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        9 to 5 Monster Hunter (Science Fantasy LitRPG)

    
    
    
    
                
Luke's talent for fixing things is going to get him in trouble.




When a necktie-wearing orc walks into the magitek exosuit repair bay and demands the best rune mechanic on Earth, Luke is "volunteered" for interspecies employment. Five years after a failed alien invasion, Earth maintains a fragile peace and a tense trade with orcs, elves, and dwarves. Now Luke, a former combatant, has to leave Earth and work for the very orcs he once battled, repairing advanced magic mech suits for monster hunters.



Then he straps into one of the monster-hunting suits himself and discovers he has a taste for danger—and profit. With a handpicked crew of battle-hardened monster slayers, Luke dives into deadly missions, eager to amass his fortune one valuable monster core at a time.

But the System of the World has other plans. It gives Luke a powerful magic class, making him a player in a far greater game. His new abilities put a target on his back. Navigating ever-growing monster threats, secretive elvish plots, enigmatic "men in black," and cutthroat corporations, Luke’s only hope is to get stronger than anyone seeking to use him. 

They want a pawn, but he plans on clearing the board.





What to expect:

-Epic monster fights with mechs

-Slow power growth

-Housecat antics.

-No Harem

-Fantasy magic politics

-Home every night

-Release schedule is Monday, Wednesday, Friday

            

    
        Chapter 1: Help Me Obi-Wan Kenobi. You’re My Only Hope.

    
    
    
    
                In ancient times cats were worshipped as gods; they have not forgotten this. Friday morning, Luke woke up as he did most mornings, with his cat’s butt in his face. Jinx insisted on a 6AM feeding and brooked no delay.

Luke had found Jinx on the side of the road three years ago with two shattered back legs. The vet had to amputate them. Other cats may have gotten wheelchairs, but Luke had access to something most people didn't. Months earlier, he had improved his own prosthetic leg with magic runes. After Jinx’s surgery, he made her the world’s first set of magic cat prosthesis.

Once she got used to them, she jumped and climbed all over the house. She got into everything and became a terror in the house. But at the same time, Jinx clearly appreciated what he had done for her. She often found time to snuggle in his lap and give affectionate headbutts. Luke suspected Jinx was only doing that to manipulate him, but he didn’t care. He loved his cat with all his heart.

Luke pushed her off his head. He slipped on his stump sock and leg, making sure the runes were all powered before putting weight on it. He felt the familiar hum of the mana-infused components, a subtle thrumming against his residual limb that always felt like a second heartbeat.

Once her royal highness was fed, Luke made a cup of coffee for himself. He had a quiet morning, scrolling mindlessly through his phone. Other days he might have tried to get more sleep, but not today. He was too nervous.

Today was the first day of his new job, and although it didn’t start for another few hours, he couldn’t sleep. His anxiety slowly grew through the morning. There was frustration too, he had liked his old job.

His old job was as a mechanic for power loaders, exoskeleton suits powered by technology and magic. They were a replacement for forklifts, since they wouldn’t work near the portal. Regular technology tended to go on the fritz with prolonged exposure to the mana surrounding the gateway between their two worlds.

He had been their best rune repairman. Employee of the month for eighteen months running. There was something about runes that made sense to him in a way that was difficult for others to grasp. They had to be perfectly inscribed while in the correct mindset. It felt like music to him, the right notes in the right order, but played with feeling.

A few days ago an orc in white leather armor and a red necktie had walked into his job. The tall greenskin had taken one look at the employee of the month wall and demanded his boss fire him. Mr. Kruger hadn’t even tried to fight for Luke, he had agreed in a heartbeat. The orcs and elves from Kalibutan always got what they wanted on Earth. No one asked Luke what he wanted.

At first, Luke had refused to work for the orc. He wanted to defy the people that thought they could treat him like a serf. But the letter the orc had left behind changed his mind. It had promised a monster core every two weeks, and those sold for $22k on the open market. 

The other thing that convinced him to give the orc a chance was the new job itself. It was on the other side of the portal, as a rune repairman for suits of armor. He could still do a job he loved, just on the other side of the portal. The world of Kalibutan had their own inscribers, but apparently humans were cheaper than the natives.

Eventually, Luke got tired of waiting and decided to head out. He would be early, but he was nervous about the job. He said goodbye to Jinx and hopped into his Nissan clunker.

He drove north on the I-25, heading towards the Norfolk Complex built up around the portal between worlds. He ran into a traffic jam just after the Weld County exit. He sat there for a few minutes, completely stopped, only growing more confused as time went on. They were almost in the boonies at this point, well outside the Fort Collins metro traffic. The only people that should be on this road are the locals and those heading to work around the portal.

Traffic started slowly moving a few minutes later. As Luke slowly inched forward, he pieced together what must have happened. 

There had been an accident. Two hover trucks had crashed into each other. The sight made Luke laugh. The commercials for those hover trucks showed how they could stop on a dime and were nigh invincible. Apparently this is what happened when two invincible transports crashed into each other. Then he realized that someone might have gotten hurt and he felt bad for laughing.

The transports looked like they had collided head on, but it must not have been at too high of a speed. They were both on their side, blocking the intersection, but neither seemed too mangled. A glance over to the ambulance nearby showed two men wearing blankets and sipping coffee. Probably the drivers of the transports, and Luke felt a flood of relief at the sight. Now his laughter was justified, not gruesome.

The police had blocked off the intersection, and there were a pair of heavy duty tow trucks parked nearby. Everyone was just standing around though. No one was working to clear the intersection, they were turning everyone around. Luke would have to hop back on the interstate and go the long way around to get to the portal complex.

Luke impatiently waited for his own turn to make a U-turn. He briefly considered a bit of off-roading, but he knew his car couldn’t take it. As he made it towards the front of the line, he locked eyes with a paramedic he knew, Vanessa. She smiled and headed over.

He couldn’t help the smile that spread on his own face. She had long red hair with freckles and generous curves. Exactly his type. If she didn’t already have a boyfriend, he would have pulled out of line just to flirt with her. Luke rolled down his passenger window and she leaned down to talk with him.

“Luke! Great to see you. Just the man I was hoping to see,” she said and pulled a strand of hair behind her ears.

He smiled and said, “Always happy to see you, Vanessa. How are you doing?”

“I feel like I’m in a nightmare. We have a dangerous wreck over there and no one is taking me seriously about it,” she said and pointed at the hover trucks.

“Dangerous how?” Luke said with a frown.

“I think one of the mana cores is going to breach. It was damaged in the wreck and it’s sparking. I think it’s going to blow, but they won’t evacuate.”

Luke’s heart started beating faster. A mana core explosion could be devastating. The amount of energy in a core was more than enough to level the buildings around the wreck. That was normally impossible, the cores were well protected and wouldn’t explode even if damaged. However, she said it was sparking. One of the runes drawing power from the core must have been damaged. That could be bad. “What about the Inscriber’s Guild? This is their job, right?”

Vanessa nodded, “I called the Norfolk Complex to come up and clear the wreck ‘cus they are only five minutes away. But the girl that answered the phone said they usually get into work at 10AM. I’m worried the core’s going to blow before their lazy asses get to work. Please, can you help?” She leaned forward over his car window.

Luke wasn’t sure if she was intentionally showing off her cleavage or not, but either way, it was working. She was hitting on his two main weaknesses, beautiful women and sticking it to bureaucrats.

Luke took a deep breath. “I hate that damn guild. Bunch of lazy pricks. I’ll help, I have my tools with me and I can clear the wreck. Just make sure no one rats me out. If the guild found out I did their job for them, I could lose my certifications.”

She jumped up and clapped her hands once, “Perfect, I’ll go tell the Fire Chief.”

Luke pulled off onto the shoulder and popped his trunk. He hadn’t ever worked on the hover trucks, but he wasn’t worried about it. He worked with mana cores all day in his old job. They were dangerous, but he understood them. The elves had taught humans everything they needed to know.

He headed towards the wreck, giving the Fire Chief a nod as he went. The chief nodded and then turned away, pretending not to see him.

The man grumbled to himself as Luke walked on. “Goddamn aliens, bringing their freaky damn..”

Luke never thought of them as aliens, but technically the Fire Chief was right. They looked like elves and orcs and dwarves, but really, they were people that evolved on planets far from Earth. They called themselves Thubanian, Galaxian, and Grunka. They looked similar to their fantasy counterparts, but there were small differences in their appearances and culture. Relying on Earth stories to interact with them had caused a few incidents.

Not that it really mattered to Luke. He planned on minimizing his contact with them, particularly the orcs. He had been part of the defense force during their failed invasion, and had lost his right leg above the knee. He still woke up screaming some nights despite the fact it had been five years. Working near the portal to their world every day had been a constant rebellion against his fears. And now he was going to visit their world every day.

He pushed the worry out of his mind and focused on what was in front of him. He knelt in front of the more mangled hover truck and got to work. The underside of the truck was covered in palm sized runes, with a central mana core powering them. This one had a partially exposed mana core, but it was still well protected. The reason the transports were rated as nearly indestructible was that they were made of higher tier materials. A jackhammer from Earth wouldn't be able to dent it. Without his mana torch and vibro wrench, he wouldn’t be able to release the casings. Without his inscriber, he couldn’t disconnect the runes powering the transports.

He was a bit nervous that he wouldn't be able to get the core out. After all, he was used to working with an entirely different size core, marble sized instead of palm sized. But he didn’t have to dismantle it correctly, the casing was ruined anyway. When he got stuck he just cut through the problem.

In less than five minutes he had the first mana core out. Once it was fully disconnected, it stopped glowing and sparking. He moved over to the next hover truck and popped off the bent cover over the runes and core. He paused for a second and took a quick picture of the runes. He knew he wasn’t supposed to, the Inscriber’s Guild had very clear rules against it, but he hated following stupid rules.

He tucked away his phone and got to work again. Using what he learned from the first transport, he quickly removed the casing and exposed the core. A few minutes later he cut the last power rune.

He tried to hand over the core to the fire chief, but the man backed up with his hands up and said, “Don’t hand me that damn thing.” The chief took two more steps back and said, “I am not certified to touch it anyway.”

“Right, right. You don’t want to get mixed up in alien stuff,” Luke said. After a moment’s thought he brought both cores over to the nearest sidewalk. Then he said to the fire chief, “Look at that. The accident just so happened to bounce both of those mana cores to the sidewalk. What are the chances?”

The chief’s mouth twitched up a bit and said, “What are the chances?” Then he shouted over to the tow truck drivers, “Scene is clear, get these wrecks out of here.”

Luke packed up his tools and headed back to his car. Vanessa met him there.

“Thanks Luke. Even though you were never here, you’re a literal lifesaver. I’ll have to pay you back one of these days. I’ll give you a call when I am back on day shifts and we can get together.” She stood up on her tiptoes and gave him a quick kiss.

Luke smiled, then made an exaggerated shocked expression. “What would your boyfriend say?”

“Nothing. I kicked that bastard to the curb a few weeks ago.”

“Glad to hear it,” Luke said and wiggled his eyebrows. The instant he did it, he regretted it. He felt so cringe but tried not to show it.

She laughed and pushed him away, “Don’t you have to get to work?”

“I do, sadly. It was good seeing you. Talk to you soon,” he said, hoping that he was reading into things correctly.

She seemed like she was into him, but he wasn’t sure if she was actually into him or if she was just being grateful that he saved the day. He felt like he had a chance with her, he had a good personality and a decent physique. He was just under six feet and had an average face with short brown hair. He worked out regularly and had lean muscle. Time would tell if she was really into him.

He hopped into his car and headed down the road as soon as it was clear. The Norfolk Complex came into view shortly afterwards, a sprawling group of warehouses and an airfield abutted a large concrete building. Luke knew that there was a portal inside that ugly building, slowly spreading mana to the surrounding area. Unless you had a mana core, just about everything magical needed to be near a portal to work. It was one of fifty-two portals spread out around the world. The elves had planned on taking over the world in a one day blitzkrieg, but only the portal in Bolivia was successful. The other fifty-one portals were a center of commerce, steady trade passed through the portal under the careful watch of various armed forces.

Getting through security was much faster today. Usually there was a line of cars at the entrance gate, but the wreck had messed with everyone’s schedule. Luke showed his badge and breezed on through. There were more than a dozen different companies within the complex, each with a warehouse or two on the property. 

Normally, he would be heading towards the farthest building, the repair shop for ManaTek. Now he was going to go work for the orc that got him fired. He wouldn’t miss his cowardly boss, but he would miss Allen, his best friend. They used to work next to each other and shoot the shit all day.

They still kept in touch and went out drinking the day he got fired, but Luke missed hanging out with his friend. Allen did tell Luke that they were already falling behind quota without him there. That brought him a bit of schadenfreude.

All too soon, Luke found himself in front of massive bunker doors. This was the entrance to the portal building. When the elves had first cast the portal spell, this area had been suburbs on the edge of the city. In the years after the treaty, the government had built up a massive concrete building with layers of redundant security. If one of the native Kalibutan monsters got loose in the countryside, it would mean another massacre until it died of mana starvation. 

The smart thing would be to close off the portal completely, or at least severely limit the access. But the corporations that were making billions from portal trade would never allow that. Instead, they invested in a multi-layer defense system that still allowed power loaders to walk in and out without pause.

Luke followed a group of five power loaders through the large metal doors. They clomped down the wide hallway, metal footsteps slightly muffled by rubber shoes. Where they went left, Luke had to turn right and talk to the man in the security booth.

“Looking for a day pass through the portal,” Luke said as if he did this all the time.

The guard held out his hand and said, “Complex ID and Corporation Pass.”

He handed over his Norfolk Complex ID and the letter. “I have a letter from Cormac Gobnait, he asked me to meet him at the portal today.”

“Seneschal Cormac sent you a letter? Oh, you are one of those. You’re like an hour early,” the guard said with sudden understanding. He waved away the letter and scanned Luke’s ID. He handed it back and said, “The meeting place is just across the way from the shrines on their side of the portal. Good luck. Try not to die too quickly. It’s starting to give us humans a bad rap.”

“Die? I’m not supposed to be doing anything dangerous, just an armor repair job.”

“Alright, whatever. Be back by 8pm today and be prepared for inspection. If you bring more than 10k in valuables back home, you have to declare and pay taxes right away. The Revenue Agent can make change if needed.”

“Ok, sure. But what was that about dying? Who’s dying?”

The guard shrugged and firmly waved him away.

Slightly unnerved, Luke walked through the winding corridors towards the portal room. Half of the complex was dedicated to this long path. It was one of the many defensive measures the army had installed. They said it was to protect against rogue monsters, but he knew it was partly to prevent another invasion attempt by the orcs and dwarves. For some reason, everyone liked the Elves, even though they were the ones nominally in charge on the planet Kalibutan.

Eventually, the corridor opened up into a large room. The portal room. Off to the left were a group of people in power loaders, lining up and preparing to rush through the portal. To the right were a line of power loaders leaving the room, all fully laden with crates of supplies. In the back two corners of the room were soldiers manning heavy machine gun emplacements.

In the center of the room was the portal. It was a large rectangular portal, about twenty feet tall and twelve wide. Currently, there was a red light above and below the portal. Luke knew that it would turn green when it was their turn to head through.

The portal was a transparent purple, like a thin film of liquid stretched across the entrance. As the power loaders walked through, the film stretched and bent around them slightly before they passed through with a ripple.

It reminded Luke of the Stargate TV show, except it wasn’t under a mountain. And they didn’t have those cool iris things to block off the portal. At least, they didn’t have any visible defenses like that. He would be shocked if the military hadn’t built a dozen less obvious ways to disable the portal should that be needed.

Luke almost felt naked as he stood there. His fingers itched to hold the comforting weight of a M4 carbine rifle. Not that it had done him any good the last time he was up against the orcs. The marines in the corners held the newer XM7, with mana infused bullets. Each round was said to cost over a thousand dollars.

The line of power loaders ended and a group of scientists followed them out. A woman in a black suit was watching them leave and checking a device in her hands. A minute later, the light around the portal turned green. The magic exosuits near him picked up their cargo and headed through the shimmering field.

Luke’s heart started beating faster and he lurched into action. He joined the line of people heading through, absentmindedly showing the guard at the portal his day pass. 

            

    
        Chapter 2: We Can Open the Portal

    
    
    
    
                Luke followed the power loaders, trying not to think about the fact that he was about to walk to another world. All too soon, the shimmering purple field was directly in front of him. It was partially translucent and he could see the power loaders continuing on without him. Before he could second guess himself, Luke pushed through.

Strangely, he didn’t feel the film at all as he walked across the boundary. There was about twenty feet of black corridor before he came up to the exit side of the portal. Twenty feet to walk across the universe.

Inertia kept him walking as he exited the portal and took his first steps on Kalibutan. He slowed to a stop as he realized he was surrounded by orcs. Luke’s eyes darted around. He started breathing heavier. Every instinct in his body was shouting at him to run back through the portal.

He stubbornly stayed put. He wouldn’t let his fear win.

With a supreme effort of will, Luke started walking again, away from the portal. He looked around, understanding what he was seeing for the first time.

Just like on Earth, there were guards around the portal. These ones were heavily armed and armored orcs with a dozen dwarves marching around the perimeter. All of them wore plate metal with full helmets and held naginata, scimitars, and chakram. Some of them faintly glowed with magic.

The aliens looked a lot like orcs with green skin and seven foot tall muscled frames. But there were differences between fact and fiction. These people weren’t known for their anger and had comparable intelligence to humans. The clearest difference from fiction was their skin. They had raised bumps and long grooves on every inch of their green skin. It looked similar to scarification that certain people on Earth practiced, but these people had been born that way. Supposedly, the patterns that the skin formed gave hints to their heritage.

The portal on the Kalibutan side was outside, stationed atop a flat expanse of stone. There were runes carved into the stone around the portal, but they were obscured by something. Probably magic. The natural platform was raised above the surrounding landscape. There was a dense forest around the stone outcropping, with trees reaching over a hundred feet tall.

The vegetation was similar to Earth’s with some divergences. The forest was made up of tall and wide trees that were reminiscent of redwoods. A major difference became apparent when the tree’s branches moved against the wind. They were like tentacles with pine needle fur.

Luke took an involuntary step back. The tentacle trees surrounded them on all sides. He grit his teeth and took a step forward again. If he was going to work here, he couldn’t be scared of the trees. He kept looking around, trying to find the meeting spot the guard had mentioned.

A cool breeze gave Luke goosebumps across his skin. It was much cooler on this planet than on Earth. Either that or it was just a cool morning. It was 10AM in Colorado, but it would be 6AM in Kalibutan. Maybe it would warm up later. A glance at the azure sky showed that the sun had peeked up over the horizon behind him. At least he had worn a light jacket and cargo pants so he wasn’t too cold.

There were three roads leading from the platform, each going in a different direction. They started out as paved and turned into dirt paths as they entered the forest. Each road had people around it loading or unloading stacks of crates, baskets, and smaller metal boxes. Further on there were tents and small booths, a mini market on each road.

The people in the power loaders he had followed through the portal had kept walking, heading directly towards the road on the left. Luke wasn’t sure if he should follow them, he didn’t see anything that looked like a shrine on that road. Then again, he didn’t see shrines on any of the roads. Maybe one of the booths had shrines inside?

He had just decided he needed to ask someone when he was distracted by the patrolling dwarves. They were similar to the Earth fiction in that each one was under five feet tall and very stocky. They differed by having long ape-like arms and pearlescent skin that glittered in the dawn light. The dwarves had been marching around the perimeter of the platform since he got here, but they had suddenly stopped. They were all staring into the forest. 

“Celu orienten!” One of the dwarves shouted and pointed. “Nebulvulpo!”

Luke’s cell phone caught the shout and automatically translated for him. There had been alien translation apps for a few years now, so he downloaded an offline version yesterday. He had it set to relay the translation to the bluetooth earpiece he was wearing. A woman’s voice said, “Target east... mist fox.”

Off to his left, the squad of dwarves were all focused on the forest to the east. Movement revealed something walking through the forest. It was a large white fox, at least six feet tall at the shoulders. Wisps of white smoke curled up from its fur.

A woman piloting a power loader yelped and turned to scramble back towards the portal. The other four people in exosuits stepped to the side of the road, but didn’t flee. Seeing their lack of panic, Luke decided to stay put and see how this played out.

Three orcs marched over to the edge of the platform while the rest of the guards stayed put. They shoved the dwarves to the side and looked down to the monster down on the forest floor. One of the orcs was holding a ring blade, a chakram. He tapped it and it started glowing bright blue. With a sudden sweep of his arm he sent it spinning towards the fox. The blue chakram sliced through the air, hitting the monster two hundred yards away an instant later.

The magic weapon sliced a wide hole through the monster’s midsection. A puff of mist blew out from the point of impact and the fox reformed itself from mist. It burst into action, running towards the platform.

The orc on his left smacked the chackram guy upside the head and said, “Nebulvulpo, stulta. Uzu venenon.”

Luke’s cell phone translated, “Mist fox, idiot. Use poison.”

The first orc grumbled and pulled out a second chakram. While they talked, the monster was racing towards them. The dwarves formed up and pointed their swords and spears over the top of their shields.

The chakram orc scoffed at them and tapped his blade. This time the ring glowed purple and wisps of purple smoke curled up from the edges. He flicked the ring blade towards the fox, intercepting it midair as it was jumping towards the platform.

The purple chackram sliced through the monster’s spine, just like last time. However, this time it didn’t instantly reform. The fox tumbled to the ground and rolled. Purple magic ate away at the monster, slowly widening the hole. It yipped in pain and anguish before the poison magic ate away its lungs. A few moments later, all that was left of the monster was purple tinged bits of flesh and a small round ball. A monster core.

The orc grunted and slapped a nearby dwarf. He pointed down towards the core and said, “Kolektu tion por mi, nano. Nun.”

Luke’s cell phone didn’t pick that one up, but he got the message. The greenskin was sending the stout guy down to do his dirty work. There was a clear hierarchy here. The orcs had the magic and were in charge. The dwarves looked well armed, but none of them had glowing weapons. They were probably fodder if the orcs were ever attacked en-mass.

A shout sounded from the other side of the stone plateau. A single dwarf was standing and pointing a long arm into the far forest. He yelled again, “Celo Okcidento, junula hidruro!"

