krahe’s neck remained, Fidelia’s tendrils entering through it as she performed the final connections and quadruple-checked that everything was as it should be. She continuously chanted prayers to Zavesh while she worked. Firminus lacked both the dedication and the physical capability to speak in multiple voices at once.

Fidelia’s motions grew feverish, and at once, she retracted her tendrils and sealed the incision, connecting several interwoven muscle bundles and completing the strip of exposed flesh and protruding spurs down the length of Krahe’s back. They hosed her down with cleansing and mild regenerative solutions. With a simple gesture, Firminus disabled the sensory blackout and removed his probe. Krahe’s eyes shot open.

∆∆∆

Just as she felt she might be able to get her hands on one of those phantoms, having chosen hate and anger in favor of sadness and regret, Krahe suddenly found herself snapping back to reality. A reality of pervasive ache and unbelievable exhaustion, but a reality in which she could feel the whole of her body. She felt a faint resonance, and everything felt sharper, more responsive. Krahe knew this feeling, the intoxicating satisfaction of a hardware upgrade.

She felt the operating table’s tendrils retracting, sealing the holes behind themselves with patches of off-color scar tissue. Her hair was drenched, and a herbal, though not unpleasant smell filled her nose, somehow not just overpowering blood but completely eradicating it. Gradually, she floated down to just above the operating table, with the two grafters gathering in front of her, their aprons stained with blood and other fluids. Meanwhile, Casus rose from his seat and approached, yet remained dutifully outside the operating area. Fidelia held up a hand, with a tendril tipped by a long, solid connector needle floating next to it.

“Follow my hand with your eyes if you are able to both see and hear,” she said. When she was satisfied with Krahe’s compliance, she lowered her hand and Firminus stepped in.

“How do you feel? Any immediately obvious abnormalities such as blurred vision, total absence of sensation in any part of the body?”

Rather than answer on the spot, Krahe got down from the operating table and stretched for a few moments.

“No sensory abnormalities that I am aware of. I feel like I’ve been through a rock crusher, and breathing is fairly painful, but…”

She bent left and right, grimacing as she gauged the exact nature and intensity of her pains. It felt like she’d had the implant for a good while now, as if the surgery wounds had mostly healed already.

“I won’t need particularly strong painkillers to cope, I don’t think. How long is healing supposed to take?”

“If all things proceed without issue, several days. Though, you should have full functionality right away. You will be given several medications, some to take continuously while the graft settles in, others as safety measures if you experience issues.”

“I assume further testing is required to ensure there are no issues with the spine, yes?”

Both grafters nodded, and a gauntlet of tests followed. One was an utterly mundane cranial nerve examination. Another saw three different pseudo-voidkey probes shoved into her spine and a fourth into the back of her head while she carried out simple exercises. The purpose was apparently to gauge any irregularities in graft connectivity. Firminus revealed that Krahe did indeed exhibit anomalies–her connectivity with the graft was exceptionally high.

“It reads as if it has already had several months to settle in… Could this be a consequence of the apostle’s previous—” Firminus began, speaking to Fidelia, then turned to Krahe as an aside. “How many times did you have your spine replaced before?”

At that, Krahe had to stop and think. She wasn’t sure. There were many upgrades, but she had also replaced her spine or swapped it out for any number of reasons.

“In the lower half of two digits…”

“Ah. Indeed, that could explain the abnormal connectivity rate if there remains an imprint upon the soul…”

Fidelia nodded, then cut him off. “There is one more test.”

She looked to Krahe.

“The graft should grant you a boon, which we cannot ascertain without conducting a lengthy deep-appraisal rite. Is it present and does it make sense?”

Krahe looked, going straight to the Boons submenu, and found that it was, indeed, right there. Mentions of “diving,” as well as the verbiage used in relation to the act, brought to mind “diving” into her old world’s dataplane, known by some as the neo-astral plane. As a result, the boon nearly instantly changed in accordance with Krahe’s thoughts to better make sense to her.