The three orcs spun and raced towards the other side of the plateau. Luke had to jump out of their way lest he be trampled. They shouted something, instructions or curses, Luke wasn’t sure. He was too distracted by the translation of the dwarf’s shout: “Target west, juvenile hydra!”

A pair of serpentine heads peeked up above the stony edge of the plateau, followed by a couple more, then another two. The creature’s body followed, all six heads connected to a stout four legged monstrosity. It scrambled across the loose scree on the cliff edge, just barely having enough grip to lever itself up to a stable position. 

Luke took a step back as sparkling dwarves rushed past him, spears out. The translation might have been wrong. That didn’t look anything like a juvenile, even though it was clearly a hydra. It was huge. It was forest green with mottled black spots all over. Each one of its six heads pointed in a different direction. All at once, the heads screamed and opened their mouths in a simultaneous breath attack.

Each head spat out a different colored cloud of magic. Red, Blue, Green, Orange, Purple, and Black. The three orcs had just arrived and jumped back from the attack. The hydra struck forward with three heads, each one aimed at a different orc. They warded the hydra off with a few well placed attacks. Then the orc with the huge scimitar glowed blue and jumped forward. He moved fifteen feet in an instant, trails of blue following him. The hydra was caught off guard and the orc was able to slice off a head before he had to jump backwards again.

Luke winced and shouted, “No! Don’t cut off the heads! Go for the body!” Didn’t they know how hydra worked? His cell translated for him, but they ignored him. The orc with the naginata hacked off another head.

The headless necks spouted blood for a few moments and then healed over. Luke watched as the necks proceeded to shrivel up and fall off. Once they did, the remaining four heads grew bigger, almost twice as big as they were before.

The orcs jumped back as the four headed hydra unleashed another breath attack. This time with Blue, Orange, Purple, and Red. Luke could see that they weren’t fire attacks, they were more like magical mist. The orcs avoided the attack, but two of the dwarves flanking the monster got hit and fell to the ground screaming. They were carried away by their fellows and the remaining dwarves redoubled their attack.

Luke started to wonder if he should be running by now. He wasn’t sure if they had this handled. The people in the power loaders he had followed through the portal had already left the plateau, maybe he should too. There were other people atop the plateau that weren’t freaking out though. Another two orcs, a few dwarves, and even an elf stood there passively, just waiting for the monster to be dealt with.

The hydra screamed out in pain. While Luke had been distracted, it had lost another three heads. The final hydra head was much bigger than the previous ones, more like a dragon head than a serpent. It opened its mouth for a breath attack, one that was sure to be magnitudes bigger than any previous.

The orc with the chakram threw his ring weapon into its mouth. It was glowing red and exploded in the back of the monster’s throat. The hydra made a strangled gasp and clamped its mouth shut to avoid further attacks. The orc with the naginata ran with a yell. As he ran, he separated into four clones that spread out. The clones sliced their weapons down as one and decapitated it with a single strike. Reddish green blood spurted out from the corpse. The clones dissipated into mist.

The sound of rushing blood filled Luke’s ears. He tried to get his breathing under control. He realized he had moved closer than he had started. He must have run up when they started cutting off heads. He should have known they had things under control. It was just unexpected that Earth mythology would be so wrong.

The magic on display was equally heart pounding. The hydra’s breath attacks were potent, the runed weapons were impressive, and that one orc had a magic class that created clones. So cool.

The orcs left the cleanup to the dwarves and stomped past Luke. Their carved skin rippled over heavy muscles. One of them muttered to his friend, “Stulta malforta estaĵo. Mi ne scias kial ni lasas ilin vivi.” The translator app helpfully provided, “Stupid paper person. I don’t know why we let them live.”

Luke’s ears burned and he turned away. Then he changed his mind and spun and loudly said, “I’m not a paper person. And you better hope that I don’t die because the Seneschal needs me. Do you know where I could find him?”

As he talked to them, they sneered at him. But when his cell phone loudly translated for him, the looks changed from disgust to confusion. They heard the robotic voice say, “Mi ne estas papera homo. Kaj vi prefere esperu, ke mi ne mortos, ĉar la bienadministranto bezonas min. Ĉu vi scias, kie mi povus trovi lin?”

They stared at him for a few moments before one of them pointed to the northwest road. The orc said, “La human renkontas trans la sanktejoj. Kaj se vi laboras por la bienadministranto, vi ne vivos longe.” After which his cell helpfully translated, “The human meet across the shrines. And if you work for the Seneschal, you aren’t going to live for long.”

Luke nodded in thanks for the directions and said, “We’ll see. I have a feeling you’ll be disappointed.” His cell loudly said, “Ni vidos. Mi havas la senton, ke vi estos seniluziigita.”

He confidently walked away while he was inwardly sweating. That was the second time he had heard that working for Seneschal Cormac was deadly. It didn’t matter how much the orc was paying if it was going to get Luke killed. Hopefully, that wouldn’t be the case. He was guessing that Cormac wanted Luke for his rune carving skills, and that couldn’t be too dangerous, right?

Luke walked down to the edge of the stone plateau. A carved set of too tall stairs curved down the sloped sides. The dwarves must hate getting up and down. 

Something happened while he paused at the top of the stairs. A sudden headache hit him behind his eyes. The pain washed over him in a wave, but then disappeared as quickly as it came. Luke blinked in surprise at the unexpected event. 

A blue box appeared in his vision, filled with blurry gibberish that slowly resolved into words he could understand.




	
Assessment Period Begun





	
The grand system is assessing you to determine your worthiness. This may take some time.



■▢▢▢▢▢▢▢▢▢ 10%









Luke blinked a few times, struggling to understand what he was seeing. It was clearly magical, and it reminded him of video game stat screens. The few humans that had gotten magic powers mentioned that they had an interface like a video game.

His first thought was that he was about to gain magic powers himself. He stood there waiting for a few moments, eager to see what kind of magic he would get. Maybe he could throw fireballs, or fly. He had seen youtube videos of this one guy that could teleport through mirrors. That would be pretty fantastic.

Luke wouldn’t admit it out loud, but he was really hoping for healing magic. If he could regenerate his leg himself instead of spending millions on a greater healing potion, that would be truly fantastic. 

When the progress bar at the bottom didn’t change, Luke realized it had been serious about the assessment taking a long time. Apparently the magic system of Kalibutan was running on dial-up or something. Luke would have to go about his day while he waited for the verdict.

As soon as he had that thought, the screen minimized itself and a tiny progress bar appeared on the upper left of his vision. He nodded to himself. At least the system was convenient.

Luke carefully stepped down the huge stone stairs, heading towards the spot where the three roads came together. According to the orcs, he was supposed to meet across from the shrines. The three roads looked identical, stone paved roads with small piles of cargo along the sides. There were booths a bit farther on, people haggling in front of most of them. There was a train of handcarts heading away on the road to the west.

The northern road had small pavilions without people in front, probably not market booths. Luke started walking that way, hoping they were the shrines he was looking for.

As he walked that way, the fantasy of gaining a magic class wore off and reality set in. The system message didn’t say it was giving him magic power, it said it was assessing him. It probably assessed every new person that walked through the portal. Thousands of humans had walked through that portal, and only a few dozen had gotten magic classes. It would be ridiculous to expect he would be part of that one percent.

He shook his head and refocused on his job. He was still going to be working with magic, it would just be in the form of runes he carved instead of lightning from his fingertips.

            

    
        Chapter 3: Yeah. This Crew Represents the Best of Humanity

    
    
    
    
                Luke walked past rows of cargo. The ones from Kalibutan on the left and from Earth on the right. Just past them were a collection of wooden structures, four posts holding up a sloped roof. There were no walls so he could see that these were probably the shrines he was looking for.

There were six of them lined up on the right side of the road, each one with a life sized stone statue in the middle. They were standing on an obsidian platform with elvish words scribed across the front.

The first statue was an elf with a scimitar in each hand. He looked furious. The next one was a female elf in billowy clothes, and looked like she was afraid of the first one. Then there was a happy fat guy, a sad and emaciated guy, a woman with her arms outstretched, and a guy with nails in his face and arms. Each icon was incredibly realistic and had an ineffable presence about them. 

They unnerved Luke slightly, and he was only too happy to go to the other side of the road and sit on one of the benches there. At least that’s what he thought they were. They were huge slabs of solid wood, sanded down but not polished. They were just the right size to comfortably sit. 

“Who’s this asshole? You better not be replacing Rooster. I like him,” a voice behind him loudly said.

Luke turned to the road to see three humans walking up to him. They each wore blue coveralls with thick padding stitched in. It was the same kind of overalls that power loader operators wore so that they wouldn’t chafe.

Luke said, “I’m probably not replacing Rooster since it looks like you guys are loader jockeys. I’m here to do something with runes. Repair suits of armor or something. The letter was in Galaxian so I’m not exactly sure.”

The blond guy’s eyes went wide and he slapped his chubby neighbor and said, “That’s the guy!”

The black guy on the end leaned over and asked, “What guy?”

“Cormac hired another mechanic. We’re gonna have all the power armor suits up and working,” the blond guy happily said.

Luke stepped forward and said, “Mechs? I’m not sure I’m going to be working on power loaders. The letter said I would be fixing runes on a suit of armor.”

“Nah, man. You are gonna be our mechanic, not some jockey’s bitch. We don’t use power loaders, they got us some bonafide magic mechs. The orcs and naga just call them suits of armor because they don’t have a word for them. This is great. We’ve been working at half power forever, if you can get us back up to a full unit, we are going to be so badass.”

“Badassatron!” the black guy said with a deep robot voice.

The blond guy shoved him and said, “I told you to quit it with that kids stuff. It’s power armor, like Iron Man, not transformers.”

The black guy ignored him and repeated, “Badassatron!” in the same weird voice.

Luke was starting to sense a lack of professionalism. But if these guys were right, he would be working with them. He held out his hand and said, “Hi, I’m Luke Moore.”

The blond guy shook his hand and said, “I’m Mike Jones, but everyone calls me Sandwich. The fat guy here is Cuddles and the black guy doesn’t respond to anything but Bumblebee.”

“Or Badassatron!” he said happily, “Bumblebee or Badassatron.”

“Come on dude, you don’t get to pick your own nicknames. You know that. Rooster is still Rooster no matter how much he wants us to call him Chef,” Sandwich said. He glanced up the road. “Speak of the devil.”

A tall and portly black guy walked up to the group with a smile on his face. “Bumblebee, Sandwich, who’s the new guy? We finally get rid of Ellen Degenerate?”

Sandwich shook his head and said, “Nah, that bitch will outlive us all. Degenerate has the week off.”

“So who’s this guy?” Rooster said and scratched his portly backside.

Sandwich nodded and said, “Cormac called him in. This is ... Skywalker. He says he knows some runes. I bet twenty to ten that he’s going to be our mechanic. The newbie isn’t so sure, but I am.”

Luke nodded at the summary and name. He actually liked the nickname Sandwich gave him. If he ended up working with the group, at least it would be easy to remember everyone’s name. Luke usually forgot the regular names like Michael or James as soon as he heard them. But he was definitely going to remember Sandwich and Bumblebee.

“I bet there is a story behind everyone’s nickname,” Luke said. 

Rooster nodded. “Sandwich’s is the best. The second week we were here-” He cut himself off and looked behind Luke. “Seneschal's here. Tell you later. Stand at attention, he likes that shit.”

Luke turned to see an orc striding down the dirt path towards them. His long legs ate up the ground, coming up on them quickly. Luke recognized the white leather armor and red tie. He couldn’t really recognize specific orcs, but Luke was pretty sure this was the same guy that got him fired.

The four people waiting with Luke had arranged themselves in a line and were standing at attention with their hands behind their backs. Luke belatedly realized they had left him on his own in the middle of the stone paved road.

The greenskin walked right up to Luke, looming above him. His skin ridges were deeper than the guards he had seen before, giving him the impression that Cormac was older than most. Luke couldn't help but notice that the orc’s hands were as big as his head. His stump started throbbing.

“Are you Luke?” the orc asked in strangely accented English.

“Uh. Yes,” Luke managed to squeak out.

“Good. I am Seneschal Cormac Gobnait. I'm glad I don't have to look for you today,” Cormac said. “Come. It is time for you to prove your worth.”

Luke looked up at Cormac and said, “The others mentioned magic mech suits. Is the job repairing them?”

“Yes. There are six of them, but my runewright has overflowing workings. Some are always broken. You will be her aide. You will make things faster,” Cormac said without looking down at him.

Cormac turned to leave. Luke decided he wasn’t just going to follow him into the unknown like that. He said, “Wait a moment, Seneschal Cormac. I haven’t agreed to work for you yet. We need to discuss a few things first.”

Cormac turned and stared down at him but said nothing. His eyes felt like they were boring into Luke’s soul.

Luke cleared his throat and said, “You got me fired at my last job just so I could work for you. You should have asked me directly. I want an apology.” When the orc said nothing, Luke carried on, “And your letter wasn’t specific on payment. You said a tier three core, but is that every eight Earth days or every eight Kalibutan days? I need to know if I am going to risk my life for this job.”

Cormac stared at him for a bit longer. Luke refused to look away. Eventually Cormac said, “You are right. Our home is dangerous for paper people. You will be paid one tier three mana core every eight Kalibutan days.” He reached into a small pouch by his side and pulled out a small orb. He pressed it into Luke’s hand and said, “Here is your weekly payment upfront as apology. Are you satisfied?”

Luke swallowed as he looked at the orb in his hand. It was worth about $22,000. With one every eight Kalibutan days, that would be roughly half a million a year. He tucked away the core in his cargo pants and said, “I am satisfied.”

Cormac nodded and started walking away. The humans started jogging to keep up and Luke quickly joined them. He didn’t need to be told how bad an idea it would be to get left behind.

As they walked or jogged through the deep forest, the path quickly grew darker. The trees were as tall as redwoods and they blocked out the sun. Their slowly moving branches were more than a little disturbing. Luke kept an eye out for any wildlife but he didn’t see or hear anything but their group.

The dirt path was the only place without ground cover. There were mosses and bushes galore. Some had sharp spines and others wide leaves. One even had jiggly balls instead of leaves. He noticed how everyone gave those bushes a wide berth and he made sure to do the same.

It didn’t take long for his stump to start throbbing. His prosthetic right leg was literally magic, but he had designed it for walking, not running. The gait was all wrong now and he was putting more pressure on his stump than normal. His walking leg just didn’t have enough shock absorption. If he was going to make this run every day he would have to bring along his running blade instead. He was just about to ask how long it would be until they arrived when they crested the hill and saw it.

A village. It was on the other side of a wide clearing and was breathtakingly beautiful. It was wide and tall with a few hundred houses and apartments. The houses were painted a kaleidoscope of colors but their roofs were a uniform burnished copper. Luke found himself thinking about building styles as they drew closer.

Earth architecture was dominated by the rectangle. Straight lines, perpendicular to each other in the walls, windows, and doors. Kalibutan tended towards curves instead. The city was constructed of hundreds of towers with oval windows and arch doorways. Their floors were flat, but it was the only straight line in their designs. There was a complete lack of symmetry, which gave the whole city an organic feel.

The outer edges of the city were constructed of stone and rarely topped two stories. The buildings closer to the city center were constructed of metal and glass. The buildings there were much taller, five and six stories tall. One building stood above all others, at least ten stories tall and wider at the top than its base. The architecture was reminiscent of a tree with branches and leaves, but the building was as artificial as the surrounding city.

The elves of Kalibutan looked remarkably like Tolkien's elves, but unlike the fictional versions, they abhorred the natural world. Their sensibilities leaned towards artificial and they found growing things dirty and a possible source of disease. The Chinese diplomats at the Guangzhou portal almost caused an interstellar incident when they gave a lotus flowerpot as a gift. The elves assumed it was an insult and only the negotiators from the Brazil portal were able to help them through the misunderstanding.

Luke followed Cormac past fields of red grain as they neared the city. There were dwarves out in the fields, harvesting with two handed sickles. Sweat gave their skin extra iridescence in the morning light. They gave the procession a glance but mostly ignored the humans.

There was a low wall on the edge of the city, only waist height to Cormac. Even Luke could see over it. There must have been some significance to it though, because there were no permanent buildings outside the wall.

Cormac led them past a dozen squat stone buildings. Luke looked into the oval windows and saw wooden furniture and hundreds of decorative plants. The profusion of flora wasn’t a personal choice, every single dwelling had plants throughout. There were only a few dwarves and orcs about, most of the inhabitants were already out at work.

The houses grew taller as they walked closer to the city center. When they were over fifteen feet tall, a comfortable height even for Cormac, he led them to a single story building just off the main road. It was similar to most other buildings around it, stone construction with a burnished copper roof. Over the mantle was a sign written in the flowing orc script.

Luke pulled out his phone and held it up for a translation. The camera app revealed that the sign said Outer Runewright of Edobar Falodun. This must be the place. The others stepped up to a huge round door. It was a pocket door, one that rolled away into the wall. He followed the others inside where he saw them climbing into magical mech suits.

It looked like someone had taken the design of the power loaders and mixed it with medieval armor. Their chest and heads were much better covered and their arms and legs looked much more robust. They had about double the amount of runes. Each one held a five foot long sword that looked like a short sword in the oversized metal hands. Luke’s eyes were drawn to the runes on the swords, each one subtly glowing in a different color.

Cormac stood at the door and said to the mech suits, “Get your runes checked over by Kruro and head out to the southern finger. The centipedes there are encroaching on the gem flies. Make sure you wear your hearing protection.”

“Yes, Seneschal,” Sandwich said seriously and stepped up to the runewright.

Luke’s mind stuttered. The runewright wasn’t an orc, elf, or dwarf. It was a naga.

            

    
        Chapter 4: Snakes ...Why’d it Have to be Snakes?

    
    
    
    
                There was a single large room in the runewright building. All along the edges of the room were shelves and workbenches. On those shelves were a wide variety of inscribed objects. Everything from ornate shields to tea cups. In the back of the room were three more runic mech suits. They were slumped up against the wall, each one missing a limb. 

Dominating the center of the room was a wide bowl, where a snake person sat coiled up. She was a naga, a species Luke only knew from fantasy books and rumors on the internet. They were rare enough that no one could prove that they really existed. Her upper body was bigger than a human’s but smaller than an orc’s. Her face and upper body were humanoid, but wore the same scales as the rest of her body, shimmering green and turquoise. Luke was vaguely disappointed to see she didn’t have boobs.

She was leaning over a large obsidian table, working on something small. A row of tools were neatly laid across the top of the table, ones that Luke recognized. It was the same type of tools he had in his toolbox, only much nicer. These ones looked like they were carved from bone and inlaid with gold.

After a minute of humans awkwardly standing there, she looked up from her work. She wordlessly gestured towards the closest mech to come closer. Bumblebee shuffled closer and she carefully inspected each rune on his suit. Her hands hovered a few inches above the runes as she swept them across the chassis. When she got to his back, she decided the life rune in the center needed a touch up. She pulled out an inscriber and quickly retraced every line of the rune.

Luke winced slightly as he saw her make a mistake. The life rune was one of the governing runes of the mech suits, and she had flubbed the connection to the movement cascade. She noticed at the same time as he did and stopped her work.

As he watched, she hissed to herself and corrected the line. Magic infused the tip of her inscriber and she pushed the carved line off to the side, as if it were a physical thing. Luke’s mouth dropped open before he caught himself and schooled his expression. What she did was impossible, she moved a carved line, the absence of material.

Rune work would be so much easier if he could learn how to do that trick. He couldn’t wait to ask her about it. It didn’t take long for her to finish her inspection of the other three magical mechs and send them on their way.

She glanced at Luke and then turned towards the doorway where Cormac stood just outside. She said, “Ŧ₹Ħ Ʉȴ ϩ Ϡ₹⍖⚶ ϧζ ς₹₼ϡ ⍖ ₺₹ ⍖⋢⍕ ⋥⚶∓ ⋤⋣ ⛡ ⏦⏣⛠”

Cormac nodded and replied, “Ŧ₹Ħ Ʉȴ ϩ Ϡ₹⍖⚶. Ϡ₹ ⚶ϧζ ς₹₼ϡ ₺₹.”

Luke’s brain hurt trying to understand what he was hearing. It was a different language than Galaxian, that was sure. The orc’s language sounded like it could have come from some European country he had never heard of. This language was so foreign he couldn’t even pick out consonants and vowels. He hurriedly pulled out his phone and switched the translation language. He had a choice between Thubanian and Grunka and decided to go with the one the elves spoke, Thubanian.

It worked.

His cell phone translated the last half of Cormac’s sentence, “- as you will. You asked for an assistant, I gave you an assistant. How much I am paying him is none of your concern. I want all six magic armor suits to be functional in six days. How you make that happen is up to you. I will return at lunch time to escort them back to the portal. Please have him ready to leave by then.”

She hissed and swung the thin tip of her tail in a circle.

Cormac ignored the reaction and turned to Luke and said in English. “This is Unu Kruro, the outer runewright for the Edobar Falodun estate. She will be your master until I return in ten Earth hours. Make sure she gives you a midday break. Snakemen forget that other peoples need to eat often. She does not like speaking Earth, but she understands your language, so you will be fine.”

Luke was a bit nervous being left alone with someone new, let alone someone that clearly hated to be stuck with him. He fingered the mana core in his pocket. He could afford to stick around for at least a day since he already had an orb worth $22k.

“Yes, sir.” His phone helpfully translated, “ζς, ₹₼ϡ.”

Cormac barked out a laugh and patted Luke on the shoulder. “You will be fine Luke of Runes. Talk like that and Kruro will love you like a pet.”

Kruro hissed and whipped her tail. Cormac only laughed again and walked away. Throughout the whole exchange, the orc never set foot into the building.

As soon as he left, the naga went back to work on her inscribing project. It was a small tea set. Her large hands held the porcelain cups delicately and kept inscribing new runes on the bottom of each cup. 

Since she was ignoring him, Luke decided to take a look around the shop. At least he assumed that’s what it was. For all he knew, this was her personal house. Near the door were shelves with items that could be for sale. A headdress, shoes, a set of knives and shears, and an assortment of sieves. As he moved back along the walls, there were more weapons and armor. The rear wall of the building had what he guessed was a kitchenette along with other work benches and the two broken armored suits. Next to them was a pile of spare parts from Earth, pistons, wires, and actuators. Nothing that needed a circuit board since those didn’t last on this planet.