[SILVER KEY OF KADATH]

Tags

Graft Source (Liminal Coil)

Astro Diving

Astro Skimming

Details

The holder is capable of Astro Skimming and Astro Diving unassisted at a reduced efficiency. The holder’s capabilities for Astro Diving/Skimming will improve significantly if the holder implants a voidkey with the Astro Diving and/or Astro Skimming Tags.

Astro Skimming

Astro Skimming entails entering a semi-astral state and skimming the realspace-adjacent region of Kenoma (the Astral Gulf) for an infinitesimally short period of time. In practice, this allows the holder to near-instantaneously transport herself a distance in her current relative direction of movement. The holder has limited control over her relative facing and retention of momentum upon arrival.

Upon arrival, the holder experiences a brief moment of extreme cognitive time dilation.

One cannot Skim to a location where one’s body would intersect with concrete matter; in such a case, the holder will be rebounded to her starting location, and her relative momentum will be inverted.

Current Skim charges: 2

Current Skim recharge: 5 seconds per charge

Current Skim distance: 3.2m

[Next Page]

Astro Diving

Astro Diving enables the holder to wholly transition into an astral state of being and dive into the Astral Gulf. Unassisted, without special preparations, only a Partial Dive is possible, wherein the diver is partially present both in realspace and the Astral Gulf; a Full Dive, allowing Kenomaic exploration, may be achieved with appropriate preparatory measures. Unless specified otherwise, all references to Astro Diving within this boon description are in relation to Partial Diving.

Sustaining a dive continuously builds up hard entropy.

While Astro Diving, the holder becomes partially disentangled from realspace, effectively becoming semi-intangible. Most thaumaturgies will have no effect in realspace, most artifacts cannot be activated, and most other means of directly affecting realspace will have no effect. The diver’s subjective flow of time accelerates in relation to realspace while diving.

Upon emerging from a dive, the diver will not be able to dive again for a short time.

Current dilation factor: 1.5x

Current dive recovery time: 5s

This was a first; the boon’s readout was long and complex enough that it was split into sections and even pages. Nonetheless, Krahe made sense of it. Blinking a few times to clear her sight, she returned her focus to reality.

“It appears that I can both Skim and Dive, but the boon claims that the functionality will improve significantly if I acquire a voidkey with the same capabilities.”

“That is most impressive. Does it show the specific characteristics? Skim range and how many times you can do it in a row, for instance?” Firminus questioned, taken over by curiosity that bled into his voice. He twitchily seated a cigarette in his mouth, gesturing a nonexistent pen in the empty air with his free hand.

Krahe nodded in response.

“What are the normal parameters?” she asked.

“Three charges and a range of five meters, modified by your Control attribute, with a recharge time of seven seconds on average, I believe. When it comes to diving, a typical voidkey induces a three-to-one time dilation, gradually decaying to a negligible level as the user’s hard entropy reaches three-quarters. As I am aware, hard entropy er…”

He pulled from his cigarette and took it between his fingers, energetically gesturing with it, flicking the blood on his hand left and right. Its smoke was strange, translucent, and tinged blue. As he shook it off, the remnants floated upward and disintegrated into nothing. Finally, he continued, having found the word he was looking for. “It somehow destabilizes a dive, maybe adding drag or some such. I have only surface knowledge on its precise functionality. The average recovery time is three seconds after emerging from a dive, by the way. I will not ask specifics, knowing your wishes, but I am nonetheless curious whether the Liminal Coil facilitates an inferior version without a voidkey to support it.”

Taking a moment to consider, Krahe decided to at least share partial information. “The skim characteristics are somewhat inferior. The dive characteristics are… different. A weaker base dilation factor, but the boon says nothing about rate decay due to entropy buildup.”

“Perhaps the Coil’s true purpose is to stabilize a dive for the whole duration? Please, consider letting me know how your dive characteristics change if you obtain a Gulf Voidkey—that is the proper term for them, though it is rarely used.”

Fidelia reappeared, having vanished from Krahe’s awareness at some point. She was now impeccably clean, and placed herself between Firminus and Krahe.

“Please, Firminus, cleanse yourself before the blood crusts up your knuckles. And put that thing out. Smoking in this place is blasphemy.”

He defiantly sucked down the rest of the cigarette, seemingly not burned by it when the flame reached his lips. Then, he turned on his heel and walked off into one of the doors by the Zavesh statue’s sides. Giving a disapproving sigh, Fidelia refocused on Krahe.

“If you would, please make an attempt to use your graft’s special features. A dive is known to be tricky to initiate, so do not worry if you cannot achieve it from the first. After this final functionality test, we shall administer the Vivianus Catalyst, which will place you into a healing sleep for several hours, allowing your body to rapidly bond with the graft and recover from the operation. Should you be curious, a formless graft-paste was used in your operation, and it is this paste that the catalyst acts upon, transmuting it into your own tissue.”

She had fully expected to be asked to do this; in fact, she was surprised to be given a choice, or even the illusion of one, depending on Fidelia’s true disposition. Without those special functions, the Liminal Coil was still an outstanding piece of engineering, but most of its identity as a relic came from those very features that Barzai warned about.

First, Astro Skimming. It came surprisingly easily; Krahe only needed to visualize the rough distance, move, and flip a mental switch. It was just like any other physical movement. The Skim occurred instantly, with her perception of the world coming to a split-second halt upon her arrival, just long enough to confirm where she was. She tried again, this time skimming sideways but turning herself to face the spot where she had started.

Being a movement impulse and thus being slaved to a sub-aware level of consciousness, Krahe immediately made the mental note to work on getting to the point of being able to use skimming instinctively.

To Fidelia and Casus, Krahe’s skimming appeared as her vanishing in a burst of smoke and cinders, only to reappear a short distance away in a notably smaller outpouring of the same elemental remnants.

“That works with no apparent faults, now for diving…”

“You need not hurry. It could take a few minutes even if you do manage to initiate a dive right here,” Fidelia said.

It was finicky, requiring a compound thought impulse. Time and time again, she had to make the attempt, feeling out where to go, building the mental command bit by bit. Physically diving into water, mentally diving into the neo-astral datascape, and activating camouflage; these were the three vestiges it took to formulate the correct mental trigger, to get that straining feeling to snap back like a rubber band.

Then, it hit, and she felt the Liminal Coil thrumming in her chest, resonating without any real sound. She felt herself submerge in a liquid-like, numbing warmth, flowing past her as if she were sinking into a sensory deprivation pool that had been heated slightly too high. Wisps of smoke and cinder, like purge remnants, swirled through her vision, and when she looked at her hands, she saw what had become of her form. She had been wholly transformed into smoke and cinder, the cracks of her left arm’s surface still burning seethingly bright orange.

The world itself seemed to go out of sync as it slowed, becoming subtly unreal, the colors skewed as if a color wheel had the saturation turned up. Sound became somewhat dulled, though still acutely audible, and she heard ephemeral, barely present tonal ringing, registering only as background noise.

She was here now, at this place and time, anchored in reality, and yet she wasn’t. The world was revolving—spiraling—the breath of existence collapsing and expanding like a beating heart. Aeons flowing past her, a cosmic vastness rushing through and over her. A profound nothingness begging to be given purpose. Googolplexes of souls rushing out of, into, and past the world, yet spaced infinitely far apart. Spiraling. Spiraling. Spiraling. Billowing winds in a place without air. A dot in nothingness. An island upon a boundless, bottomless ocean.

All at once, she felt an ephemeral, yet nonetheless undeniable awareness of the true scale of all that was encompassed in the cosmos, the weight of existence pressing down on her mind as the ocean might press down on a submarine. She had been aware, having dwelt on existence many times in the past, but this feeling was as if a true comprehension had been forced upon her. Neither implosion nor a subtler failure came; the cosmic realization just washed over her like the brief, abrupt shock of diving into a cold pool. Its sole lasting effect served to deepen her appreciation for the warmth of the beach, of the new world, and existence itself.