Luke leaned over to examine the magical mechs closer. They were similar to the power loaders he knew, and so different as well. They were smaller for one. Still seven feet tall, but on a more compact and enclosed design. They looked more like metal golems than props in a Hollywood movie. He recognized roughly half of the runes on the chassis, the same ones that he was used to repairing on the power loaders.

The helmet and hands had the most new runes, but there were changes throughout the design. The new runes were smaller than he was used to, these were more precise than the utilitarian ones he was used to repairing. 

“₹⚶ ⋢ ⛡⍖₹⚶ Ϡ₺ ⍖∓ ⍖ϩϡ,” Kruro said. She had snuck up to him and had her large head inches from his own.

Luke jumped up in shock as his phone translated, “Do you understand what you are looking at?”

He put his hand to his heart as he caught his breath. It was a reasonable question, he was supposed to be her apprentice so she would need to know his depth of runic knowledge. He nodded and said, “Yes, I understand about half of what I am looking at. I am a quick learner and I should be able to help out soon.” His phone translated for him, but he suspected that Cormac was right. She understood even without the elvish translation.

She hissed out, “⋥ ⚶ϧ ⋣ȴ⋤ ζĦ ⏣⚗ Ʉ⍕₹” - “Tell me everything you understand about runes.” 

Luke looked back to the runed metal and collected his thoughts. He pulled the closest mech suit over and found the rune he had been expecting.

⏦₹Ħ

Ϡ⏣⋣

 ⋤ϩ ⋤

Luke said, “This is the life rune,” He waited for his phone to translate between every sentence before he continued. “It is the central rune for augmenting the movements of the pilot. It is one of six interconnected runes. The one on the chest and the four limbs have to sync up or it won’t move. If you change one rune and not the others, it won’t work. The whole system feeds off the mana core, which is... here.”

She gestured for him to continue with her clawed hands.

He shrugged and pointed to the right arm. “These runes here are subservient runes to the right shoulder linked rune. They power the actuators here for turning and the pistons here for strength. Movement is based on the pilot, but also works on intent. If they think really hard, they can get more strength out of the pistons than would normally be possible.”

Luke tapped the helmet and said, “I don’t know any of the runes on the helmet, but I can guess how they work. There is an isolated system on the helmet, maybe one to see magic or something. These ones on the forearms and hands are new too, clearly linked together. I saw the swords glowing earlier. Do these runes give the wielder a magic sword?”

She narrowed her eyes at him and sat up fully. She tucked away her tools in the apron she was wearing and said in elvish, “No. The sword itself wields mana. The gauntlet schema allows the ‘pilot’ to control that magic. Most humans cannot use magic. Unless you are different?”

The cell phone translation fell into the background of Luke’s mind and he answered, “No, I cannot use magic. I think you need a class to get magic, and that’s difficult for some reason?”

She gave him jazz hands and said, “Yes, the world system has strict standards. Only one in ten manage to catch its attention. Anyone with a system class has accomplished a great deed to gain their class.”

“I saw you move the rune line earlier, does that mean you have magic? Did you have to do a quest or something?”

“Yes, I have the Runewright class. No, I didn’t have a quest. The System of the World occasionally observes some people. After that period, it grants them access to its power, depending how they performed. I will not tell you how I gained the class. That is valuable information. I sold it to Lord Edobar Falodun to be able to work for him.”

“You gave him something valuable so you could work for him? On my world we do not have to pay to get a job.”

She sliced her hands down, “No, it is more than a job. I have the outer Runewright position. That means I live within the city for free. All cities are protected from attack and therefore it is very expensive to live here.”

“Protected from attack how? Is that little wall we passed magic or something?”

“Yes, I inscribed it myself. Maintaining it is one of my duties as an outer runewright.”

“So your rune work is protecting the whole city and you still had to pay to get the job? Sounds like they should be paying you a lot more. Especially since it seems like you are already very busy,” Luke said and gestured towards the dozens of enchanting projects around him.

Kruro sliced her hands through the air again and said, “You do not understand. The outer wall does not power the estate’s protection, it merely reflects the peace field that Lord Edobar Falodun maintains in the center of the estate. Without him, there would be no safe place to live. But enough history lessons. I am busy and you must help me. You will work on these armor suits today. Reattach the arm on that one and replace anything broken.”

She slithered back to the heated depression in the center of the room and wrapped her tail around herself again. She went back to rune work and ignored him.

Luke sighed and decided to get to work. There was a workbench next to the armor, clearly meant for working on it. He wrestled the suit atop it and dropped his toolbox nearby. Next he looked around for a chair or stool so he could sit down. His stump was throbbing. 

Predictably, there were no chairs in the building. The naga had no need for them. They would only get in the way for her. But Luke wasn’t going to spend the day standing, or even sitting on the floor. He looked around the room until he found a porcelain decoration in one of the corners. It looked like a mix between a plant pot and an incense holder. It was the perfect height and shape.

He called out to Kruro, asking if he could use it, but she was still ignoring him. Well, her loss if it caused a problem. He rolled it over to his chosen workstation and sat down with a sigh. He took his prosthetic leg off and removed his stump sock. He rubbed his stump for a bit before he got to work. 

The right shoulder of the mech suit was a mess. It looked like the arm had been ripped off. Hopefully that didn’t mean the pilot’s arm had gotten ripped off at the same time. Luke realized that was an unrealistic hope, but didn’t want to focus on the gory details. There was no blood on the suit and that was good enough for him.

He started by igniting his mana torch to cut off broken parts. He had to adjust the cutting flame because it was three times as big as he had set it. The higher ambient mana on this planet must have affected it.

Once he was done cutting off the mangled metal and chitin, Luke used his vibro wrench to disassemble the pauldron. He hopped on his one leg over to the parts bin and grabbed what he needed. Then he hopped back and got to work. His inscriber was next.

He used the metal tool to lay down a line of mana dust into complex symbols that made up a rune. If he got a single stroke slightly wrong, he would have to start over. He had been doing this for literally years at this point, so he moved confidently.

Dexterity was only half of the equation for rune creation. The other half was intent. Inscribing was like music, you had to play the right notes, but there was a rhythm to it too. He had to focus on what concepts he was pushing into the rune with every stroke.

Hours slid by as he happily lost himself in the project. This is where he was truly happy, completely focused on a project and seeing steady progress.

Roughly four hours after he started working on it, Luke had the arm reattached and the movement runes re-inscribed. He went ahead and did touch ups on all of the other runes he knew. The mech suit could move without problems now.

There were breaks and gaps in the gauntlet runes, but he didn’t know enough about them to be able to fix them. He copied down the runes on the intact arm and notated the interconnected dependencies. It was enough information to carve into the metal gauntlets, but not enough to make the runes work. He needed to know the intent behind each rune.

Luke woke his cell phone up and said, “Excuse me, Kruro.” The translation app loudly repeated it in elvish.

She didn’t look up from the tea set and said in elvish, “Do not worry. Seneschal Cormac reminded me that humans need to eat often. You may eat your food at that workstation, as long as you do not spread the mess elsewhere.”

Luke checked his cellphone for the time. It was 3pm in Colorado. No wonder his stomach was growling. “I’ll eat in a bit, but I wanted to ask you about the intent for the gauntlet runes. They are all new and I’ll need to understand them before I can repair them.”

Kruro put down her tools with a hiss. “You need to finish repairing the arm before we can-” she stopped and stared while his cell phone earpiece translated the partial sentence.

She looked between Luke and the mech suit on the table. He wasn’t sure but she seemed angry. She said, “What did you do to my armor?”

            

    
        Chapter 5: As a Group of Extraterrestrial Mercenaries

    
    
    
    
                “What do you mean? I did what you asked me to, I repaired the mech suit’s arm,” Luke said.

This time Kruro didn’t wait for his cell phone to translate for him. Instead, she fired back in English, “But how? You fixed the arm too quick.”

“Too quick? Do you want me to work slower?” Luke asked, confused.

She didn’t answer, instead reaching forward and pulling the mech suit to her so she could inspect the repaired arm. It took Luke all of his strength to lever the suit onto the bench, but she was able to lift the mech into the air with a single scaled arm.

The right arm underwent her detailed examination. She moved it through the points of articulation and tapped every rune in sequence. She tapped the upper pauldron a few times and then turned towards him.

“This is very good. Very fast,” Kruro said with grudging respect. “But you made one mistake.”

“Really? What did I miss?” Luke said. He moved to stand up, but he hadn’t put his right leg back on yet.

She continued in elvish, “⚗ȴ Ŧ⋥∓ ⚶₹Ħ ϩ ⋤⛠ ⚶₺ϡ ₹Ʉ₼ ϧ₹ ⏧⍖...” Luke eagerly waited for the translation from his cell phone. “The agility rune is the wrong one, you used a Novice Agility rune. Perhaps that is the only one you know. But these are combat suits, they need a higher quality rune. I have been using the Adept Agility rune.”

Luke replied, “I had no idea there were different grades of runes. What makes them different?” He circled her to look at the mech’s opposite arm to examine the agility rune she had inscribed. Sure enough, it was different from the one he knew. It was much more complex but wasn’t any larger than the basic version.

ϧ⋣ȴ

⏦⚶₹⚗⛡ζ

⚶ȴŦ⋥∓⚶
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It was fascinating. The rune was hard to understand with a different symmetry connection system. It meant that his regular agility rune wouldn’t sync with this more advanced version.

Kruro said in elvish, “There are four grades of runes. Every base rune has a novice, apprentice, adept, and master version. Each one is much better than the one before it. The agility runes on the arms and legs are adept, and you cannot use a lower quality rune on the other arm, otherwise it will be unbalanced and fall down.”

“Can you teach me all the new runes? Cormac said part of my payment would be in learning new runes,” Luke said, his eyes glittering when he thought about creating a suit with all adept runes.

“I do not know,” she said. She set down the mech suit on the table and said, “This morning I was sure you would be a waste of my time. Now that I see the quality of your rune work, I am not so sure. Perhaps the Lord was telling the truth after all.”

“The truth? About what?”

Kruro slithered over to the western wall and plucked something off a crowded shelf. Luke recognised it immediately. It was a Rubix Cube. She held it out and he took it with a smile.

Luke said, “I used to love these as a kid.” His hands started working out of habit, solving the simple puzzle cube.

She said, “Last year, three of your human years, Lord Falodun visited me here in my shop. He told me a story of human children. He claimed that your people gave your children these chthonic puzzles. That children before the age of responsibility could solve them with ease. I didn’t believe him. I didn’t say so to his face, of course.”

Luke had finished solving it by then. His muscle memory from years of playing with them helped him solve it in less than a minute. He said, “Well, to be fair, most human children cannot. It’s only those with the inclination and temperament that ever really solved a Rubix Cube. Most people can’t do it.”

“On this world, inclination and temperament mean nothing in the face of a puzzle like that. We are born with the ability to solve what we can see, not what we cannot see. Only runewrights can solve a puzzle like that, and that is only because of the skills our class grants us. Skills that allow us to think in depths otherwise impossible,” Kruro said as she examined the completed cube he had given her.

Luke wasn’t sure what she meant at first. Then he had an idea. “Do you mean your species has trouble thinking in three dimensions? Do humans just have better spatial reasoning?”

Her hands came down in a slash, “Better? No. Different, yes. Human’s minds are warped and strange. But your strangeness may have some benefit. It may allow you to carve and link adept runes, even without a class.”

Luke wasn’t sure if he should be offended or complimented. Kruro continued on to teach him the components of adept runes and which ones linked where. She also went into depth about the Adept Agility rune and how it differed from the novice version. Apparently the new rune did everything the basic one did, as well as adding the concepts of dexterity and swiftness.

“What does the Master Agility rune look like?” Luke asked as he traced the rune out on paper as practice.

“Similar to this one, only twice as complex. It incorporates the concepts of celerity and coordination to the runic matrix. I won’t be teaching you it, now or later. It is much too valuable for your eyes. Speaking of which, the secrecy oaths that you swore with Cormac this morning apply to everything you learn from me, not just runes.”

Cormac hadn’t made him swear anything this morning. He must have forgotten. Luke had no desire to swear any oaths, so he decided to change the subject. Instead he said, “Of course. I think I’ll practice the new agility rune a few times and then add it to the pauldron. What exactly do they do with the suits anyway? Are they guards or gladiators, or what?”

She tilted her head. “You don’t know? The Seneschal has hired them on as mercenaries. They kill the undesirable monsters so the good ones may thrive.”

“Good monsters?”

“Yes, of course. I am told your world has an unending thirst for healing potions. A key ingredient in those potions are Red Slimes. There are herds of them all through the southern edge of the peninsula. The humans' job is to kill monsters that would prey on the weak slimes. Which is almost all of them. There are other valuable monsters like Crystal Golems and Purpleheart Ents that they must protect as well. Their job is to go hunt predators, and my suits of armor are the only thing keeping them alive.”

Luke nodded along. That kind of made sense, they were monster ranchers of a sort. “Is there a reason you don’t breed them in a pen? Seems like a real hassle to trek all over the countryside.”

“Of course, the mana.”

“... What?”

Her expression brightened and she laughed. She had been teasing him. “The way that monsters grow stronger is that they absorb mana from the land. If they are too close to each other, they fight over the same resource and both grow slower. The monsters must be spread out and the predators killed. Your fellow humans are not the only team out there though. Cormac has other warrior teams made of Orcs and Elves. The humans take their unwanted jobs.”

Luke nodded and said, “Thanks for the explanation. I’m not sure what I expected, but it makes sense.”

His brisket sandwich disappeared shortly afterwards. He didn’t get back to work immediately, knowing that he would have to be mentally rested to attempt the new agility rune. He got out his phone, but without the internet, there wasn’t much he could do on it. He would have to download some books and movies for tomorrow.

He glanced up and to the left. The little progress bar expanded into a blue screen covering most of his vision.
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The grand system is assessing you to determine your worthiness. This may take some time.
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Two percent. He had been here about five hours now and the assessment had progressed two percent. It was going to take forever at this rate. A thought returned it to an unobtrusive progress bar once more.

“Hey Kruro? How long does the system assessment period take?”

She placed her tools down and turned her attention to him. “Between one and four days. Why do you ask?”

Luke shrugged. “It just seems really slow.”

Kruro slithered over to him in a flash. Luke jerked back as she thrust her face inches from his own. She said, “Are you chosen? Is the system assessing you right now?”

“Uhhh, yeah. Doesn’t it assess everyone?”

She slashed her hands down. “No, the System of the World only chooses a select few to assess. Ten percent at most. You will gain a magic class when the assessment period ends.”

Luke gasped. “Really? It’s guaranteed I’ll get magic?”

She slithered back and did jazz hands. “Yes. Your class choices depend on what you do over the next few days. If the system judges you unremarkable, it will give you a single bronze class. If you are above average, you might get a pair of silver classes to choose from. If you do something impossibly difficult or unusual, you will get multiple gold classes offered.”

“So I have to do something amazing in order to get a good class? Does that mean I have to kill a dragon myself or something?”

Kruro scoffed. “You would die before you got close. No, you must accomplish something great, but it does not have to be combat. The warriors in the training camp to the north eliminated monsters for their classes, but you could do your job well to earn your own. A scholar could memorize a difficult spell, a cobbler could make the perfect pair of shoes, an idiot could survive a lightning strike. I heard a story of an elf that romanced the king’s daughter and got a platinum sorcerer class. Some say the System of the World chooses people with interesting fates to observe.”

Luke tilted his head, “An interesting fate, huh? That kind of makes sense. I wouldn’t say I’ve had a good life, but it has been interesting.”

“No, well yes, but no. The system is assessing you right now because it believes you will have an interesting next few days. It does not take your past into account,” Kruro said. She slithered back to her obsidian workbench and then glanced back at him. “I am not sure if I want interesting things to happen in my shop. Why don’t you go on a walk through the estate? That way fate can get its claws in you without scratching me.”

Luke chuckled softly before realizing she was serious. He thought about it for a bit then shrugged. He was a bit interested in seeing the city. He donned his stump sock and slid on his prosthetic leg. As he was heading out, Kruro advised him to stay out of the way of any carriages.

He walked out the front door and headed towards the city center. The population grew more and more dense as he walked along the stone paved roads. Unlike the cobblestones on Earth, these roads were paved with huge rocks, each one at least four feet wide. It was like someone had strewn boulders along a pathway and cut the tops off.

There were more and more people out and about. The average building size was four stories tall now. There were patterns in the metal siding, reminiscent of the orc’s patterned skin. Luke happened upon a busy market. It was shaped like a hexagon with a fountain in the middle. All around the edges people were lined up, shouting and jostling for attention. Everyone was brightly dressed, orcs, elves, and dwarves each vying for the most garish clothing.

Around the middle wandered people pulling carts, mostly orcs with a few dwarves in the mix. When someone shouted for their wares, they would turn aside and walk up to whoever had flagged them down. The sale was very conspicuous, with flourishes of coins and ornate packages. They were selling everything from jewelry to vegetables.

It was just the opposite of a human market. Instead of the customers going up to stalls, the salesmen walked up to the customer. They also seemed to have a strange relationship with money. The customers wanted everyone to see they were spending money, but also that they didn’t care how much money they were spending. They would look away as they handed over the coins, even if it meant they dropped some coins. No one ever picked the coins up, not even the salesmen.

Luke walked closer to get a better look at what they were selling. The jewelry looked fairly similar to ones from Earth, with more wooden pieces. The green leafy things looked like vegetables, but he noticed that everyone that bought one wiped them on their face before putting them away. Another vendor had a collection of palm sized insects in cages and Luke couldn’t tell if they were food or pets. One vendor was selling stuff from Earth; ball caps, scissors, and analog clocks.

A nearby dwarven salesman was clearly using magic. He had a half dozen pairs of shoes hovering over his head and when someone bought one of his shoes, he magically resized them for their feet. It was the second most interesting thing for sale.

The runed objects fascinated Luke. The saleswoman’s cart was filled with mirrors, lights, cups and cloaks. Luke wanted to examine all of them. He guessed that they were expensive by the way everyone stared at the cart but no one called her over. He couldn’t be sure though, because he didn’t understand most of what the people were shouting.

The translation app was having trouble keeping up. With everyone shouting over each other, his earpiece was flooded with translations, all of them in the same voice. There was no way to tell who was saying what.

Shortly after he arrived, the closest dwarves noticed him and said something his translator couldn’t understand. Then the orcs nearby noticed him and a cacophony of sound hit him. His translator app had a fit trying to keep up with what they were shouting at him.

What is-  Paper Person-

Sloppy-   The mother’s- Disrespect-

Kill- Paper Person- Disrespect!- The Mothers-

Die- Around- Kill- Think motherly-

From the opposite side of the market, an orc wearing red and blue pointed at him and shouted something. Space seemed to warp between them, and Luke felt a pulling sensation. The orc took a single step forward and he was immediately in front of him. He clapped a hand on Luke’s shoulder and held fast. Luke tried to squirm out of the way, but the fingers were like iron bars.
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                Luke’s heart beat faster as he looked at the enormous hand holding him in place. He couldn’t move. It was one thing to hear that orcs were strong, quite another to feel it himself. He was powerless to resist, so he looked up to the owner.

It was a younger orc, one that was only a foot taller than Luke. He was draped in red and blue sashes, woven together into a long tunic. He was wearing plastic sunglasses from Earth. His grooved face was twisted up in a grimace. He shouted, “Vi malrespektas niajn vidvinojn. La patrinoj de orfoj meritas vian respekton!” the cell phone was able to translate. “You are disrespecting our widows. The mothers of fatherless sons deserve your respect!”

Luke held up his hands. “I’m sorry. No disrespect meant.”

The orc grabbed his shoulder tighter and started to lift him up. Luke went up on his tiptoes and cried out in pain. The orc paused for a moment as Luke’s cell phone spat out, “Mi bedaŭras. Nenia malrespekto signifis.”

The greenskin teenager looked confused for a bit and looked around. Their argument had drawn the attention of most of the market and they looked at Luke with varying expressions of disapproval and interest. The man juggling shoes let them fall to the stones, one after another.

“I don’t know what I did to offend, but I’m sorry. I’ll just go, ok?” Luke said. 

After the translation, the young orc got in Luke's face and said in orcish, “You know our language, but sneak about without announcing yourself. Are you a spy for another lord, come to disrupt us all?”

“No, I - that’s stupid. A human would be the worst spy ever,” Luke said without thinking. He had time to regret the words as his cell phone repeated them in orcish.

As soon as the translation finished, the guy drew back his hand like he was going to slap Luke for insulting him. Luke watched the hand, knowing that if that dense hand hit him, he might break a bone.

Someone placed a hand on the guy’s shoulder, just like he had done to Luke. The new orc was taller still, muscles bulging even more than the first. He wore white leather armor and a red tie. It was Cormac.

“Luke of Runes, that market spot is reserved for mother widows. Step away and all will be fine.” Cormac said in English and pointed to the ground.

For the first time, Luke noticed that there was a flowing script carved into the paving stones. Apparently everyone had their own spot in the market and he had inadvertently taken a widowed mother’s spot. Luke was quick to back off the spot and away from the market.

The two orcs had a quiet conversation. Luke couldn’t hear what they were saying, but they clearly knew each other. The young orc was angry, but Cormac was patient with him and calmly responded. Their conversation ended when the young guy gave Cormac a little bow and walked away. The seneschal walked over to Luke. 

“Sorry about that,” Luke said. “My translator doesn’t work well when there are too many people speaking at once.”

Cormac waved away the concern. “I apologize for the crowd. They are on edge because of the Malamon. There are no widows in the eastern market. They wanted an outlet for their anger. Let me know if my grandson hurt you and I will punish him.”

“That was your grandson?” Luke said and looked back.

“Yes. He does not like humans. Change is difficult for some people, and humans are the source of almost all change on the estate,” Cormac said.

"I guess I'm lucky you happened to come by." Luke said. "Thanks for that."

"It wasn't luck. Lord Edobar sent me to break up the disturbance. Normally he doesn't care, but he saw some people approaching the estate and didn't want us to make him look bad. Speaking of which, how did you end up out here already? I did not expect Kruro to ban you from her workplace on the first day. I had hoped that you would be able to work with her for several days before I had to mediate a conflict.”

“What? No. She didn’t kick me out. In fact, I think she’s happy with my work. She said I finished a task faster than she expected.”