Nonetheless, swimming in these cold waters was pleasant in its own way. She was already submerged, and figured she might as well go for a swim.

∆∆∆

To the onlookers, the dive looked substantially more dramatic.

In an instant, her physical body vanished, replaced by a figure of swirling smoke and cinders. Her hair, a billowing mane of black smoke with streaks of white to match its normal appearance, seemed as if it were being constantly blown upward by a nonexistent updraft.

The Liminal Coil’s unnatural ribs and spine burned inside her chest with a fulgent ember-orange glow, vibrating, and a latticework of glowing veins in the same color outlined her left arm, mirroring the appearance it took whenever she channeled thauma into it. No expression showed upon her face, the only sign of consciousness being the green-burning coals of her eyes darting back and forth.

She abruptly broke into a full-tilt sprint around the operating theater, her movements blurry and abnormally smooth, obscured by the smoke that made up her astral form. Despite being accelerated in relation to realspace, the manner in which she moved didn’t have the strange twitchiness of a sped-up memslate recording; rather, each movement had that much more intent and power behind it.

When, after a few laps, she came to a halt, the green-eyed demon returned to her physical form, breathing quite heavily and leaning against the operating table. She slumped against it and slid to the ground, smoke billowing from the woman as she purged. She hissed in pain and gave a halfhearted thumbs-up in response to Fidelia looking down at her. This was one of the aspects Astro Diving shared with actual diving—one couldn’t breathe while submerged.

The High Grafter had encountered and nurtured far too many graft-saints to call this Lady Blackhand a genius or one-of-a-kind—certainly not this early—but, besides having Casus Aristedes’ esteem as her backing, she was certainly a fascinating individual. While Skimming was merely influenced by one’s dominant elemental affinity in terms of the visible remnants it produced, a partial dive caused the astral and physical to cross over in such a manner that the diver’s semi-intangible form reflected the appearance of their astral body.

Fidelia couldn’t recall ever seeing an astral body such as this. Normally, it resembled a ghostly version of the individual, with much smaller appearance deviations than Krahe’s; flaming hair, the absence of a maiming scar or even the presence of one, and so on. An astral body wholly shrouded in obscuring smoke was unheard of. Still, it lined up with Lady Blackhand’s strange immunity to non-consensual appraisals, so Fidelia did not think to question it overmuch. The circumstances surrounding Lady Blackhand’s apostlehood meant that her being abnormal was, paradoxically, fully expected. Each apostle was an exception, and those bearing Sacred Relics were exceptions among exceptions. An astral body with an abnormal appearance was just a footnote.

Fidelia brought out the catalyst. Its disparate liquid components were contained in a three-chambered relic syringe, the device having a downright baroque design to its external casing.

“With this, both the grafting and your officiation as a graft-apostle shall be complete. Would you prefer to rest in a secure chamber here, or a safe house elsewhere in the city? You may take the syringe with you and return it at another date, should the latter be preferable,” Fidelia offered.

“Looks like I inadvertently made myself an open book by trying to guard myself,” said Blackhand as she got back to her feet. “I would prefer another safe house. Ideally, one with a window not facing any good elevated vantage points. I admit, even if I know I would likely be safer here.”

“At the edge of the city, then. I will have an enclosed motor carriage prepared for you. In the meantime, Brother Firminus will prepare your other medications.”

Firminus, though he did not seem particularly enthusiastic, did as was asked of him, leading them to a storehouse and coming back with a box full of the requested items. There were two kinds of painkillers, two kinds of rejection suppressants, and a substance that could be, in no uncertain terms, described as a healing potion in a syringe.

Of these, the rejection suppressants she was to take regularly until she ran out. They were spherical and about a centimeter in diameter, while the painkillers were one-third that size and neon-yellow. The painkillers were housed in a squat, cylindrical sheet metal box, akin to those for airgun BBs, with the name of the medication stamped on the lid. By contrast, the rejection suppressants had a paper box with separate brackets, and each pill was wrapped in strange-smelling paper. The name of the suppressants was stamped on the box.