Cormac looked surprised. “Truly? This is good news. She has driven away every assistant I have offered her. She wishes to work alone, but there is too much work to be done.”

“And you didn’t think to warn me that she didn’t want an assistant?”

“That is correct.”

Luke rolled his eyes. Conversation lapsed as they walked back to the workshop. He thought back to the kerfuffle at the market. He could have been beaten or killed if Cormac hadn’t been there. Or Luke could have lucked into a win if Kruro was right and he had fate on his side. The market had been an opportunity, for greatness or ruin, and Luke had sidestepped both.

He decided that’s really what he wanted. He didn’t want a luck class or a bare knuckle fighting class. He wanted a runic class. It was a branch of magic that made him happy. He resolved to do something noteworthy with runes so he would be offered classes in that direction.

They were almost to the edge of the city. The road towards the runic workshop was on his right. Luke was about to turn down the road, but Cormac keep walking forward.

On the other side of the low wall around the city stood a contingent of heavily armed people. Unlike the brightly colored clothing of the market, these people wore drab black and green clothing and armor. Nothing they wore shined in the sun, not even the metal spearheads. There were a half dozen elves surrounded by three times as many hulking orcs.

Cormac slowed down when he saw them, unsure for a moment. Then he strode forward, an angry look on his face. Luke decided to follow him, wanting to see what this was about. He made sure his translator app was running before they started talking.

“We are honored to be received by the Seneschal himself. I had feared we would wait here much longer before we were admitted,” an elf in the center of the group said. He stood on the other side of the entry gate, carefully not stepping over yet.

“Lord Edobar sent me here to greet you. My name is Seneschal Cormac Gobnait. May I hear your name as well?”

“Imohi Minoho, nephew of Momoh Evbusogie,” the elf said with a shallow bow.

Cormac narrowed his eyes. “The Mountain Lord is always welcome, but usually he arrives in person. What business do you have with my Lord Edobar Falodun?”

Imohi gestured widely and said, “That business is fit for his ears, not the grains outside or the gutter rats inside.”

Cormac frowned and said nothing for a moment. Then he gestured towards Luke and said, “I must return this gutter rat to his place first, then I would be honored to escort you and one of your followers to visit Lord Edobar. Please wait here, it will only be a moment.”

The elf looked like he wanted to say something but Cormac spun on his heels and sped away before he could. Luke caught on and hurried alongside Cormac as they headed towards the runewright’s building. He tried to ask what that was all about, but Cormac didn’t answer until they arrived at the workshop.

“He should not be here. It is an insult to arrive unannounced,” Cormac said as he leaned up against the round doorway. “I am Lord Edobar’s seneschal, he should have told me what he wished to discuss so that I may prepare my lord. But he is not the only one that can give casual insults. Kruro, I am in no hurry. How are you doing today?”

The naga looked up from her work with a wry smile. “Well, I was given a useful assistant. Earlier today I was upset with the Seneschal’s unrealistic demands. However, with the help of my talented assistant, I may just meet his insane timeline.”

Luke smiled as he listened to the exchange. Cormac was wasting time here to annoy the elf outside the city gates. Kruro was complimenting Luke while getting a dig in at Cormac. The fact that this conversation was happening in English made it all the more delicious.

They chatted about inconsequential things for another few minutes before Cormac sauntered back towards the delegation. Luke happily walked back to his workstation and organized his tools to make an attempt at the new rune.

“Could you tell me more about the Adept Agility rune? I’m not sure I understand the intent yet.”

“No,” Kruro said in elvish. “Your first day is not one for new runes. You have to earn that. Put the first armored suit aside and repair the second one. I will handle the adept runes for now. Continue to repair the novice runes you know well.”

Luke grumbled but did as she asked. She had a point, it was his first day. He just wanted to do noteworthy things while he was still in his assessment period. Thankfully, the assessment period was long, so he would have a chance to learn new runes later.

He carefully levered the heavy mech off the table and replaced it with the other one. This rune mech had its limbs intact, but only barely. Three of the joints were broken, and its left leg had cracks all through the outer chitin.

It was an interesting construction. Each suit was a mix of magic and technology. The mechs were constructed of half monster parts, and half cutting edge Earth technology. Its mana core provided months of power and the runes let it move in ways that human technology couldn’t match. At the same time, the pistons and gears made it possible in the first place. Machining perfection from Earth wasn’t possible on this world. Luke had heard that Kalibutan had rune golems, but they were clunky and weak. 

The end of the first day arrived before he finished repairing the second mech suit. But the parts were all working now, so it was only a matter of inscribing a few more runes. Luke expected he would have everything repaired tomorrow. Hopefully that meant Kruro could teach him that new rune soon.

His hopes were dashed moments later when Sandwich and his crew hobbled in. Of the four magical mechs, only one was undamaged. Two were limping, and a third couldn’t lift its arms. Each one had blood spatters across the legs and chest. Their swords were pristine though.

They all sat down along the back wall of the runewright’s workshop and slowly climbed out of the suits of magical armor. Surprisingly, none of them had visible injuries.

“You guys alright?” Luke asked.

Sandwich ran a hand through his sweaty hair and said, “That was a rough shift, but I think we’re all good. Right, boys?”

Rooster, Cuddles, and Bumblebee all mumbled that they were fine. Apparently the padded pilot suits were more than just for looks. Their mechs had taken a beating, but they hadn’t.

“What happened? It looks like you took your mechs through a blender,” Luke said and started looking over the suits. He knew he would have to repair the damage before Kruro would let him learn a new rune.

“This is nothing,” Bumblebee said. “Sometimes we have to drag them in, just like parts and stuff.”

Sandwich gave him a look and said, “But that doesn’t happen often. Usually we are just a little dirty, but today we got ambushed by kobolds. The blind shits can’t see us coming, but they always seem to draw us into a trap.”

Bumblebee said, “That’s why we need bigger mechs. The monsters are always gonna attack, we need to be able to put the beatdown on them without falling apart.”

“That costs money. If you would just practice your sword forms more on your days off, you would be better with the sword and we wouldn’t need repairs.” 

Cuddles grunted in assent.

Luke looked between them. It seemed like this was a longstanding disagreement. Cormac arrived shortly afterwards and cut off the discussion. Sandwich gave a detailed report on monster kills and herd movements and they headed off towards the portal.

This time Luke wasn’t able to keep up as well. It had been a long day, ten hours in total, and his leg was still a little sore from this morning. Sandwich noticed and dropped back a bit to stay with him.

Luke nodded in thanks and said, “Sorry I’m slowing y’all down. I know you just want to get home. I’ll bring my running leg tomorrow so I don’t hold everyone back.”

“Shit, I never even noticed you were a gimp,” Sandwich said.

Cuddles spoke up for the first time since they met. He growled out, “Sandwich. Say sorry for calling him names.”

Sandwich looked up with wide eyes and said, “I didn’t mean nothing by it, Cuddles.” He turned to Luke and said, “Skywalker, I just didn’t notice before. Sorry.”

Luke nodded but said nothing. He didn’t want to say it was fine because it wasn’t. He couldn’t stand it when people called him that. But he appreciated the apology.

“Anyway. You won’t have to worry about your leg tomorrow. We only work on Kalibutan mornings. That’s when the monsters are the least active. That means every other Earth day. And since there are two shifts of monster hunters, the four of us won’t see you until four days from now,” Sandwich said.

“Huh. That’s a pretty good deal,” Luke said with a smile. He hadn’t realized he would be getting every other day off.

“Yeah, the pay’s pretty good, only working once every four days and we still get paid full time. The only sucky thing is that Earth and Kalibutan time doesn’t match up perfectly. You end up spending a third of the year working a night shift.”

Luke made a mental note to download an app that would keep track of the time for him. He would be arriving for work at a slightly different Earth time every other day. He didn’t want to have to try to remember an ever shifting start time.

Cormac arrived then and led them back towards the portal. As they walked through the deep forest, Luke kept a closer eye on the surroundings. After seeing the blood on the mech suits, the danger seemed more real than ever.

The jog was worse this time. His stump was throbbing after the first ten minutes and started to hurt after twenty. He almost stumbled into a weird ball bush before Cormac reached a hand out to redirect him. They moved a bit slower after that.

Luke tried to keep his mind off of the pain in his leg, but that only had him focusing on the forest around him. He kept seeing things out of the corner of his eyes but there was nothing there when he turned his head. Seeing the mist fox and hydra attack this morning must have given his imagination ammunition.

When they arrived at the benches below the portal plateau, Luke sat down immediately. Sandwich and the others kept going, but Luke needed a minute to rest before he tackled the stairs.

Cormac paused before he headed back to the city. “Luke of Runes. I am pleased with your work today. Unu Kruro is a strict runewright and her praise is rare, particularly after only a single day of work with her. You will return tomorrow for duty at the same place.”

“Thanks.” Luke said and scratched his cheek. “I wanted to ask for a favor. During my downtime, could I work on a replacement for the suits of armor? I have ideas on how to make a magic mech better suited for combat.” It was an idea he had on the run over here. It would be a perfect way to show the System of the World the type of things he wanted from a class.

Cormac sliced his hands down. “No. I need all six suits functional and available for monster hunting. Focus on that for now. However, if you can keep them all functional for a week, you have my permission to use resources to build your own suit of armor.”

Luke thanked him. He could probably make that work. Based on how slow the assessment was progressing, he might have time to complete his project before the progress bar completed. The system was going to be impressed. He could make a badass mech, maybe one that could fly. He would be a knock-off Iron Man in no time. 

“It’s a deal. I’ll see you here tomorrow morning, two Earth days from now.”

Cormac gave him jazz hands and said, “Until then.”

            

    
        Chapter 7: That Dude, There. I Need His Prosthetic Leg

    
    
    
    
                “I’m not going to hand over my leg,” Luke said, exasperated. “The tax on the mana core makes sense, but this is my leg, you can’t take it.”

“I’m not asking for your leg, this is a customs inspection. If you bring back magical items, the value must be determined and a tax assessed,” the taxman said, equally exasperated.

“And your little magic detector is beeping on my prosthetic leg because it’s runed. But I made it myself, I didn’t buy it on Kalibutan. I walked over there with this leg, and I’m walking back with it. You aren’t going to charge me a tax for walking around with my own leg, are you?” 

The woman in the black suit had wandered over, interested in the conversation. She tried to be unobtrusive and held her device near Luke. Whatever information it gave her made her lose interest and she walked back over to her station by the portal.

“Let me get my supervisor,” the taxman said. “Stay right here.”

Luke rolled his eyes and leaned up against the wall. He had been accosted right after walking through the portal. The taxman seemed to understand that his toolbox hadn’t been made by the aliens, but for some reason he was suspicious of his leg. The marines manning the guns in the corners of the portal room were giving him crusty looks.

Fifteen minutes later, the attendant returned and said, “My supervisor said you can go now. But you need to declare your leg before you leave next time so we are expecting it when you return.”

Luke shook his head, “Yeah, fine, whatever. Am I free to go?”

The attendant nodded and Luke hurried off. Leaving the portal building took just as long as entering it. The security maze might make some expert feel safe, but Luke was just tired and wanted to go home.

On the drive home, Luke noticed that the system’s progress bar had disappeared. It must only work on Kalibutan and near the portal. The mana out here was probably too thin. 

His cat, Jinx, scolded him as soon as he walked in the door, probably for being gone so long. Jinx still accepted pets though, so she wasn’t too mad. Luke made a mental note to look into petsitting while he was gone. 

He made himself a few hot pockets and told Jinx all about his day as he ate them. She was attentive and appreciated the laser pointer breaks in his narration. He went to bed early, exhausted from the day. 

The next morning, Jinx woke him up at the standard time. He briefly considered going back to bed afterwards, but an idea kept him up. Cormac had promised he could build his own mech suit. He wanted to design one, a suit that was better than the ones Kruro had made. Her design was clearly not up to the rigors of monster fighting because the mech suits required constant repair.

Luke wanted something badass and durable. The first change he would make would be to inscribe the runes on the inside of the suit instead of the outside. That way the suit’s magic wouldn’t fail from a random claw strike. He would have to horizontally invert the connections on the outside of the movement runes. That wouldn’t be hard though. He could do most of that work in his head, let alone when he had time to sketch everything out.

He didn’t know what options he had for materials, but he hoped that he could get something more durable than chitin. The monster insect carapace was stronger than Earth steel, but clearly not as strong as the monsters they were fighting. 

The next change he wanted to make was to improve the suit’s legs. After designing and crafting his and Jinx’s prosthetic legs, he knew a thing or two about the process. They didn’t have the same constraints as organic legs so he could make big changes. He wanted the legs to work for quick repositioning as well as efficient long distance movement.

Ideally, he would also mount miniguns on the shoulders like War Machine, but bullets that could hurt Kalibutan monsters were expensive. A dozen rounds would cost more than the entire suit. It just wasn’t practical. He would have to ask Kruro if there were magic arrows or something like that. He would have to ask her about flight options while he was at it. Luke seriously doubted that true flight was easy, but hover cars existed on Earth and Kalibutan. Some sort of middle ground should be possible.

The rest of the day slid by with excited diagramming and watching TV for inspiration. Everything from Iron Man, to Avatar, Edge of Tomorrow, Gundam, Pacific Rim, and Evangelion were all plumbed for inspiration. It was a lot of fun. Not incredibly productive since the mechs were designed for their cool factor instead of practicality, but fun nonetheless.

By the time he was packing up the next day, he had dozens of design ideas he wanted to run by Kruro. He hadn’t nailed down any one direction yet, but he had several promising avenues to explore. It all depended on what runes she could give him and what materials they had to work with.

The next day, Luke made sure to register his runed tools and leg so they wouldn’t try to charge him when he returned. Apparently there were forms he should have filled out the last time he left Earth.

The light above the Portal turned green and it was his turn to walk through it. He followed a group of humans wearing identical purple jackets. Researchers. Since contact had been established five years ago, the government and various corporations had been sending their people in. Over time, the various human groups had come together to protect each other and share the costs of hiring protection. The purple jackets were there so the orcs and dwarves knew which humans to protect.

Luke was fairly sure he could do anything he wanted if he wore a similar jacket. For a day or two, anyway. Once the researchers caught on, he would be banned from Kalibutan entirely. 

He made a mental note to never wear purple on the other side of the portal.

The shimmering field over the portal felt just as weird as it did the first time. As he walked down the corridor between planets, he noticed something he hadn’t the previous time. There were pinpricks of light dotting the black surface all around him. The shapes and groupings reminded him of stars and galaxies.

Before he could consider the implications, the corridor ended and he was on the other side of the portal. The alien air assaulted his senses. It was full of fresh forest scents and the sharp tang of body odor. 

The researchers headed off to the left together where a group of dwarves stood ready with long spears. Luke watched them take the path off to a different city than his own. He only now realized he hadn’t learned the names of any of the three towns surrounding this portal. He would have to ask at some point.

A familiar notice popped up in his vision before he got to the edge of the plateau. It was faster this time.
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The grand system is assessing you to determine your worthiness. This may take some time.
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Only thirty percent complete. He told himself that was a good thing, it meant he had more days to do something impressive. Still. He wanted his magic class sooner rather than later.

Luke walked straight ahead towards the benches across from the shrines. He was once again struck by how lifelike the religious icons looked. He sat down and pulled off his walking leg. He left the right shoe on his prosthetic as he tucked it away in his backpack. He wouldn’t need it for his next leg.

He pulled out his running leg, a prosthetic that people called a blade. It didn’t really look like a blade to him, it was more like a bent crowbar. Instead of a foot on the end, it had a rubber stopper. It wasn’t as good for walking around, but it would make jogging through the forest with the others much easier. The design was also a shock absorber so his stump would be fine this time around.

This time he hadn’t gotten to Kalibutan quite so early, so he only had time to switch his prosthetic leg before the monster hunters got there. Just like Sandwich had said, this was a new group of fighters.

Four of them arrived together, each wearing the same blue padded pilot suits. They were clearly military men, from the way they carried themselves down to their tight haircuts. All four were white. Unlike the overweight Cuddles and Rooster, these men were in excellent shape. 

Luke stood up and held out a hand to shake. “Hey there. Name’s Luke. I think we’ll be working together. Seneschal Cormac hired me to repair the magical mechs.”

The lead guy’s expression brightened and he took his hand. “Thank god. I’m tired of operating with broken suits. You any good at your job?”

Luke smiled back and said, “Probably. I’m the best human runewright I know. Kruro is much better, of course, but she promised to teach me.”

“I hope she does. Anyway, introductions. I’m Shepard, that’s Green, he’s Davis, and that sombitch is Barrow.”

“Good to meet you all,” Luke said as their names slowly faded from his memory. “You guys look like you are former military. You know each other from the service?”

“Yeah, Navy. The four of us met in basic and stuck together afterwards. What about you? Didja lose that in combat?” Shepard said and pointed at Luke’s prosthetic.

Luke nodded. “National Guard. I lost it to an orc during the invasion. Not too far from the portal, in fact.”

“No shit? An actual combat vet,” Shepard said and gave him a nod of respect. “That’s actually what brought us out here. We all served our tours in combat zones, but none of us actually saw combat. All that training, buildup, wasted. Like a wedding night with no pussy. Fighting monsters scratches that itch.”

Luke nodded, not sure what to do with the fact that they all admitted to being bloodthirsty.

“What’s it like, being here with the greenskins? Did the leg give you trauma, or are you itching for payback?” Green or Davis said. Luke wasn’t sure which was which even though they didn’t look alike.

Luke tried not to bristle about a stranger asking about his deepest traumas. “Neither, really. I’m not mad at all orcs, and the one that got my leg had his face blasted off a few seconds later. As far as how I feel about being here? If they continue to pay me well, I’ll continue to repair mech suits.”

They didn’t ask follow up questions, which was good because Luke wasn’t going to tell strangers anything more. Everyone had questions when they saw the leg, but he didn’t need to tell people he just met his whole life story.

Cormac arrived a few moments later and they set off into the forest. Luke was glad for the interruption. Unlike Sandwich and his friends, the second shift crew weren’t people he wanted to get to know better.

The large orc said a few words to everyone and they headed off. Cormac walked at a fast pace and everyone else jogged to keep up. Luke was relieved to find he could easily keep up with his blade leg.

“Hey Cormac,” Luke said. He gave him a look and Luke corrected, “Seneschal Cormac. What are the names of the three cities around the portal? I realized I never asked last time.”

“They are not cities as you know them. Each one is the country estate of a Thubanian. Lord Edobar Falodun owns the estate we are walking towards. There is a village built up around it, but every one of us ultimately works for that one man. Even you. We call it Bona Urbo.”

“So these are like villas for the rich nobles? Does that mean we are far from civilization?”

“Very far. A true city is much more advanced.”

Luke nodded. He added seeing a big Kalibutan city to his bucket list. “Bona Urbo is the estate village we are jogging towards. What about the other two?”

Cormac said, “Each estate is built up around their duty. Every lord has the responsibility to provide a resource or service to the Thorn Crown. Lord Edobar provides healing potions made from the slimes we protect. They also have a warrior training camp north of his estate. In the past, the warriors have culled the undesirable monsters. There are currently few students, which is why we hired humans. I am still trying to decide if that was a good idea or not. Your people are strange.”

Luke nodded. He thought humans were strange, he could only imagine what an alien would think.

The orc seemed to realize that he hadn’t answered the question and added, “The other two estates are Monta Hejmo and Fekundaj Kampoj. The first is a mountain mine and the second is a very fertile farmland.”

“Thank you, Seneschal Cormac. Is Monta Hejmo the estate that the brat elf came from yesterday? What was up with the unannounced visit?”

Cormac laughed. “Do not call him that, but yes, that is where he is from. The Mountain Lord sent him to ask that Lord Edobar contribute more to the Malamon effort. They are forgetting the realities of our position here.”

“What realities?”

Cormac said, “The political lives of Thubanians are as complicated as a three day knot. But suffice it to say that my Lord Edobar has upset a centuries old balance. Your world has an unquenchable thirst for healing potions, something only our estate can provide through this portal. The extra riches that trade provides has given my lord unexpected power. There is bound to be friction from that for a few more decades until things calm down.”

“Decades, huh? So are elves really as long lived as they say?”

“Yes. All of the Kalibutan peoples are much longer lived than humans. Those with classes live even longer.” Cormac said, “I believe it has to do with-”

Cormac cut himself off and stopped walking. He turned and stretched his hand out, pointing at something through the trees. Luke couldn’t see what he was pointing at. A moment later, a small glowing ball appeared on the tip of Cormac’s finger. It rocketed across the forest and exploded on a bush a few hundred feet away.

            

    
        Chapter 8: Are Wolves Out There? -Wolfs, No, That is Not a Wolf.

    
    
    
    
                A wail sounded from the bushes until another magic bolt from Cormac silenced it. He carefully scanned the forest around him for other targets.

Luke whipped his head around, expecting to see monsters ambushing him. He had seen half of a monster arm fall from the bushes as Cormac’s attack hit. It was large and furred with long claws. 

Shepard and the other pilots were calmer than Luke, but still put their backs to each other and kept a vigilant watch. Luke had already forgotten the other three men’s names. One of them pointed to the trees above them and shouted, “Target west, in the tree!”

A wolf monster was using its long claws to dig into the bark of the tall redwood-like tree nearby. It had a H. R. Giger vibe in the way it moved around the tree trunk. Once it saw it had been spotted, it leapt towards the humans, flying through the air like a rocket.

Once he heard the yell, Cormac spun and pointed his finger at the strange wolf. Another ball of mana appeared and condensed in an instant. He sniped the monster out of the air, the attack coring the monster end to end.

The former navy men jumped out of the way and the corpse tumbled to the ground where they had been standing.

Luke got his first real look at their attackers. The monster had long soft fur and two pointed ears. It looked remarkably like a wolf, with a tail and everything. The limbs were where that comparison fell apart. The legs were triple jointed and thickly muscled. The claws on the end of the paws were over nine inches long and serrated.

The six of them stood there in silence while they waited for another attack. None came. Eventually Cormac started walking and the rest of them followed. 

It took a bit for Luke to calm down. If they hadn’t seen the ambush, people could have died. He had trained not to panic when he was in the National Guard, but now that the danger was past, he felt all the stuttering emotions wash through him. Relief and anxiety took turns over and over again until he had control of himself again.

Luke caught up with Cormac and said, “Thank you for saving us. That was some impressive magic. Are you a wizard of some sort?”

Cormac chuckled softly. “No, my class is a simple force manipulation one, it’s called Mana Maestro. It allows me to manipulate liquid mana with rhythmic force vibrations. If you thought that was impressive, just wait until I have the chance to set up a symphony.”

“Symphony, like music? Do you play music with mana?”

“In the most destructive sense of the word, yes.” Cormac stared down at him. “This is of course covered by your secrecy oath.”

Luke nodded but said nothing. Another reference to an oath that he should have taken two days ago. Apparently he had slipped through the cracks. He had no intention of spilling secrets, but even less inclination to be magically bound to keep them. He would be happy to let everyone assume he had taken the oath.

There was one more monster attack along the route before they reached the estate/village of Bona Urbo. Cormac frowned and looked contemplative after the third wolf monster.

As they walked up to the village walls, the nearby dwarves’ attention was drawn towards the city center. Everyone moved to look that direction as one. A hover cart was heading down the main road and would pass them soon. It was a large hexagon shaped silver cart that hovered three feet above the ground. There were hexagon windows on each face and Luke thought he could see a single person sitting in the middle.

As the cart drew close to people, they fell to their knees, creating a wave of obeisance as it hovered through the village. The ornate decorations on the outside of the cart sparkled in the early morning sunbeams. There were three guards ahead and three behind, their own armor the same color as the cart.

Cormac muttered in English. “Kneel down, fists on the ground.”

Luke immediately bristled at the command. He didn’t want to kneel in the dirt for some two-bit dictator. The other four men hurried to obey. Luke realized if he made a stink about it, they would probably get in trouble too. Reluctantly, Luke got to his knees and put his fists down. 

The hover cart stopped in front of Cormac, who hadn’t knelt. The window nearest him opened up and an elf wearing an eyepatch had a quiet conversation with Cormac. The orc gave him jazz hands and the cart sped away. 

As soon as the metal cart was on its way, Cormac gestured to them to stand. The six of them quickly walked to the runewright’s shop. Luke noticed that the orc didn’t come inside today either.

After the guys had suited up in their mech armor, Cormac addressed Shepard. “We likely have Hive Wolves nearby. I ordered the warriors at the Shrine of Might to take care of them three days ago, but they clearly haven’t. I want you to do a circular sweep around the city and then meet me at the training camp after you have completed a full rotation.”

“Yes, sir!” Shepard said with a salute. He dropped his suit’s visor and jogged away. 

The longer legs of the combat mechs meant that they quickly disappeared down the road south. Cormac walked north with an angry look on his face.

Luke had stood off to the side while they hurried about, and now he walked into the runewright shop. Kruro was in her usual place in the center of the room. She was bent over a shield atop her obsidian workbench. Without looking up, she grabbed something wriggling from a bowl on the bench and gulped it down.

She glanced up as he walked in. In elvish she said, “Welcome back. Interesting leg. Will you have a new one every day?”

Luke shook his head. “No, this is just my running leg. I normally use the one you saw yesterday, but this one has better shock absorption for longer runs.”

While his cell phone translated that into elvish, he walked to the back of the room. Kruro had finished the two mech suits he had worked on two days ago, but there were two more in need of repair. He dropped his backpack on the workbench and took out his other prostetic.

“May I look at your walking leg? I am assuming you made it yourself?” Kruro asked.

Luke unzipped his bag and handed his runed leg over. “Yes, I made it. I just used the same runes you used for the power loaders. Although, after you teach me the Adept Agility rune, I’ll probably re-work it.”

Kruro hovered her scaled hand over the runes, inspecting them one at a time. “This is good work. You miniaturized the vastigi rune while keeping the agon rune’s throughput high. You probably would have gained a silver runewright class if you had constructed this during your system assessment.”

“I’m glad I didn’t though. I have set my sights higher. I want to design and build my own magic mech combat suit. Something more than just a copy of your design. I figure that should be a feat good enough for the system to give me a gold runewright class.”

“Perhaps. The system does not always give you the class you expect, it could give you a tinkerer or armorer class instead. The greater your feat, the better the resulting class. To temper your expectations, my own class is silver ranked. And even that is considered a valuable class.”

“I plan on creating the greatest magic mech that either world has ever seen. It’s gold all the way for me.”

She laughed and said, “I would be glad to see it. But today you must work on simple repairs. Perhaps I can teach you the Adept Agility rune once the repairs are complete.”

“Sounds like a plan,” Luke said with an eager grin.

He took his leg back from Kruro and swapped it out. Then he pulled a broken mech onto the workbench and got to work. A strange feeling washed over him as the day wore on. It was one he was entirely unused to.

Job satisfaction.

He liked working on the mech suits and he had his own plans to look forward to. It was going to be hard to only work every other day at this job. It was a strange realization. The day flowed by, like a swift stream through a meadow.

As promised, once he finished all the repairs he could do himself, Kruro took a break from her work and taught him the Adept Agility rune.

“This rune is two steps higher than the Novice Agility rune you already know. Do not be discouraged if it takes longer to learn it. The first difference you will notice is that the linking symbols are radially distributed instead of along the center core.” Kruro pointed at the edges of the rune.
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She continued, “The difficult part will be the center eight. You need to infuse it with the concepts of smooth speed and effortless dexterity in addition to the standard agility. Focus on your mental construct before you touch your inscriber. I used to visualize the rune in action before I got my class.”

“You don’t have to visualize runes anymore?”

“No, the Runewright class covers most of that. My intent is mostly instinctual at this point, and my dexterity stat is enhanced when carving runes. It’s the only way I can create the tiny runes modern enchanted objects require,” she said and looked away. Her tail started slowly waving.

Luke wanted to ask her dozens more questions about her magic class, the one he was shooting for, but he could tell she was losing interest in talking with him. He asked a few clarifying questions and then got to work.

He traced out the rune on paper with a pen a dozen times before he made his first attempt. Like she said, it was important to focus on the mental image when inscribing, so he had to get comfortable enough with the rune’s shape that he didn’t have to focus on it.

When it was time to try, he walked over to the mech he had just repaired. Kruro had scraped off the shoulder agility rune so he could practice. He wished that he could practice on something less important, but this was the only way he could tell if his links to the other runes were working correctly.

He took a deep breath and placed his inscriber on the chitin pauldron. He poured his focus into the advanced intent and imagined the best agility he could think of. Smooth speed, effortless dexterity, agility. He also had to keep in mind the placement of the other Adept Agility runes so the linking symbols would work. He didn’t let his concentration falter the entire time until he was done with the rune. He took a step back and waited. The rune stayed dark.

He had failed.

It was a predictable result, but was still disappointing. He took a deep breath and recentered himself. Then he scraped off the top layer of chitin and tried again. He would have two or three more tries before there was a danger of compromising the material. He would have to create an all new pauldron if he failed too many times.

This time he tried to hold the inscriber looser and carve with smoother strokes. He imagined he already had the agility the rune was supposed to impart. His intent was clear, his lines even.

To his surprise, the rune started softly glowing. It had worked. He excitedly called Kruro over to confirm.

She carefully inspected it and grunted out, “Good job. Now do it again. Replace all the agility runes on both suits of armor.”

She dropped the mech and slithered away. Luke could tell she was a bit mad at him. Probably for succeeding so quickly. He smiled to himself. It wasn’t his fault he was good at this. Humans were naturally good at the spatial reasoning needed to link unseen runes.

He quickly finished her task and started work on his own project. He was going to make a magical mech so impressive that the system would have to give him the best runewright class it had.

Cormac had promised that he could make his own mech suit after a week of work, but the assessment period would be over by then. He needed to get it done within the next few days. Forgiveness was better than permission in this case.

He started with the mech’s front chest, the breastplate if this was a suit of armor. Kruro’s design had it split in half so it was easier to get in and out of the mech. That was a design flaw in Luke’s opinion. He created a single chest piece of mana infused steel backed by a layer of chitin. He put the hinges on the left for the steel and on the right for the chitin. That way the design was still balanced and the pilot would be protected.

As planned, he put all of the runes on the inside of the armor. It would make repairing them more difficult, but if his design worked, he wouldn’t have to repair them in the first place. To that end, he also added double the amount of reinforcing runes Kruro used, making the mech more than bulletproof when powered by a mana core. By the time Shepard and the others arrived, Luke was halfway done with the torso.

More good news, the mechs they were using were unharmed. Luke would have the next work day to himself for crafting. The pilots weren’t as enthused. They hadn’t found the Hive Wolves they had been expecting and that made Cormac angry.

Luke didn’t let it get him down. He was in a fantastic mood as they jogged back to the portal. His day got even better as he made it back to Earth.

His phone buzzed again and again. People had been trying to get ahold of him while he was across the universe. Allen had sent him several different memes. He would respond later. First he was going to text back to someone else. Vanessa had texted him and mentioned she was back to day shifts now. She said she wanted to chat sometime. Looks like he was going to get that date with her after all.

            

    
        Chapter 9: COUNTDOWN TO ACTION

    
    
    
    
                “I was supposed to pay, Luke,” Vanessa said with a laugh. “I wanted to treat you because you saved us from a mana core explosion.”

Luke shrugged. “With my new job, I would feel bad if I let you pay. Paramedics don’t get paid enough in this country.”

“When you are right, you are right,” Vanessa said and patted his shoulder. “I’m just happy you have a job at all. When I heard you got fired from your repair job, I was sure it was my fault.” She put a hand to her chest.

Luke wrenched his eyes back up to her face. “It wasn’t your fault at all. I got fired a few days before that. That day was my first day on the new job on Kalibutan. Only good things came from the day I helped you out.”

She smiled back up at him. He led her to a table on the patio while they waited for their food to be ready. They were at the Stuft Burger Bar, one of her favorite places.

“What’s it like?” Vanessa asked.

“What’s what like?”

“Kalibutan! You get to work on an alien planet now. What’s that like?”

Luke smiled to let her know he was teasing. He ran his hands through his wavy hair. “It’s amazing and strange, familiar and unsettling. It’s not like the TV show.”

“Oh I know, I don’t even watch The White Lily,” she said dismissively. The fact that she knew the show's name belied her casual dismissal.

“Right. As far as what it’s actually like... You know the theory, where a lot of our myths and fantasy stories come from elves that visited Earth hundreds of years ago? I think it’s true. There are so many familiar things over there. But something must have gotten lost in translation. Everything’s just a bit off from what you expect. The trees try to grab birds out of the air, spirit foxes are actually mist and can be taken down by acid, and hydras don’t grow two heads when one is cut off.”

Vanessa leaned forward. “Fascinating. That sounds like a dream. All the magic and adventure you would expect, but still full of new mysteries to explore.”

The buzzer in his hand went off and Luke grabbed their food. Once he passed everything out, he smiled and leaned forward. “Kalibutan is pretty exciting. Right now I’m spending ten hour days carving runes, but eventually I want to build my own mech suit and explore the forests around the estate.”

“You keep calling them mech suits, but from what you tell me, they are little more than exoskeletons. Power armor at best,” Vanessa said and dipped a french fry into her shake.

Luke tilted his head, “I feel like my nerd cred is being called out.”

She shook her head. “No, as far as I can tell, you have no cred at all.”

He put a hand to his chest and said, “You wound me.”

She shrugged. “You seem absolutely mundane to me.”

“Only sith deal in absolutes.”

That got a laugh out of her. They slung movie quotes at each other for the rest of the evening. He brought her home shortly before midnight. She didn’t invite him in, but she did suggest another date the next weekend.

The next morning, Luke foolishly tried to sleep in. Once Jinx corrected his egregious error, he worked on his magic power armor designs. He hated to admit it, but Vanessa had been right. He was designing power armor for now. Maybe one day he could build something big enough to be called a mech, but his current eight foot tall plans were firmly in the power armor realm.

The hours before it was time to leave slipped by in relaxing and planning. Every time he adjusted the size of one component, the linking runes needed to be re-designed. It was a painstaking process, but Luke wanted to get it right the first time. He needed to be complete within three working days so the system could see how awesome he was.

Luke met up with Sandwich and his friends in the portal room and they walked through to Kalibutan together. The blond guy was as talkative as ever.

“Yo, dude. Didja see that clip from the Bronco's game? They got some guy doing real magic shit on Earth now. Shooting lightning bolts out of his hands and everything,” Sandwich said.

Luke was distracted briefly as the system message popped up again.





	
Assessment Period Begun





	
The grand system is assessing you to determine your worthiness. This may take some time.



■■■■■■▢▢▢▢ 60%









Luke almost swore out loud. The progress bar was moving faster than he expected. Today might be the last day he had before the system gave him a class. He might have enough time to finish his suit, but definitely not enough time to add magical armaments to it like he had planned. He wouldn't even have time to learn any new runes.

He couldn’t tell the others why he was suddenly upset so he tried to pretend he was fine. He casually said, “Somebody on Earth has lightning magic? That’s cool, I heard there were some humans that got a magic class.”

“Nah man, not regular magic. Divine magic. Like real gods and shit. You just gotta worship the gods and they give you power. It works on Earth, even far from the portals. It’s, like, the good shit. And we got the inside track,” Sandwich said and pointed forward.

He was pointing towards their regular meeting place, across the path from the six shrines. Sandwich walked up to one of the middle statues, a elf girl in billowy clothes, cowering in fear. 

“You want us to pray to the statues?” Bumblebee said, his voice dripping with doubt.

Sandwich shook his head, “Not quite. You gotta sacrifice something and then it gives you power.”

Luke couldn’t help but laugh. “So it’s pay-to-win divine power? How much does a lightning bolt cost, fifty bucks?”

“The gods don’t take money, they take emotions,” Sandwich said as he gestured towards the icons. “That dude takes your anger and gives you fire powers, that chick takes your love and gives you healing power. This one is the best though. I did some research last night. This is Timo. She takes your fear and gives you lightning and wind powers. How awesome is that? We get to fight fearlessly and she gives us superpowers.”

“No shit?” Bumblebee said and walked up to peer closer at the statue. 

Sandwich nodded and said, “No shit. Watch, I’m gonna do it right now.” 

He knelt down in front of the elf statue and started praying in elvish. He stumbled on some of the words but eventually got out a prayer about giving up all his fears.

As soon as he finished, Sandwich glowed with a yellow light. The light was then sucked up into the stone statue, slowly as if the light was a liquid. His blond hair lost some of its luster and Sandwich slumped down.

Bumblebee hurried over and put his hand on his shoulder. “You ok, dude?”

Sandwich shook his head to clear his thoughts and said, “Yeah, yeah. I’m fine. It’s just a lot.”

“Well, did it work?” Rooster said from the back of their group.

Sandwich stood up slowly and smiled. “Hell yeah it did. I ain’t scared of nothin now.”

Bumblebee wiggled his fingers. “Can you do the lightning now?”

“No, I gotta be more devout to get powers. Like a few months of sacrifices or something. Online they said you only get the powers when you pray and the goddess agrees that you need them.”

Rooster scratched his short black hair. “Kinda seems like a ripoff. They get your sacrifice, but only have to give you powers when they feel like it?”

Sandwich shook his head, “Nah, man. I got what I wanted. I’m fearless!” He threw up his hands and danced around a little. “And when I need some lightning power later, I’m sure the goddess will help out. She wants to keep her future prophet happy.”

“Future prophet? You prayed for the first time in your life and you are already a prophet?” Rooster said.

“You bet your ass.” Sandwich leaned forward. “Do you want to be scared?... Hell no you don’t. It’s our job to attack deadly monsters. Just give the lady your fears.”

Rooster looked doubtful, but Bumblebee and Cuddles followed Sandwich’s example. It was kind of funny seeing two big guys kneeling and praying in front of a statue of a scared elf. The same yellow light seeped out of them and was absorbed into the statue. They stood up, a little unsteady, but soon had huge smiles on their faces.

Bumblebee clapped his hand onto Rooster’s shoulder and said, “Come on man, join our cult. It’s awesome. The only thing you have to lose is fear itself.”

Rooster shook his head, “Nah, I’m attached to my fear. It’s useful sometimes. Maybe if you lot are fine after a few weeks, I’ll join you.”

Luke refused as well. He had heard the gods of Kalibutan were real, but he had no desire to worship them. Particularly since the fear sacrifice seemed to make people a bit weaker.

Besides, he still expected to impress the system and earn a fantastic class. He would rather have power that used mana, not yellow light. He had a sneaking suspicion it was soul power or something insidious like that.

Shortly after they finished praying, a human woman in a pilot’s uniform walked up. She was short and stocky and had a scowl on her face. 

“Who’s the new guy?” she said as she got close.

Sandwich looked up and said, “Degenerate! Good to see you. Give me a hug.” She jerked back before he could get close. He continued, “This is Skywalker. He’s our mechanic. He’s the reason we have working suits. We get to see your smiling face and kill monsters with a full squad. Isn’t that great?”

Degenerate turned to Luke and gave him a respectful nod. Then she turned back to Sandwich and said, “Did you read the report from the second squad? We’re hunting Hive Wolves. You idiots are going to need all the help you can get.”

Sandwich laughed and waved off her concern. “We’ll be fine, don’t worry about it. Hey, you should pray to the goddess Timo, she’ll fix you right up.”

She scoffed and rebuffed his repeated attempts to get her to sacrifice her fears to the goddess. Cormac arrived then and they started jogging through the forest. Luke sped up a bit so he was jogging near Degenerate.

“Hey, what’s up with Hive Wolves? Cormac killed them pretty easily, are they really that dangerous?” Luke asked.

She scoffed. “Just be happy you are a wrench monkey. Hive Wolves can be bad. One or two are fine, they charge at you mindlessly. But if there are a lot of them, they form a hive. They have psychic magic that makes them smarter the more of them there are. They use tactics like flanking maneuvers, ambushes, false retreats, the works. A hive killed one of us last year, Moonshine. They separated him from the squad and tore him apart before any of us could get to him. Hive Wolves are bad business. We need to find and eliminate this hive before they grow too big.”

Bumblebee looked back and said, “You worry too much, Degenerate. It’ll be fine. Relax. We’re gonna get 'em. If you are scared, you can hide behind me. ”

Degenerate growled and said, “I'd say you're dumb as a rock, but at least rocks are useful. Shut up and let the grown-ups talk.”

Everyone, including Cormac, laughed at that. 

Bumblebee stuttered out, “You’re just jealous of how awesome I am. You think making fun of me will make everyone forget how ugly you are. Here’s a hint. It doesn’t.”

“I've had shits more attractive than you,” she quipped back.

What followed was a protracted insult battle. Bumblebee decidedly lost.

Sandwich patted him on the shoulder and said, “Hey, don’t worry about it man. In a battle of wits, it’s not your fault you are unarmed. Just show her up on the battlefield.”

Bumblebee missed the insult and said, “Yeah. I’ll show her when I take out a dozen wolves on my own. Then we’ll see who’s laughing.”

Luke held back on a laugh of his own and hurried into the runewright’s workshop. As he had hoped, all six power armor suits were operational, so he wouldn’t have to start the day with repairs.

After Cormac handed out orders and headed out, Luke turned to Kruro and said, “You got a minute? I think my assessment period is ending today. Can you help me go over my magic armor designs? I want to make sure I don’t waste time on something that won’t work.”

Kruro set down the spear she was working on and slithered over to the workbench at the back of the room. She leaned over as Luke spread out his designs. Some of them were printed out from CAD designs, others were scribbled rune designs with references to where they would be placed. Her forked tongue tasted the air as she looked over his designs.

“I will help you, but understand you still owe me.” She pointed to a section of the forearm design. “This entire assembly is overloaded. You placed the mana core in the middle of the back, and to get to the upper forearms you need four ohms of power. You are pumping in ten here.”

Luke squinted and did a little mental math. She was right. He had hoped to beef up the arm’s power for when he added the gauntlets, but until he did that it would be overpowered.

She continued, “My analysis skill is also telling me all of your runes are inside out. I assume that means you intend on carving them on the inside of the armor instead of the outside?”

“Exactly. They won’t have as much wear and tear this way, and if they get hit, they won’t break as easily.”

“I won’t insult your intelligence by listing off all of the reasons we place runes on the outside. If you are going to complete your little project today you will need to slither. Stick with what you have already started. Good luck. I hope the System of the World is suitably impressed. Tomorrow you can use your new rune class to pay me back for letting you use materials without Cormac’s permission.”

Luke nodded seriously and got to work. He decided to scrap his arm designs for now and stick with the standard version Kruro was using for the existing power armor. He gave himself a little more reach but otherwise kept it the same.

He would be pinning his hopes on his leg designs. Hopefully the system would judge them as enough for a good class. He designed them to be simple legs most of the time, a bit more limber than Kruro’s designs. But when activated, they would extend into digitigrade legs with a smooth ankle joint.

It was an improvement on the design of Jinx’s legs. Hopefully it would allow him to run three or four times as fast as the default mode. His cat would be so jealous.

Luke threw himself into the work, only stopping for a brief lunch break. Kruro checked on his progress periodically, but mostly kept to her own work. She had gotten a new order of weapons from the Shrine of Might and needed to inscribe them all. The inscribing should have been done by the inner runewright, but she had foisted the work off on the outer runewright, Kruro.

The arms were done, his helmet was simple enough that it came together in an hour, and his torso was limber and well protected. He spent the remaining four hours of the workday finishing up the legs.

Thankfully, with a half hour left in the day, he finished his work. He borrowed a tier three mana core from Kruro and slotted it into the cage in the small of the back. The rune networks lit up one after another and then dimmed back to normal. So far, so good.

Luke carefully climbed inside and closed the two leaves across the breastplate. This had better work. He didn’t have much time to troubleshoot. The system assessment was already at 95%.

He took a deep breath and stood up.

            

    
        Chapter 10: And Frankly, Sir, We Go Sending Some Sort of Rescue Mission

    
    
    
    
                Luke almost fell on his face. He caught himself at the last second, long metal arms reaching out to break his fall. Intellectually he knew that he would be four feet taller in his power armor, but experiencing it was a different matter. Thankfully, the Adept Agility runes on the exosuit gave him enough dexterity to avoid disaster.

Kruro laughed as he slowly got back up. Luke stuck out his tongue at her, which she couldn't see since he had his helmet visor down. He made a mental note to redesign the helmet entirely. He had attempted to give himself a wide field of vision, but it still felt restrictive. Maybe he could set something up with cameras. The electronics would degrade quickly, but it might be worth it if he could better see what he was doing.