Class 1 Graft Rejection Suppressant

Property of the Grafting Church, Audunpoint Branch

Produced: 8th Day, 6th Moon, 5239 AB

Firminus held up the yellow painkillers. “For these, swallow one pill every eight hours. For acute pain, chew two pills instead. They strain the liver somewhat, though you needn’t worry unless you eat them like candy.”

The yellow painkillers’ label read, in an attractive commercial font:

TABRYXA

Since 3987 AB

The second painkiller came as cloudy, greenish liquid in bronze-and-glass cartridges lined up in a wooden box, the cartridges one centimeter across and five centimeters long. Firminus gave her a cartridge-fed injector to go with it, resembling her souldreg extractor in basic shape. Its outer case was decorated with bronze designs of similar style but far less complexity to the catalyst’s injector. The second painkiller’s box was also labeled, though in a significantly less commercial manner:

Class 3 Pain Inhibitor

Property of the Grafting Church, Audunpoint Branch

Produced: 10th Day, 4th Moon, 5238 AB

“For truly serious pain, of the sort that would inhibit your ability to function. It turns your sense of pain sideways. If it comes to it, it can be useful as a combat drug. The solution is not toxic in the prescribed dosage and has no hazardous side effects, but those it does have are unpleasant enough that you will not want to use it unless you must. There is a storage and use guide inside the box with the side effects listed. Read the list once you have time. There are Anathemists who would kill for this stuff, so keep it out of sight.”

Krahe glanced toward Casus, who gave her a solemn nod.

“The same warning pertains to this, though it applies to rogue grafters. Same thing with the guide,” he continued, taking out another box with yet more of the same vials. The difference was that the liquid was translucent with glimmering, wispy threads of deep blue. The label read:

Class 3 Graft Rejection Suppressant

Property of the Grafting Church, Audunpoint Branch

Produced: 17th Day, 9th Moon, 5224 AB

“In simple terms, inject this and come to us if you experience acute signs of rejection. Incision swelling, rashes, abnormal sensory experiences, loss of graft function, a kind of burning pain. You’ll know it if you feel it. Zavesh willing, you won’t. One dose will suppress acute rejection symptoms for two hours. It’s hell on your liver and deposits gunk in your veins, but it’s this stuff or Baneworm Venom Elixir. The odds that you will need it are infinitesimal, but I agree with Fidelia’s judgment; it is better to have it and not need it than need it and not have it.”

Firminus returned to the large, round graft suppressant pills. Once more, the box had the same labels but stamped on the paper box rather than nicely carved into wood. He took one out and partly unwrapped it, showing its glossy, dark green surface.

“Just eat one every day until you run out. I suggest cutting them up into quarters and using liquid. They can be sticky. No side effects.”

He took out two long, narrow talismans and plastered them over the middle line of the two Class 3 medicines’ labels. As for the Class 1 suppressants, he instead took a brush and crossed the line out with silver-glittering ink.

Last of all came the curious healing potion. Its injector was just as large as the catalyst’s, though it only had one chamber and a simpler outer casing rendered in silver. The needle, however, was long and thick, abnormally so.

“This is Calbian Molting Tonic. You insert the needle between the ribs into your heart. Pull it out once the injector is empty and the tonic will make the hole seal itself. I can’t tell you how it works, only that it can help you survive beyond lethal injuries. However, getting full use of it is not an enviable position. This one is from me, not Fidelia. I know you have a Kenoma Pocket; keep it in there. Go off. I still have business with the High Grafter after this.”

∆∆∆

The stretch of time from that moment to when Krahe sat down on the sofa of another hidden safe house was suspiciously uneventful. Casus, having dutifully remained outside the operating area during the procedure, spoke little on their way back, being tense and on alert. The vehicle provided to them was an unassuming little thing, a two-seater car whose body shape, though slick and tasteful, had touches reminiscent of the ancient antiques from the early decades of motorized transport. A moving art deco exhibit, made unassuming solely by the fact its extraordinary design sensibility was the norm.