This time when he stood up, he felt more stable and secure. He took a few careful steps around the workshop. It worked. His new magical power armor design worked. 

He felt like a giant. He reached up and easily touched the ceiling, which was high even for orcs. He loved the view from up here, he felt more powerful than ever.

His limbs responded faster and smoother the more experience he had with the suit. That was the effect of the life rune that everything branched off of. It formed a connection between him and the suit, a metaphysical handshake. He got used to this suit faster than any of the other power loaders he had repaired before. Probably because of the higher quality runes, but maybe because he made it himself instead of just repairing it. The mana suffusing the runes was attuned to him.

A wide grin broke across his face. He was going to get a gold class from this. His suit was awesome and his mind was already buzzing with ideas on how to turn it into a true mech, a monster killing machine without equal.

Kruro hissed. “It’s honestly disgusting how quickly you put that together. Two half days? It took me a month to construct a working prototype of the first power loader.”

Luke flipped the visor up. “Well, to be fair, I did have years of experience repairing your design. You did all the hard work, I just inverted the runes so the armor would work better.”

“Broken eggshells. You can’t be modest in my workshop, Luke of Runes. Inverting the runes to have them work on the inside instead of the outside is a feat worthy of a gold class. Plus, I can see that those legs are an all new design. Just admit you are a mechanical and runic genius, and you plan on giving me years of assistance after you gain your class.”

“Ha. We’ll see about that. I owe you a lot for helping me out, but years of help might be pushing it.”

It was nice being called a genius. Maybe he was special, maybe he was one of many. Either way, walking around in the power armor he made himself was delightful. He was still riding that high when Cormac arrived. He stood in the round doorway and folded his arms. Luke bit back a curse. Usually the humans arrived before the seneschal did. Now he had been caught. Time to see how bad this was going to be.

He sat down and opened up the chest of his power armor. He ducked out of the torso with a sheepish smile.

“Hello Seneschal. You’re early today,” Luke said with a lopsided grin.

“I am a bit late actually,” Cormac said as he gave him a piercing glare. “What did you do to my sixth armor set?”

“Nothing. It’s still right there,” Luke said and pointed behind himself. “I made this new suit out of spare parts. I know you said to wait a week to start tinkering, but I couldn’t wait. Today is the last day of my system assessment period. Kruro said it’s important to do something impressive now so I can get a good class. This is the most impressive thing I can think of.” 

Cormac’s eyes widened. “Truly? You are about to be chosen?”

“Yeah, and after making this suit from scratch, I can’t imagine I won’t get a silver or gold runewright class.”

“Perhaps. If you do, I won’t throw you in prison for stealing my materials and mana dust. If your class is high enough quality, you can work a week or two without pay to reimburse me for the loss.”

Luke gulped. “I won’t let you down, you’ll see.”

“Hmm.” Cormac looked away. “Where are the rest of the humans? Are they disobeying me too?”

Luke glanced at the time. It was twenty minutes after the end of their shift. They should have been here by now. The monster hunter squads had been here a half hour early the previous two shifts. “I don’t know what’s up with them, sorry.”

They waited there awkwardly for them to arrive. Cormac got more and more frustrated as time went on. Luke was glad he had thought to hire a pet sitter today so Jinx wasn’t alone for too long. Kruro put away her work and slithered over to the front of the workshop. Both of them towered over Luke now that he was out of the power armor.

She looked outside and said, “The dark skinned one mentioned coming back early, not late. I believe it might be time to start worrying.”

Cormac cursed in orcish and then said, “They are supposed to make my life easier, not introduce problems. Luke, stay here. I’m going to talk with the estate guards, see if I can send a few out to search.”

The orc hurried off, but Kruro stayed at the entrance to the workshop. She slithered out into the street and looked both ways, but then returned and stayed at the doorway. She periodically tasted the air.

Luke said, “Has this ever happened before? You seem a bit worried.”

“This has happened once before, half a year ago. We lost three humans when a wandering titan came too close to the estate.”

“A titan? Like a monster as tall as the trees?”

“Titans can be that tall, yes. However, the name is a descriptor of power, not size. The last time one visited our estate, the Lord had to sally forth himself and defeat it. No one else could stand against it. I tasted blood in the air for days.”

Luke gulped.

“That is likely not the case today. I sense nothing awry. They are likely delayed. Cormac sent them to investigate a cave this morning. Perhaps they are simply trapped underground.”

“I'm not sure if I should hope for that or not.”

Cormac returned ten minutes later, even angrier than when he left. “The guard will not help us.”

“Aren’t you their boss?” Luke asked.

Cormac slashed his hands down. “No, I am the seneschal. I am in charge of the estate, the Captain of the Guard is in charge of security. He will not help us.”

“Why not? They might be in danger, why won’t he send people to look?”

“He will have several reasons if asked. The security needs to be tight around the estate right now. They don’t have the extra budget they asked for. But the real reason is that the bastard thinks it’s my fault his chocolate allotment got cut short. That isn’t my fault, the lord asked for that himself.”

“All this is about chocolate?”

“It’s not important right now. Right now I am going to go rescue the troublesome humans so we can get back on schedule. Luke of Runes, you made yourself a new suit. Clearly you want to try it out. You are coming with me to watch my back.”

Kruro hissed. “No, you can’t take my one useful assistant right as he is about to gain a class. I don’t want him dying out there.”

“If he is as good as you say, his suit will protect him. Besides, his assessment period is still open, yes? This can only help his class choices.” Cormac folded his arms.

Luke took a moment to decide what he wanted to do while they were arguing. It was clearly dangerous out there, or the others would be back by now. Cormac might be able to protect himself, but Luke couldn’t use any magic weapons. His mech arms weren’t inscribed for it yet.

On the other hand, Luke had always wanted to protect people. It was the reason he joined the national guard. That and to get away from home as soon as possible. Sandwich and Bumblebee might need him and he couldn’t live with himself if he didn’t at least try.

Luke cleared his throat and said, “I’ll go. Don’t act like this is anyone else’s decision but mine. I’ll go and help you, Cormac. If it looks too dangerous, we’ll bail. But if I can help, I will.”

Kruro wrung her hands. "If you fight monsters, it will affect your class choices. Are you sure you want to deviate away from a pure runewright?"

Luke seriously considered that possibility. "I think I am willing to take that chance. I like crafting, but I would love to have the power to protect the weak. Maybe I will get a class that lets me do both." 

Cormac smiled and said, “Suit up, then. It’s past time we left.”

Luke hurried over to his suit and slid inside. He briefly considered using the other suit since it had magic gauntlets, but decided against it. He knew his own suit was much stronger and faster. Besides, he didn’t know how to use magic yet and now wasn’t the time to learn.

The power armor closed up around him and he gracefully stood up. It felt even better than last time. Kruro had slithered over and held a few weapons out for him.

“Take this mace and axe. They do not use magic, but will be good for a beginner like yourself. Since we are expecting Hive Wolves, this should be enough. But if you run into mist beasts or trolls, run. Those can only be countered by magic.”

Luke nodded seriously and was pleased to find his helmet’s range of motion allowed it without trouble. He was right handed, so he took the axe in his right hand and the mace in his left. He couldn't feel them of course, but the life rune was able to give him some feedback so he was able to grip them securely.

Together Cormac and Luke walked south out of town. Luke couldn’t help but grin when he realized he was a few inches taller than the orc now. 

“There are a series of tidal caves along the estate’s eastern coastline. I sent the squad there this morning to check them for signs of the Hive Wolves. I don’t know if they’ll still be there by now, but we have to check now before the tide comes back in and blocks off some of the entrances. We can check their patrol route after that.”

“Sounds like a plan. Honestly, I hope they are just goofing off.”

“Me too. I would rather berate them than cremate them. Let’s speed up. Do you think you can keep up?”

Luke chuckled darkly and pressed a button on his waist. A component on the mech’s feet unlocked and lengthened by several feet. His heels were now a digitigrade joint and now he was three feet taller than Cormac. He took a few steps to get used to the new configuration. He was a lot springier. 

“I can keep up. The question is if you can keep up with me,” Luke said and started racing down the road.

He ran down the dirt path abutting the city’s farms, picking up speed as he went. It was like learning to run for the first time, but with magical assistance to correct any errors you made. It was a heady feeling. After a minute, he felt like he had a hang of it and really put on the speed.

Wind rushed by his power armor, whistling through his visor slit. Luke squinted and pushed harder. He had to be going fifty, sixty miles an hour. 

He slowed down a bit and glanced behind himself. To his immense disappointment, Cormac was right behind him. The orc had kept up with him the whole time. 

“That’s... impressive.” Cormac said, trying not to sound out of breath. “Turn east at the fork and head straight for the beach. We can turn north when we get close.”

Luke nodded and refocused on running. He was going to show that damn orc, his magic mech was better than the greenskin’s fleshy legs. He streamlined his form and pushed hard on every step to take advantage of the compression power of his running legs. 

It didn’t take long before he saw the beach in the distance. The estate was surrounded on three sides by the ocean, a peninsula that connected with the portal to the south. Luke slowed down as they neared the sandy beaches, realizing he had no idea where to go from here.

Cormac had lost some ground but quickly caught up. He pointed north and led the way off the path through the brush. Luke went from leading the way to barely keeping up. He had to reconfigure his legs again because the running configuration couldn't handle the uneven ground. The scrub brush near the beach was like a mix of grass and cactus, scraggly and sharp enough to mark his metal legs.

It didn’t take long for them to come across the first sea cave. It was among the rocks in a small inlet. The beach was made of black sand and there were mech sized divots leading towards the cave. Cormac didn’t bother heading inside because he saw tracks leading away as well. He gestured to Luke and they headed north again.

Luke was starting to struggle to keep up. His mechanics and runes had made up for a lot, but his base fitness was only human. By the time he got to the third cave, he was panting. Cormac took pity on him and gave him a short break before moving on to the fourth cave system.

The fact that they hadn’t found the squad yet was encouraging news. They had spent their day investigating these tidal caves, and were still alive hours later when they walked into the fourth cave. Luke could see tracks entering the cave, but none exiting. He checked his mace and axe again. They were large and sturdy looking, but he wished he had a rifle. He was trained to shoot targets, not cut and bludgeon them.

At least he could count on not freezing up if this came to a fight. He had that trained out of him in the national guard. He hadn’t paused when facing down an orc all alone and he wouldn’t hesitate when bashing monsters in power armor.

The cave was tall and wide, only getting dark as they turned the corner. Black sand covered the cave floor, but petered out as the cave slowly sloped upwards. Cormac pulled out a crystal light and held it up. Luke made a mental note to add lights to his suit. He kept an eye behind them, but so far the cave hadn’t branched or anything so there was no risk of attacks from behind.

The fresh smell of the ocean slowly transitioned to a rotten and dank smell. The walls were rough and jagged. Luke had expected stalactites and stalagmites, but found neither. Just jagged boulders of pumice strewn about. 

After a few short minutes of walking, they heard something ahead. Cormac started running and Luke scrambled to keep up. There were sounds of fighting and the woosh of magic. They burst into a larger room to see an ongoing battle.

The five mechs were there, the room lit by a dozen crystals on the floor. It spread strange shadows on the wall that made them seem like they were moving. A moment’s observation made Luke realize the walls weren’t moving, they were covered with gray spiders. Each one was bigger than a human, and had eyes that were glowing green in the reflected light.

There were dead spiders strewn about the entrance to the room, a dozen of them burnt and dripping with acid. The greatest concentration was around two of the mechs, who were lying motionless atop a pile of monster corpses.

There were three people still upright, fighting in the middle of the room. In the seconds since Luke arrived, each of them swung their sword at nearby monsters. Magic sprung from the blades, arcs of lightning, flames, and ice spread out around them. The attacks weren’t very effective, the spiders evaded by jumping back or phasing into the floor.

Luke wasn’t sure he had seen that right until a nearby monster jumped onto a pumice boulder and then disappeared into it. These monsters could walk through walls.

Cormac started chanting as soon as he entered the room and small balls of mana appeared around him, slowly orbiting his body. They bobbed up and down with his cadence, growing bigger the longer he sang.

He cut off the chant and gestured out. Dozens of small spikes of mana shot out from his body in every direction. The spell covered the room in magic shrapnel and hit dozens of monsters at once. More than half of the monsters in the room fell dead from that single attack. The surviving squad members noticed Cormac for the first time and shouted for joy. Luke recognized the voices of Bumblebee, Sandwich, and Degenerate.

The hair on the back of Luke’s neck stood up and he turned around. Oh no. That was a big one.

“Contact rear!” Luke shouted.

            

    
        Chapter 11: No, There Was a Spider. There Was a Big Spider.

    
    
    
    
                Momma spider looked angry. Cormac had just killed a lot of its babies and Luke had turned to see it blocking the entrance to the cave’s room. That shouldn’t have been possible since they had just come from that direction, but momma could obviously walk through walls like the little ones. It was huge, making Luke look up at its grey exoskeleton and yellow glowing eyes.

Once Luke yelled, the monster burst into action. A pair of legs struck out at Luke and another pair sped towards Cormac. The orc had turned in time to put his hands up and defend from the attack. Then Luke lost track of him, too focused on his own survival to look around.

The two legs headed his way were the middle two from its left side. They were huge, longer than he was tall. He didn’t wait to get hit, instead leaning forward and swinging with both hands. Flailing might have been a more accurate description. His axe skittered off the exoskeleton of one leg and his mace hit and bounced back from the other leg. Each strike was backed up by a magically enhanced mechanical arm, but that strength was only just enough to knock the spider limbs back a few feet.

The huge spider raised its legs high and brought them down from above. Luke brought his arms in and leaned out of the way. The Adept Agility runes helped him dodge just enough. The legs slid by his chest and back, impacting the stone below him. The cave floor cracked and tiny shards of stone pinged off the metal of his legs.

Luke knocked the leg in front of him to the side, cracking the chitin. The spider jerked its legs back and shuffled to the side. It wanted to focus on Cormac and ignore Luke.

He wasn’t going to let it. Luke jumped forward and aimed his mace at the upper joint of the huge spider’s rear leg. He put the weight of his entire mech into the attack and the joint cracked, spilling out gray blood. It was also too much for the mace, bending the metal haft. He guessed that it would only survive one or two more hits before it broke.

The queen spider shrieked and turned slightly to glance back at him. Luke wasn’t enough of a threat to turn all the way around. She struck forward with her two rear legs, an echo of her first attack. Luke shifted to the side and swung out with his two weapons.

The legs phased out of reality for a moment, avoiding his mace and axe entirely. They snapped back an instant later, just in time to impact his chest. 

The hairs on the monster’s legs were as big as uncooked spaghetti. It was the last thought he had before he was flung across the room. He blacked out mid air. He came to a moment later as his power armor came to a rest on the cave floor.

Luke groaned in pain as he slowly stood back up. He sorely regretted not getting a padded pilot suit. He was going to be bruised all over if he survived this. He was standing atop a pile of corpses, human and spider alike.

Once he was upright again, he reassessed the situation. The other phase spiders hadn’t been idle and another one of the squad was down. That left only the lightning guy and the fire guy still alive. Cormac had been building his magic bolts since the huge spider arrived and released them all at once. Three waves of attacks shot forward in a quick staccato. Long blades formed in front of the orc and shot forward. The first strike took off three legs from the monster’s right side. The other two blades sailed by harmlessly as the spider phased out of reality and sunk into the floor.

Cormac and Luke each swore in their native languages. They wouldn’t know where the spider was going to appear next. Cormac moved to the center of the room, joining up with the two survivors. He was shooting out mana spikes one at a time, clearly winded from his earlier attacks. Luke was a few strides away from them, but didn’t join them yet. He needed a better weapon.

Physical weapons weren’t going to cut it. He needed magic. The only source was the weapons the humans were still holding in death. He reached down and grabbed the closest one, a sword glowing a dim green. Luke mumbled an apology to whoever he was taking this from. He got the gauntlet off with the sword still clenched in its fist. Thankfully, the human limb stayed with the rest of the mech’s arm.

Luke turned and scrambled towards the others. He wasn’t the only one. All of the phase spiders in the room reacted to an unseen signal and scrambled towards the humans. The obscene sound of hundreds of skittering feet filled the room.

“Watch out!” Bumblebee yelled as he sent out a wave of lightning magic.

Luke’s heart beat with relief that Bumblebee had been one of the ones to survive. Then he didn’t have time to think about anything but surviving. He swung the enchanted sword around, cutting and slicing monsters with every swing. It wasn’t due to his skill but because there were so many of them. The phase spiders were climbing over each other to get to the people crowded together in the middle of the room. When one spider fell, two more took its place.

They were losing. Cormac was bleeding, Bumblebee was crying, and Sandwich’s flame sword had gone out. Luke knew that the monsters would get through a joint in his armor or through the slit in his visor soon. He had to change something. He took a moment and ignored their attacks to focus on the magic sword and gauntlet. The internal magic wasn’t activated yet, he needed to fix that.

After having repaired these a few times, Luke knew where to press on the gauntlet’s fingers to activate the magic within the sword. As soon as he did, it lit up with a dripping green flame. He immediately swung it in a wide scythe in front of himself. Every spider it touched lit up. Green flame turned into a caustic acid that ate away at the spiders. They seemed particularly vulnerable to the acid magic, and a half dozen died from that single swing.

The queen spider chose that moment to reappear. She climbed up through the floor and stabbed Cormac through the back. Her long limb erupted through his stomach and Cormac looked at it in shock. He tried to grab the exoskeleton, but the limb was still half insubstantial. His hands passed right through it.

The monster withdrew her leg and Cormac fell to his knees. There was no blood, but he was clearly injured. He groaned and fell forward onto his face.

Luke yelled in anguish. He whipped his sword around, his tight grip causing the magic to flare. The enormous spider wasn’t yet out of the rock. It saw his attack coming, but couldn’t move away in time. It interposed a limb, but for once, Luke had his edge alignment correct. He sliced through the forelimb and hit the monster’s head. Gray blood spurted out. The sword pierced a pair of eyes and dug deep, magic acid eating away any resistance.

A few seconds later, the monster fell limp. It completely solidified, the ends of its legs still encased in stone.

The five foot phase spiders never let up their assault. Luke felt every strike or bite on his armor, like non stop hail. He pulled the acid sword out of their momma’s corpse and swung it around himself. He wasn’t as elegant this time around, but monsters still fell, one after another. They had knocked Sandwich to the ground and Luke cut the spiders off of him.

When there were only eight spiders left, they fled. Luke stood there in shock for a moment, he hadn’t thought that was an option. He stood guard for a few moments, expecting them to come back through the floor or ceiling. None did.

He finally let himself believe the fight was over. The green flames on his sword sputtered out a moment later, its mana exhausted. Luke dropped it and hurried over to Sandwich. Bumblebee was already there and together they helped him sit up.

“I’m fine, I’m fine,” Sandwich said as he shook them off. “Well, no, I’m not fine. I think I’m bleeding and I hurt all over. But I’ll live. Is everyone else ok?”

Bumblebee shook his head. “Probably not. Let’s check.”

He unlatched and lifted the faceplate of the fallen mech nearby. It was Degenerate. Her eyes were wide open and unseeing. She was dead. 

Luke turned to Cormac. He was bleeding from dozens of shallow wounds, but when Luke turned him over, he groaned in pain.

“Let go. Leave me be,” Cormac groaned out.

Luke set him down and took a step back. He seemed whole and none of his injuries seemed life threatening. The hit the queen spider gave him must have messed up his insides. Whatever it was, Luke couldn’t do anything about it.

He and Bumblebee checked the other two mech suits. Both Cuddles and Rooster were dead. Bumblebee returned to Sandwich to help administer first aid. Luke stepped back and sat down heavily. Metal clanged loudly against the stone floor.

Three people were dead and two were heavily injured. It was hard to accept. He had only known them for a few days, but he felt tears welling up. He felt guilty for not arriving sooner, he felt glad that he was able to save some of them. His rush of emotions was made more confusing by how good he felt.

The fight had been a rush. He felt like a badass, killing the boss and saving everyone's lives. He had felt so powerful swinging that acid sword. But people had died, he shouldn’t feel happy. He felt guilty that he wanted to fight monsters again.

He was distracted from self loathing by a blue flicker in the upper left corner of his vision. 





	
Assessment Period Complete





	
The grand system has assessed you worthy of the following three classes. Choose wisely and quickly.



■■■■■■■■■■ 100%









Three classes? That was good. It must mean that the magic system of this world was impressed with him. Now that he thought about it, that meant that there was some sort of intelligence behind this system. Artificial or not, there was something making choices out there 

Moments later, his vision filled with three blue boxes of information. Just like last time, they were filled with hazy unintelligible script before resolving into English words.




	
Mechanical Runewright (Gold)





	
Design, Carve, Imbue. Harness the mana around you to enhance objects through runes. This class will help you create runes better, faster, and stronger. Any runes inscribed on a mechanical object will work 10% better.





	
Example Skills:

Rune Analysis, Imbue Intent, Steady Hand, Align Materials









He got it. The class he had been working towards since he realized it was a choice. It was a gold grade too. That meant this class was even better than Kruro’s. He almost picked it before reading the other two choices. He made himself read the others anyway.





	
Acid Mage (Gold)





	
Mist, drip, flow. All shall melt before your wrath. This class will help you sling spells with an acidic bent, farther, stronger, and faster.





	
Example Skills: 

Spread Mist, Acid Bolt, Intensify Bite, Basic Skin 









This choice didn’t make much sense. Sure, he had used acid to kill an impressively strong monster, but he had only used it once. Apparently that was enough for the system to give him a choice. Still, it wasn’t at all what he wanted and he had no intention of picking it.





	
War Machine (Platinum)





	
Blast, Roll, Crush. You are more than a pilot, you are the machine’s wrath made manifest. This class will help you fight longer, move faster, and hit harder.





	
Example Skills:

Machine Bond, Stand Tall, Repair Craft, Frictionless Slide









Luke frowned. This was a really good class. It would make his power armor into a proper magic mech. If he wanted to chase that combat high, this was the class to do it. It was platinum tier, which was probably a step higher than gold. 

The choice was surprisingly hard. Did he go with the class he had been aiming for, or did he go with the class he hadn’t known existed? He didn’t want to miss out on power, so the platinum class was tempting. On the other hand, did he even want to be a war machine pilot? He had always loved tinkering, building things. The combat highs would fade, but the love of creating things wouldn’t. He bit his lip. The message had said he needed to make his choice quickly. He wished he had more time.

            

    
        Chapter 12: I'd Make That Deal

    
    
    
    
                “Hey, Cormac. You doing ok over there?” Luke asked as he looked over to where the orc lay. 

They were all sitting or laying down among the monster bodies, but Cormac hadn’t moved in a while.

Cormac sighed. “No. The spectral spider damaged my mana core. It is leaking and I will probably lose my class. I might die if the damage is too severe. I am waiting to see what happens.”

“You mean you might die? Is there anything I can do to help? Should I run you back to town? They have healing potions, right?”

“A healing potion will not fix this. It is my soul that is damaged, not my body.”

“Isn’t there anything we can do?”

“You can distract me. I no longer wish to dwell on my fate.”

“Uh, ok. I think I can distract you, but not sure if it will make you feel better. My assessment period ended and I have a few choices. I could use some advice.”

Bumblebee sat up. “Dude. You got magic?”

Luke nodded. “About to get some, yeah. The system said I have to quickly choose between three classes. I just don’t know which one would be best for me.”

“Truly? The System of the World is smiling on you. Most do not get a choice. What classes did it offer?” Cormac asked without sitting up.

“I can choose between Mechanical Runewright, Acid Mage, and War Machine. I can read you the descriptions if you would like.”

“No need. Pick the War Machine class.”

“What? Why?”

“You do not need the runewright class. Practice and the proper tools will allow you to replicate most of what Kruro can do. She tells me humans are particularly well suited to the craft. It would be a waste to choose that class. The Acid Mage class is the opposite. The class is very powerful, but humans are too weak to take advantage of it. All the good elemental mages bathe in their element to become stronger. A cupful of magic acid would kill you. That leaves the War Machine class. I do not know much about it, but even if the only thing it does is help you make spell rifles, it would be better than your other two choices.”

“Oh.”

“And choose quickly. The system does not like to be kept waiting.”

Luke grit his teeth and read through the choices one more time. He hated being rushed, particularly in such an important decision.

Before Cormac said anything, Luke had been leaning towards the runewright class. But if the class skills were on par with his own skills, it would be a waste. The list of potential skills that came with Mechanical Runewight were Rune Analysis, Imbue Intent, Steady Hand, and Align Materials. The first three were already skills he had, only the fourth one was something he couldn't do on his own. He had to admit that Cormac was probably right, the class wouldn't do much for him. Plus, there was the fact that the War Machine class was a platinum class, it probably came with benefits that the other classes didn't.

With a small amount of trepidation, he pushed his intent towards the War Machine class. The other two boxes faded away and the War Machine message grew larger. The blue box was sucked into his chest. Something happened to him. He felt stronger, faster, and the world grew sharper. A strange pressure built in his chest, just below his ribs. It felt like a balloon was blowing up inside him, but he didn’t feel pain. He felt something flowing into him, prickling his pores and flowing into his center. He put his hand to his chest, only belatedly realizing he was still wearing the power armor.

He chuckled to himself and said, “Alright. I did it. I chose War Machine. What’s next? So I assign points to my stat sheet or?”

As soon as he said it, a blue screen popped up on the left side of his vision. Unlike the other messages this one was partially transparent and he could see the world around him as he read through it.




	
Luke Moore: War Machine Level 0





	
Constitution


	
3(2)


	
Memory


	
11(1)





	
Strength


	
2(3)


	
Acuity


	
8(3)





	
Dexterity


	
4(3)


	
Perception


	
7(4)





	
Resources:

Health 4/5

Mana 22/22

Machine Soul 2/2


	
Skills:

Two choices Available









The screen was full of things that made sense and others that were confusing. It made sense that his health wasn’t full, he felt like shit after being knocked across the room. His stats didn’t make sense though, he didn’t have a clue about why there were numbers in parentheses on there.

Cormac groaned and sat up. “I am feeling well enough to move. We will leave and you can fiddle with your system on your own. We should not stay in a spider’s lair any longer than necessary.”

Luke reluctantly closed out his stat screen and said, “You doing better then? Your mana core healed or whatever?”

“No, but I will not die today.” He stood up. “I must ask you all to do your jobs one last time. Please bring the bodies of the fallen to the beach for a proper cremation. Someone needs to harvest the queen’s core as well. Don’t bother with the spiderlings.”

Luke walked over to the giant corpse, curious about how mana cores worked. They were the power source for many runed machines he had worked on, but he had never seen one harvested.

With his sword, Bumblebee pried open a wound in its thorax. Once it was wide enough, he stuck his hand in and rooted around the viscera. Luke winced. He knew the gauntlets were waterproof, but still.

Bumblebee pulled out a large stone, about the size of his fist. His armored fist. It was the largest mana core Luke had ever seen, even bigger than the ones he had taken out of the hover trucks. It had to be worth a fortune. The young black guy shook off some of the gore and held it out to Cormac.

The orc stepped back. “Keep it. Better yet, give it to Luke of Machines. He killed the beast, he can keep its core.”

Bumblebee hesitated. “Are you sure? This is a tier seven or eight core. It’s worth a lot. Lord Falodun probably wants it, yeah?”

“I doubt he will notice. And if he does, it will not matter to me.”

“That, uh, seems kind of out of character for you, Seneschal Cormac,” Bumblebee said and shifted awkwardly.

Cormac turned away. “Yes. It is. But today is the last day I will hold that title anyway.”

“You gonna quit? Don’t do that. None of this is your fault. Really.”

Cormac sliced his hands down. “No, I will not quit, but as soon as our Lord discovers my core is cracked, he will dissolve my employment. It does not matter that I may heal one day. He needs a seneschal that can perform all of his duties, and that is no longer me.”

Bumblebee handed over the core and Luke awkwardly tucked it away in the compartment at his waist. Cormac hadn’t lost his life, but apparently he had lost his career. That’s got to hurt so much. Everything he had worked for his whole life, gone in an instant.

Luke busied himself by picking up Cuddle’s body and walking it out of the cave. It was macabre no matter how respectful he tried to be. He started having flashbacks to the aftermath of the failed invasion of Earth. It was years ago, but the smells, the memories, everything came back fresh. He shut down his feelings and focused on his task.

Once all three bodies were outside, Bumblebee started building a pyre out of driftwood.

“Um, are we sure their families don’t want a proper burial?” Luke asked.

Sandwich shook his head. “We don’t have a choice. It has to be a cremation, and their remains have to stay here. It’s part of the treaty between Kalibutan and Earth. It sucks, but the elves feel very strongly about it.”

Luke turned to Cormac, hoping for an explanation. The orc didn’t look up, lost in his thoughts. When Bumblebee was done, he and Luke carefully placed the bodies atop the pyre. They left the power armor on, but removed the mana core powering it. Bumblebee kept all of the swords, placing them on the magnetic strip along his back.

They lit the pyre with the fire sword and stood back while it was quickly engulfed in flames. Sandwich stepped forward and said a few words honoring Marcus, Samuel, and Ellen, the real names of Cuddles, Rooster, and Degenerate. 

Luke tried to pay attention, but his mind kept slipping back to the invasion day. The horror of that day, the helplessness, combined to make his grief almost unbearable. Today felt just as terrible, with one exception. He no longer felt helpless. He felt stronger, better than he was before. There were three people alive now that would have died without him. 

They stood there for about an hour as the fire burned. The chitin plates that made up most of the armor burned very well once they were heated up enough. The bonfire was down to coals when they turned and started walking away.

The walk back to the estate village of Bona Urbo was much slower than the race here. Cormac led the way, but he was probably the slowest of all of them. Although his injuries were mostly metaphysical, they clearly had taken a lot out of him.

The sun was bright in the sky, birdsong filled the air, but all Luke could think about was the copper smell of blood still staining his mech.

“This was my fault,” Sandwich said solemnly. “We should have run when we saw the spectral spiders. I was overconfident because I sacrificed my fear this morning. If I hadn’t done that, Rooster, Cuddles, and Degenerate would still be alive.”

“Fault and blame matter little. The only thing that truly matters in the face of problems is solutions.” Cormac said. He laughed bitterly at that. “I used to say that to my grandson. When problems arise, only solutions matter. He and my children will probably lose their positions as well. The new seneschal will want the administration loyal to him. My priority is not to blame you, Sandwich, but to find a new place for my family to live and work. I still have many connections in the capitol, but I am not sure if the threads will still hold when I have no class.”

“Are you sure there is no way to heal?” Luke said from the rear of the procession. “You are talking about focusing on solutions, but you have already given up on yourself.”

Cormac glanced backwards and gave him a negligent wave. “That is because my position was precarious before any of this happened. Even if I could somehow afford to buy a cure for a cracked core, it would take a month to get it delivered from the capitol. Then it would take months for the cracks to heal. I would have to pretend to have my class the whole time so I don’t get dismissed. And during that time, the monster population would grow unchecked.

“The warriors from the Shrine of Might are being called up to fight in the Malamon and they won’t be able to cull monsters any more. I should have been paying the Captain of the Guard to handle it, but I diverted those funds to village maintenance instead. The man hates me and won’t do anything to help.

“I know your first thought is to say humans can cull monsters for me, but I think today’s events show that is not the case. Plus, there is no way Kruro could build enough suits of armor to pick up the slack. I know you mean well, Luke of Machines, but the problems are legion. Sometimes clinging to a hopeless cause will cause worse fallout than being realistic.”

Luke immediately had a plan that countered his argument. He thought about it for a bit before he said anything. Did he really want to go out on a limb to help Cormac, or was it better to cut and run like the orc was suggesting? Both plans had merit, but would result in dramatically different outcomes for Luke’s future, not just Cormac’s.

He gave himself a few minutes to mull it over before he said anything.

When he made up his mind he said, “We can help you with all of those problems, if you will let us. The mana core you gave me is worth a lot, probably enough for that treatment I bet. I don’t know why you gave it to me in the first place. We can use the leftover money to hire more human fighters. Give me the resources and I’ll make power armor suits. Or did you forget I made this badass suit in only two days?”

Luke didn’t give him a chance to respond before he continued, “And my class is War Machine now. I bet that will make me a better and better monster killer as I level up. I killed a queen Spectral Spider when I didn’t have a class. Can you imagine how powerful I will be when I level up and get skills?”

Cormac stopped walking and turned around. “That might work. It would be incredibly risky, but it is possible. What would you ask for in return?”

“Training, support, and for you to eventually pay me back. I want you to teach me everything I need to know about my class and leveling up. See if you can lighten Kruro’s load so she has time to teach me all the runes she knows. Provide all the materials I need to make an epic magic mech. Promise to get me a similar mana core when you are healed and back on top.”

Cormac nodded slowly. “I can agree to those terms, but know that this is a risk. There are multiple ways your plan could fail and then you would be out everything you have invested.”

Luke shrugged. “No risk, no reward. Is it a deal?”

Cormac solemnly gave him jazz hands and extended a hand to shake. Luke smiled and shook his hand, the metal hand slightly larger than the green one. Cormac looked confused. Luke belatedly realized Cormac wasn’t holding out his hand for a shake, he wanted the mana core. Luke pulled out the huge thing and handed it over.

“You can start paying me back right now. Tell me all about my stat screen. How do I pick skills? Also, what’s up with the parentheses in my stats? I think I understand health and mana, but what the hell is a Machine Soul resource?”

            

    
        Chapter 13: Yeah, It's a War Machine Story

    
    
    
    
                Cormac said, “I can answer one of those questions confidently. The others I’ll have to guess about.” He turned and started walking towards the estate village again. “Skills are the most important thing about your class. Everyone gets a new skill every six levels. You usually have three choices, but some skills are mandatory so you will only have one choice.”

Luke nodded along and pulled up his stat screen to reference. It looked like he could choose two skills, not one. He wondered if that was just a starting bonus or if he got two skills every time instead of most people’s single skill. The platinum class might give him advantages others didn’t get.

“The way you pick a skill is the same way you do anything with your system. You simply will it so. It requires a bit of focus, so a passing thought won’t trigger anything, but a few moments of focused thought should do it.”

He squinted his eyes and focused hard on the idea that he wanted to pick his skills. He had just enough time to wonder if he was doing it wrong before a new blue screen popped up.




	
Choose Two Skills From the Following:





	
Machine Bond

Stand Tall

Repair Craft

Frictionless Slide









The underlined words of his choices made him think that they were hyperlinks. Maybe that was the system’s way of telling him there was more to know. He mentally clicked on the first one on the list.

Machine Bond - Generates a soul connection to a machine and helps pilots and operators understand and use their war machine better. The deeper the bond, the more instinctual the control of all machine systems. A training skill for those new to the War Machine class.

That’s a nice skill. He would like to be able to instinctually control his mech. Maybe fire off the miniguns with a thought. But probably not a skill he would pick right now. He had built his current set of armor himself, and the Adept Agility runes were more than enough to control it for now. He moved on to the next skill. 

Stand Tall - The foundational skill for pilots of large machines. Helps ignore square cube law and distorts physics around bonded war machines.

Luke’s eyes widened. He knew what the square cube law was. It was about how bigger things had exponentially more stresses from gravity. A giant mech was impossible on Earth because even titanium would buckle under the forces involved. Not here, not with this skill. Fighting Kaiju with Jagers or Gundams was possible now. Did Kalibutan even have Kaiju? The way Kruro had talked about titans made him think of large monsters, maybe there were truly enormous ones out there.

Still, he wasn’t going to make a mech that big anytime soon. That was two skills he didn’t really need right now, hopefully the next two would be better.

Repair Craft - A two-part pilot repair skill. Must be used first when the bonded machine is undamaged, then again to restore back to that saved state. Max time between skill uses is 1.3x hours where x is the skill level.

This. This was an awesome skill that would be useful right away. It was basically an instant healing skill for his power armor. He would just have to activate the skill before he charged into combat and he would be good to go. It shot up to the top of his list.

He grimaced slightly. The name mentioned a bonded machine. He would have to take Machine Bond too if he wanted this one. 

Frictionless Slide - A movement skill to allow your bonded machine to quickly slide across 2.1x yards of ground where x is the skill level. Composition of ground is irrelevant.

Luke grit his teeth. He wanted this skill too. It was a perfect movement skill, great for attacks or dodges. The part about the composition of the ground being irrelevant meant that he could do all sorts of insane shit. Instantly move across muddy ground, or maybe even walk on water. The possibilities were endless.

After a few minutes of thought he realized there was only one responsible choice. He needed a healing skill so he could stay alive long enough to get good at fighting. That meant Machine Bond and Repair Craft. He would just have to hope that Frictionless Slide would pop up again.

His mind made up, Luke selected the skills and watched them pop up on his stat screen. 
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As soon as the skill names popped up, Luke activated Machine Bond. He felt the connection settle into his mech. At first, Luke didn’t feel any different, he continued to walk through the forest behind Cormac with the same plodding steps. Over time, he began to feel closer to his power armor, like it was shrinking and he was growing. He developed a proprioception for the metal and chitin around him, he felt like he knew exactly where everything was in relation to the others.

The mana core on his backplate blossomed in his awareness. He could tell that it was three fourths full, and was slowly being used up. If he brought it below ten percent, it would take one and a half days to recharge from the ambient mana. If he used it up, it would shatter.

He also became aware of all the dents and cuts all over his armor. Almost every surface had scrapes and damage. There were three long cuts on his back, severely compromising its integrity. If he hadn’t inscribed on the inside of his armor, the runes powering it would have been cut for sure. As it was, it was a wonder he was still standing and moving. He would have to do a real overhaul to get it back into fighting shape.

Testing out Repair Craft could wait until after he had his mech working. He didn’t want to damage it too badly now, only to discover the limits of the repair skill wouldn’t let it get moving again. Instead, he turned to Cormac.

“Ok, I made my skill choice. It's level 1. Do you level up skills with practice or killing monsters, or?”

“It's a mix. You level up a skill with practice, understanding, and an appropriately sized mana core. Skills are also tied to leveling up. If you don’t advance your skills, you won’t be able to level up your class.”

“How does that work?”

Cormac waffled his hands back and forth. “That’s a complicated subject. I’ll have to find a book for you to read. I assume your little Earth device can read Thubanian?”

“Yeah, my cell phone can translate books, no problem.” Luke said. “Ok, so if leveling up is too complicated, let me ask you a simpler question. Why do my stats have numbers in parentheses next to them? Like, my strength is two, but it’s got a three in parenthesis next to it.”

“Parentheses are human symbols, the System of the World was built with Kalibutan peoples in mind. Whatever you are seeing right now, it has been changed to be more understandable for humans. My system leaf likely looks very different from yours.” He held up a finger. “However, I can make an educated guess. It is likely a buff. A temporary magic that makes you stronger. The strength will disappear when your buff fades.”

“Ok, I guess that makes sense. Where did the buff come from? I had it before I picked my skills and none of them talk about making me stronger or see better.”

“I do not know. I suspect it is a temporary gift from the system that came with your class. Perhaps a bonus for those that earn the class during a real war.”

“Oh, ok,” Luke said. He had been hoping to keep his buff long term.

“Incidentally, a strength score of two is pitifully low. Average beginning stats start at six across the leaf,” Cormac said with a small smile.

Luke smiled right back at him, even though the orc couldn’t see his face through the visor. His physical stats may be low even with the buff, but his mental stats were all above the average. And they would only get higher as he leveled up.

“Alright, whatever. How about Machine Soul? It’s in my resources section. What does that mean?”

“I’ve never heard of Machine Soul, but I suspect it is a spiritual resource. Some classes like Quintessence Monks have an extra resource relating to intangible things. Whatever your resource does, it has something to do with the soul.”

Luke rolled his eyes. “So you are saying a resource with soul in the name has something to do with souls. Brilliant.” He paused when he had a thought. “Machines are somewhat rare in this world, right? Why did the system create a class made for giant robots?”

“I doubt the System of the World wanted you to build giant robots with your class. I have heard of hover carts with spell cannons on them, that is likely what the class supported.”

Luke wasn’t so sure. The skill Stand Tall was only useful for extra huge machines, and Frictionless Slide would be useless in a hover cart. Regardless, he didn’t press the issue.

A single Hive Wolf attacked them on the way. It ambushed them from behind one of the enormous trees as they plodded along the pathway. Bumblebee jumped to intercept the monster, cutting off its rear leg with the flame sword. It landed on three legs and still tried to bite him. Bumblebee yelled in rage and bisected its skull, killing it instantly. He swung again and again as he roared. Sandwich put a hand on his shoulder to stop him.

They weren’t attacked again.

Finally, the estate village appeared. It felt like it took forever, the sun was still high in the sky. Luke was exhausted, it had to be nighttime on Earth. Sandwich and Bumblebee were tired and injured. Cormac looked the worst off of all of them, practically shuffling along. Luke had looped his arm around him to support him and help keep him going. All four of them were dragging as they walked through the outer walls.

A pair of dwarf women saw Cormac as he walked in and ran up to him. They said something that Luke didn’t catch, his cell wasn’t set to translate dwarvish. One of them ran off and the other took his hand and started leading him towards the city center. By the time the humans turned off towards Kruro’s shop, a pair of young orcs arrived with a stretcher. Cormac tried to tell them he could walk, but they wouldn’t listen to him.

As they carried him off, Cormac said in English, “Luke of Machines, I entrust the fields to you for the next few days while I heal. I will send word to the runewright with your tasks.”

The responsibility hit Luke like a bag of bricks. This was exactly what he had requested happen, but he hadn’t thought it through enough. All of the monsters outside the estate village were now his responsibility. He needed to build suits, hire people, and kill monsters. He didn’t even know what kind of monsters were out there, let alone which ones were valuable and which ones needed to die.

Luke turned to Sandwich. He was going to need the man’s help with everything. In fact, Sandwich should probably be in charge. He had the leadership experience and knowledge needed. Both of them had their faceplates up now and the expression on Sandwich’s face made Luke hold his tongue. The man was clearly still mourning the loss of his friends and teammates.

Together, the three of them plodded towards the runewright workshop. Kruro had been worried about their long absence, but was still shocked when she heard three people had died and Cormac was severely injured. The humans sat down in the back of the workshop and climbed out of their power armor.

Sandwich was hurt worse than he let on. He had bled through the bandages Bumblebee gave him. He stumbled as he climbed out of the mech and sat down heavily.

Luke hopped out of his mech to go help him. Then he fell on his face. He had felt a wave of dizziness and weakness wash over him. The room was dimmer, quieter now. He checked himself for fresh injuries, but there was only extensive bruising from when the spider hit him. Those injuries hurt worse than before, but they weren’t new.

He slowly stood back up. It was like he had lost his class. That irrational fear made him pull up his stat screen. He let out a sigh of relief. He still had a stat screen, he was still a War Machine. His numbers were down across the board. The buff was gone.

It must be part of his class. When he was in his mech, he had buffs. When he climbed out, he was back to normal, which felt really shitty in comparison. He was tempted to get back into his armor. He wasn’t supposed to take it back to Earth, but maybe he could, just this once. Besides, with Cormac out of commission, who was going to take them to and from the portal?

That question was answered a few minutes later by the arrival of someone new at the Runewright’s workshop. It was the young orc from earlier, Cormac’s grandson. Just like his grandfather, he stopped at the doorway and spoke from the entrance.

“Greetings Kruro, Runewright. I am here to escort the humans back to their world. Are they ready to travel?”

“Ah, little Eamon, so good to see you. It’s been too long,” Kruro said and slithered over to the door.

She held out her arms for a hug but he shifted away. Like a boy squirming out of the way of his aunt’s kisses. And just like that boy, Eamon failed to escape the affection. Kruro gave him a strong hug and a hiss in his ear.

When she was done she said, “The humans are not ready to travel. The blond haired one is heavily injured. You will have to carry him or authorize the expenditure of a healing potion.”

Eamon turned and pointed at Luke. “Ask him for expenditures. I am not in charge of the culling efforts. My grandfather has chosen to give this human that authority for the next few days.”

Sandwich spoke up. “I’m fine. I don’t need any magic healing.”

Luke hesitated. Sandwich definitely needed a potion, but they were expensive. Healing potions were going for at least 60k back home. But that might not be true here.

“How much money are we talking about here?” Luke asked.