Its handling was, fortunately, nothing like the antiques it reminded her of, with a suspension that made cobblestones feel like a smooth roadway, a pinhead turning radius, and a deceptively powerful engine. She learned the last part right away, as Casus drove much faster and more aggressively than she would have ever expected from him. It seemed effortless, but she supposed it made sense if this was similar to maneuvering in that armor of his.

The first thing he said to her when they arrived at the safe house was: “Now my debt is repaid. A relic for a relic. I truly hope you do not come to regret your choice, though I get the sense you were the best possible fit for that eldritch thing, just as I was for my belt.”

“Guess so. Guess so…” Krahe said, still settling down.

Almost automatically, the Banisher vanished into the kitchen and returned with coffee. He then found his way to the living room’s cabinets and started reading. It was a touch unsettling how consistent the interior design was across these safe houses.

A question came to mind.

“Does graft-apostle status include being allowed to freely use these safe houses?”

“So it does, though I suspect you would prefer the absolute privacy of a dwelling wholly your own. You will find it fortunate that Audunpoint’s real estate market is not overly difficult to navigate, at least when it comes to finding a place to live. If you maintain this pace, it ought to be a short time before you can buy a property on the spot… Emphasis on if.”

“Well, I don’t know what you plan to do from here on out, but once I wake up, I’ll probably get breakfast at a market and try to do some investigative work. See if I can dig up something on Hashem’s so-called Benefactors or find some other excuse to play with this new toy. Can’t very well bring it into a serious fight without sharpening it on a handful of bottomfeeders first. Wonder how I would source a fourth-order voidkey… Do the churches not provide for their own?”

“They certainly do. Though, keys are not considered grafts in the same way as body parts by the Grafting Church. Sourcing a fourth-order key would take ah… quite a bit. Time, money, and political sway, all of it. The gap between third and fourth order is substantial, considered equivalent to the leap between the strongest low-rankers and weakest mid-rankers. As a quasi-independent contractor, your best bet to acquire such a thing would be to find an artisan and have a high-quality blank made, then clear a Hazard Zone and hope for good luck. A Gulf Key of that grade would be all the rarer.”

“Or, kill someone who has one and hope it doesn’t snap before I pull it out of their skull.”

“An element of chance either way. I understand why you might desire such a key, considering Damrus and Semzar’s known capabilities, but there is still plenty of space to grow as third-order keys go.”

“I’ll just ask Garvesh, I suppose. He ought to have some contacts who can source that kind of thing…”

Krahe settled into the sofa, her gaze drifting through the safe house’s window that offered a panoramic view of the landscape, including the river running near the city and the dock district surrounding it. Unlike the city core, it was all new construction. The arterial road stretching the whole length of the city ran parallel to the river. A caravan of many-colored moth-men was currently unloading goods from the single largest living thing Krahe had ever seen. It was a millipede, at least ten or even fifteen meters tall, just about able to fit onto the road, with glistening, individually separated segments that resembled huge plates of hammered armor. Various goods were simply strapped to its top and smaller vehicles, including other, smaller millipedes, hid in the shade cast by its gargantuan form. Fungal growth covered its frontmost segment, and a moth-man sat in the midst of it, connected to the great beast by a bundle of mycelium that merged into the back of his skull.

Beyond, to one side in the northwestward distance, towering mountains reached into the heavens like pillars, creating innumerable valleys. To the east, the land was substantially flatter, with forests dominating the horizon.

She pulled the catalyst injector from her Kenoma Pocket, turning it around and appreciating its overdone design before, as instructed, sticking it into a vein in the pit of her right elbow. The injection, being fairly substantial in volume and needing to mix inside the device beforehand, took some time to flow in, feeling like nothing much besides a faint numbing of the aches that lingered from the operation.

An overpowering sleepiness smashed into her like a brick wall, and she just barely managed to set the injector down on the table before consciousness eluded her grasp.
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