Kruro waited for his cell phone to translate into orcish before she replied in the same language. “It has a set rate of eighteen gold.” When she saw the blank look on Luke’s face, she continued. “That’s about two weeks of my wages.”

Luke nodded. Expensive here too, but not as expensive. “Yeah, give him the potion.” He turned to Sandwich and said, “I know you think you don’t need it, but you are bleeding heavily. You might not make it to a hospital.”

Sandwich shook his head to say he didn’t need it again, but his pale face belied that gesture. Kruro fetched a small glass potion bottle from her upper shelves and handed it over to Sandwich.

The blond haired man grimaced and then downed the bottle. They all stood there for a bit, waiting for the magic to take effect. Color slowly returned to his face, and he stood up. He still winced as he did, apparently the healing wasn’t done yet.

“Come then. I will escort you to the portal and then pick you up in the morning. After that you are on your own,” Eamon said and spun on his heel.

The three humans scrambled to catch up with him. Luke grabbed his backpack with his tools and running leg. He didn’t have time to put it on before they were down the street and out of the village.

Luke noticed that they were moving faster than expected and paid closer attention. The landscape was stretching and shrinking every time Eamon took a step. This was his magic power, some sort of dimensional warping. It certainly made travel faster and easier. 

A giant beetle tried to attack them when they were almost at their destination. Eamon gestured and the monster’s lunge suddenly turned ninety degrees. By the time the monster reorientated itself, they were hundreds of feet away and gaining.

Eamon left them at the shrines and turned to go. He stopped himself before he got too far. He turned and said.

“Luke of Runes. My grandfather told me you saved his life. Thank you. Please be worthy of his trust.”

“I will do my best, you can count on me.” Luke said solemnly. He noticed that Eamon had said Luke of Runes when Cormac started calling him Luke of Machines after he got his class. Was the fact that he had a class a secret? He would have to ask the next time he saw the grandfather.

Eamon turned and speed walked away.

The three humans walked up the stone steps to the plateau in silence. Luke had to force himself not to groan in pain. That single hit from the queen spider had really done him in. He was going to have ugly bruises in the morning.

Shortly after they walked through the portal together, Sandwich pulled Luke aside. 

“Hey, Skywalker. I wanted to say thanks for everything. I mean it. You saved my life twice over. I owe you more than I can say. That’s why I wanted to give you a head’s up about what’s going to happen next.” Sandwich paused for a moment and then said, “I gotta give Elwood Services a full report. I’ll tell them it was my fault, make sure their families get the death benefits, all that. After that, well. I... I’m not coming back after this.”

“Are you sure? You are a great leader, you kept fighting even after all seemed lost. We need an experienced leader like you, now more than ever,” Luke said.

“I’m sure. I’m still not afraid, so I know I won’t change my mind with more courage or whatever. This is it for me.”

“Damn,” Luke said. Sandwich had been integral to his plan. He turned to Bumblebee and raised his eyebrow.

Bumblebee nodded. “I’m still in. The pay is good and I want to get revenge on some monsters. Well, I think I’m still in. Like Sandwich said, we don’t have our fear back yet. That might change tomorrow when it all comes rushing back. I might be traumatized then or whatever.”

Luke grimaced. He might have a few new nightmares himself. They exchanged phone numbers and promised to let Luke know if something changed for either of them. 

On the drive home in the dark, Luke started working through all the people he knew and who he might be able to bring in as a monster hunter. He had to trust them enough to fight alongside them, but also be willing to risk their lives on an alien planet. It narrowed the field considerably.

            

    
        Chapter 14: It Tells Us You’re Bad for Business

    
    
    
    
                Jinx went berserk when Luke walked into his apartment at 3AM. She meowed nonstop as she threaded through his legs. He tried to get her to stop since everyone else was asleep. He gave her treats and filled her bowl with food, but she didn’t eat. She climbed on his shoulders and continued to meow in his ears. She gave him a few headbutts too.

Luke realized she was probably scared. The petsitter was new and then her human was gone at dinnertime. It must have been tough for her. He did his best to reassure her as he ate his own dinner/breakfast. They fell asleep in bed with her laying on his arm.

The next morning came at noon. To Luke’s surprise, Jinx had let him sleep through the 6AM feeding time. He gave her extra pats and whispered his thanks. He was feeling surprisingly well rested. A check of his stat screen revealed why.

His health was back up to full. Now that he had a magic class, he was getting magic healing too. The bruises all over his body should have put him out of commission for days, and in pain for a week. Now he was energized and excited to start the day.

The only question was, what should he do with his day? He couldn’t head over to Kalibutan and repair mechs, it was night time there. Designing changes to his mech sounded like fun, but he had more pressing matters.

In order to fulfill his promise to Cormac, he needed to replace the decimated squad and fill at least two new squads so he could cover the territories north of the estate village. That’s roughly a dozen new employees he needed to hire with his entirely unknown budget. 

His first step would be to talk to the agency that hired the rest of the monster hunters. Sandwich had said it was Elwood Services. He looked them up and saw that they were only a few blocks away on Vine Drive. Since it was a nice day outside, he decided to walk.

Jinx decided Luke wasn’t going alone. She raced outside as soon as he opened the door and stayed nearby. He tried to coax her back inside with treats, but she wasn’t having it. Eventually he gave up and accepted that she was coming with today. He reached down to pick her up, but she avoided his hands and jumped onto his shoulders. Luke chuckled and stood back up. Even when she was worried about him, she had to do things her way, not his.

⚙⚙⚙

“But do keep us in mind for your other needs, Mr. Moore,” the secretary said sweetly. 

Luke scowled and turned away. That had been a waste of time. Elwood Services was getting out of the monster killing business. This last incident had been too much for them. Their life insurance premiums would be too high otherwise.

The only good thing to come out of the visit was a promise to let Shepard and the others know that Luke was willing to hire them. Everyone who still wanted to kill monsters was to meet him at the portal tomorrow at 10AM.

Luke had the rest of the day to figure out how to create a monster killing business on his own. He had no budget, no HR, and almost no experience leading people. He needed help.

His first thought was to contact a private military contractor. That’s what he needed really, a ready group of people willing to fight for a living. Mercenaries. He knew there were plenty of them that worked in Iran and Afghanistan. If he called up Blackwater with a good offer, he could probably have his pick of battle hardened veterans.

On the other hand, there was a reason Blackwater had a terrible reputation. They killed all those civilians in Iraq. He didn’t want to hire bloodthirsty men that might kill people that pissed them off. There were other mercenary groups he could try, but Luke decided to make contacting them plan B.

Plan A was to put together a team himself, full of people he knew were actually good people. He pulled out his phone and started scrolling through his contacts list. He was still in a DnD group that started in the service. Some of them would jump at the chance to fight monsters in real life. He would need more than that though.

There were some cool dudes from his veteran support group, a few more from his CLiMB group. His former NCO was still in the National Guard, but he might know some more good eggs that just left the service and were looking for work.

He decided not to text any of them just yet. He needed to get his shit together before he started offering people jobs. Shepard could probably give him the details he needed when they met up tomorrow. Luke was sure that his crew of monster killers would jump at the opportunity to keep working in Kalibutan.

Jinx stayed on his shoulder on the trip home too. As soon as they walked into the apartment, she jumped away though. She disappeared into the back room right away. Apparently she only thought he needed watching when he left the apartment.

Luke spent the next few hours on his laptop, doing random google searches in the hope that there would be the perfect guide for his situation. Sadly there were no youtube videos titled “How to start a business on an alien planet where you kill monsters.” Not that he found, anyway. 

He did find a few helpful articles and videos, mostly things that helped him know what he was looking for. He needed someone else to handle the paperwork and finances. If he tried to do it all himself, he would mess it up somehow. His first hire needed to be someone who was better suited for that kind of work. Luke needed to stick to his strengths, crafting mechs and killing monsters.

He didn’t quite have a lot of experience killing monsters, but he had a feeling he was going to be good at it. You didn’t get a class called War Machine and spend the rest of your days behind a desk. Every new skill he got would increase his monster killing abilities.

The next morning, Luke packed a larger than normal bag, bringing along more food and some tech manuals. As soon as he walked towards the door, Jinx pounced in front of him and started meowing over and over again. Luke knelt down.

“Look, Jinx. It’s dangerous. I can’t bring you to a monster infested planet. If something happened to you, I would never forgive myself.”

Jinx answered with several angry yowls.

“Seriously. How can I trust that you won’t run away and get eaten?”

She gave him a dismissive look and hopped up onto his backpack. Luke sighed. She was acting weird these days, smarter and more opinionated than she ever had been before. He went back to the bedroom and got out the cat backpack. It was a hard sided backpack with a clear plastic dome for the cat to look out of.

“Look. If you want to come with, it has to be in this,” Luke said and opened up the bag.

He knew that she hated it and planned on using it to scare her away from the door so he could head off to work. To his surprise, she padded towards the bag. She sniffed it a few times and hopped in. Maybe she understood better than he realized. Cats weren’t that smart, were they? He had never had a cat before Jinx so he had nothing to compare her to.

Regardless, she clearly wanted to come with, so Luke closed the bag and carried her to his car. She didn’t complain like she usually did as they drove through Fort Collins.

The security guard at the front gate thought she was cute. The guard in the front of the portal building wasn’t as taken with her.

“We haven’t made a no pets allowed rule yet, because no one has been stupid enough to bring their pet!” he said while gesturing wildly. “If the monster’s don’t kill them, the orcs will. They don’t have pets there, didja know? It’s beasts and monsters, they don’t have a word for pets.”

“Really? No word for pets in Thubanian, Galaxian, or Grunka? I have all of them loaded on my phone, I can check if you would like.” Luke raised an eyebrow.

It seemed like the guy just didn’t like pets and was making up rules. Somebody’s dog probably bit him when he was a kid. Now that the officious man was so against it, it was now Luke’s mission in life to get Jinx through the portal.

“Well, I don’t know about all of those languages. It’s true though, they don’t have pets,” he grumped.

“You have officially warned me. Can I just take my cat anyway?” Luke asked.

The guard looked over to Jinx, who was looking out the plastic dome in the backpack. The cat thought the conversation was boring and was watching the power loaders walk deeper into the complex. He sighed and said, “It’s on your head. When she dies, just know it was all your fault.”

Luke shook his head and walked into the complex. The winding hallways to get to the gate room gave him time to think. He had a tendency to do the opposite of whatever the authorities wanted him to do. It had gotten him in trouble countless times when he was serving in the National Guard and was the main reason he was relieved to get a medical discharge.

After a minute of thought, he decided to keep going. Jinx wanted to be here, and he didn’t want to traumatize her by leaving her alone all day. It would be irresponsible to bring her out monster hunting, but he was probably going to be putting together power armor all day. Luke would just make sure the workshop door stayed shut.

Getting through the portal required another conversation with the human guards. The orc guards on Kalibutan didn’t give Jinx a second look though. He walked down off the stone plateau but didn’t head over to the meeting spot yet.

Cormac’s grandson would escort them today, but he would need to come up with a solution for the future. The most logical thing would be to wear his power armor all the way back to the portal. But that would mean he would need a spot nearby to store them when not in use. To that end, Luke started asking around.

There were more than a dozen people around the base of the plateau, orcs, dwarves and even an elf. The sun had just risen and they were all working on moving things about, either unloading their baskets of product or loading up the crates from Earth. In addition to the hand carts he was used to, a hover cart floated behind the elf. It wasn’t as nice as the one he had seen Lord Edobar driving around, it must be someone of lower status. 

Still too high of a status for Luke to approach though. He looked around the group of people, trying to see who would be willing to talk to him. He settled on a dwarf setting up his booth for the day. He was wearing a too tight graphic t-shirt and selling the same. 

Luke switched his translator language and walked up to the shopkeeper dwarf. “Excuse me, sir? I was hoping to store something nearby. What are the rules around here?”

The dwarf looked up and shook his head. He started to say something, but then Luke’s translator spat out something in Grunka, the dwarvish language. It was a harsh language, like German and Russian had a baby and then kicked it down the stairs. The shopkeeper’s eyes lit up when he heard his own language.

“Ah, Earth technology. It’s always so surprising to hear the mother tongue from someone that does not know it,” he said with a smile. “Your friends in the purple coats used to use the talking boxes, but we convinced them to learn Grunka the hard way. With lots of spitting and cursing!” He laughed at his own joke and slapped his knee.

Luke gave him a fake laugh when the joke translated. “I’ll have to do the same when I have time. But for today, do you know where I can store some machinery?”

“Probably a bad idea to leave it here.” He gestured to the portal plateau. “The guards are here to protect Heaven’s Gate. They don’t give a shit if your stuff gets stolen. The only security you get is the one you provide yourself.”

Luke grimaced. “I bet hiring security isn’t cheap either. Well, I guess I’ll have to come up with a different solution. Thanks for your time.”

The shopkeeper stopped him before he stepped away. “Hey, is that beast for sale? I’ve never seen a night stalker so small. I bet some beast tamers on the Fekundaj Kampoj estate would be interested in buying it for work in the tunnels.”

“No, she’s not for sale. She’s my companion, my pet.” He listened carefully as his cell translated. There was a Grunka word for pet.

“A pet, huh? I thought only rich snobs kept those. I guess that means she’s not a hunter? Well, my contacts wouldn’t be interested then.” He waved and said, “Goodbye, may you find shade.” 

“You too.” Luke said distractedly and walked off.

He hoped that one of the monster hunters he was meeting this morning would have a better idea. He sat down with Jinx and let her wander around while they waited. He made sure not to let her near the shrines. The fear sacrifice was what got everyone killed the last time they were here.

Luke couldn’t help but worry as he waited. He wasn’t sure what he would do if no one came. He kept looking towards the tall stone stairs as the time drew closer.

            

    
        Chapter 15: This Is My Cat

    
    
    
    
                Shepard folded his arms and said, “Let me get this straight, Luke. Two days ago three people died, Cormac was injured, and you want to take over? Despite having no experience hunting monsters, no firm numbers on salary, no business experience, and no idea what you are doing?”

Luke chuckled as if that had been a joke. “I hear you, it’ll be a bit of a risk. But you know I am a solid power armor mechanic, and that’s the number one expense of the job. I’m just asking you to do what you’ve been doing before. I don't have firm plans yet, but we can learn together. Big rewards come from equal risks. This is a huge opportunity. I’m sure we can increase your salaries.”

“No, you are guessing, you don’t know anything for sure. You haven’t even been doing this for a full Kalibutan week. Do you even have enough suits of armor left after you had to cremate three of my coworkers? Maybe you will luck out and get your shit together, but it won’t be by risking my life today.” Shepard looked at his friends. “Our lives. We are out. Maybe we can talk after the memorials for our fallen brethren. Until then, good luck.”

Luke stood there in shock as the four of them walked back up the stone steps up to the portal. They had come all the way here, knowing the situation, and still chickened out. He hadn’t really considered this possibility. He had been planning on asking one of them to help with the business side of things.

He turned to Bumblebee, “Are you going to leave me too?”

The young black guy shook his head. “Nah, man. I’m in. I know it’s dangerous, I was there. I’ll help you wreck shit and put the smack down on those monsters. I think we owe it to them not to give up. If we do, then it’s like saying Cuddles, Degenerate, and Rooster died for nothing.” 

Luke nodded seriously. He hadn’t really known them, but they deserved whatever respect he could give them. “Thanks, man. I really appreciate it. We are going to kill enough monsters to honor their memory ten times over.”

Bumblebee nodded and looked away. He wiped a tear off his face and then cleared his throat. “Aren’t you going to introduce me?”

“Introduce, to who?” Luke said and looked around. There was no one else here but... “Oh! This little lady is Jinx. She’s a rescue, literally. I found her after a car hit her. I made her legs and runed them so she can run around. She isn’t particularly friendly, so wait for her to come to you if you want to pet her.”

Bumblebee nodded and said to Jinx, “Pspspspss. You are a beautiful cat, aren’t ya?”

Jinx was unimpressed and curled up on the bottom of the bag.

Luke laughed, “I told you she wasn’t friendly. Anyway. I realized yesterday that I am missing a lot of key details about this job. First off, what are the livestock monsters we need to keep alive? Also, what kind of monsters are out there that we need to kill? And how does Cormac decide what to handle first? Does he have a schedule, or does he run around the forest scouting things out?”

Bumblebee shrugged. “I didn’t really pay attention to that kind of stuff. He tells us what to do, and we do it.”

Luke ran his hand through his wavy brown hair. “Come on man, you gotta know some stuff. You gotta pick up some of it just by working here for a few years, right?”

“Ok, yeah, sure. I guess I know most of that stuff. Right. Um. There are four kinds of monsters you aren’t supposed to kill. The most important are the Red Slimes. They make the healing potions from those guys. The purple and yellow slimes are valuable too. The only slime you are allowed to kill on sight are the brown slimes. Those buggers eat the other ones, you gotta wipe them out quick.”

“Do the different colors mean anything?”

“Bet. Purple ones do this poison mist thing, yellow ones are earth benders. Brown ones have super strong acid. I don’t know what the red ones do.”

“Ok, good. I think Cormac said the slimes are south of the village?”

Bumblebee nodded. “The slimes are mostly along the southern edge of the forest. We pass through their feeding grounds on the way to the city. Cormac calls them herds, but they aren’t like that. They don’t crowd together, they just don’t eat each other."

“Cool beans.”

“Cool beans? What are you, sixty?”

“Come off it, man. It was hard enough retraining myself not to swear every second word after I got out of the guard. I don’t need you giving me grief about it. Anyway. What about the other monsters?”

Bumblebee kept smiling for a bit before he continued, “There are Crystal Golems in the caves to the west of the village. They make magic lights out of them. The training camp is supposed to take care of the Purpleheart Ents and the Gem Flies north of the city, but I guess that’s our job now.”

Luke nodded. “You know anything about the ents or the flies?”

“The ents are red, not purple, I know that. Don’t know why. So don’t cut down any red trees you see. The flies are the size of your fist, you’ll know them when you see them, they are all sparkly.”

“What do they use them for?”

“Dunno.”

“Alright, I guess it doesn’t really matter.”

Cormac’s grandson Eamon arrived then. It was strange seeing his space warping magic from the outside. It looked like he was just casually strolling through the forest, but every step he took brought him much farther than it should. It didn’t look like he was teleporting. It was more like his eyes were playing tricks on him.

The young orc was wearing the same robes as yesterday, but looked taller and more imposing this time. Perhaps it was because he no longer had his grandfather to compare to. Even a juvenile orc was much taller than Luke.

Eamon gave the assembled shrines a sneer and turned towards the humans. He said in orcish, “Luke of Machines. Or should I say Luke of Beasts? Did I misunderstand your system class?”

“It’s my pet cat, Jinx. I’m not a beastmaster or whatever. My cat just didn’t want to be home alone all day. I won’t go out hunting with her or anything crazy like that.”

After Luke’s cell finished translating, Eamon blinked. He slowly leaned down to look at Jinx more closely. Jinx stared back for a moment and then settled back down.

Eamon did jazz hands and stood back up. “See that you do. I can tell this beast has the heart of a vicious killer. I would not want her loose in the forests.”

“That won’t happen, and even if it did, she would be in danger, not anything from Kalibutan. Earthlings are all weak, remember.”

“That will not be true of you for long. As you embrace your class, you will grow strong in body and mettle. Speaking of which, our lord will want to meet you once you are advanced past the first tier. That’s level six. Come, we will walk and talk.” Eamon said.

“Lord Falodun is your master, not mine.”

“He’s Lord Edobar Falodun to you. And yes, he is your master. Everyone on Kalibutan has a master, whether they accept it or not. Even Lord Falodun has a master in Dornoj Krono.”

“That’s not how it works. I work for Cormac and his lord, he doesn’t own me. I won’t be taking orders from self important assholes.”

“Ownership has nothing to do with... You are acting ... Whatever. You can bother the snakewoman with your nonsense. I do not need to help you with court politics. Once we get to the estate village, my gift to my grandfather will be complete.”

The rest of the walk/jog was completed in silence. Even the monsters picked up on the awkwardness and none attacked. Luke hoped that Eamon was wrong about needing to know court politics. Luke had a bad habit of telling powerful assholes exactly what he thought of them. He might be able to hold it together for one court visit, but any more than that and he would crack. 

Eamon left them without a word as soon as they reached the city wall. Luke rolled his eyes and walked into the city. This time as he passed the barrier to the city, he noticed something. It felt different here, something quantitative, but not something he understood yet. 

He was still trying to put words to the feeling when they arrived at the Outer Runewright’s workshop. Luke rolled the door out of the way to find Kruro where she always was, in the center of the room, working at her obsidian workbench.

Today she was working on a new set of power armor. They had to replace the ones they burned in the cremations. Luke was very thankful for the initiative.

Kruro looked up and said in elvish, “Where is sheepman and his fellows? It is his day, is it not?”

“Sheepman?” Luke asked and tilted his head. “Oh, you mean Shepard. Yeah, he and the other cowards bailed on us. It’s just the two of us for now. Well, three, actually. This is Jinx, my pet. Jinx, this naga is Kruro. She is pretty nice.”

Jinx hopped out of the bag and started to slowly wander around the shop. Kruro leaned over to keep the cat in view. She kept the naga in the periphery of her vision, but mostly ignored the large snake.

“Does it understand you?” Kruro asked.

“She doesn’t understand words, no. But she understands tone and intent. She’s always been a smart cat. People keep asking if I am a beastmaster, but I’m really not. She won’t be fighting with me. I want to keep her safe.”

“So, it’s just the three of you, and only two of you will be culling monsters, correct?”

“For now, yes. I have a good idea on who I can hire to replace them, but that won’t be for a few days. I need to nail down finances and procedures before I get to that point. I hope you have some answers for me in that regard.”

She gave him jazz hands. “Yes. Seneschal Cormac sent you a letter. I placed it on your workbench.”

Luke smiled. After only a few days, he had his own workbench. His torn up mech suit was placed atop it with a parchment letter nearby. He walked over to grab the letter from Cormac.

Kruro hissed. “I tried to fix your suit, by the way. Turns out, I can’t. Not easily anyway. Your inside out runes give my class a fit. I can’t use any of my class skills to fix it. I decided it was a better use of my time to fabricate a new suit of armor from scratch than to attempt to fix your crime against magic.”

Luke chuckled at what he hoped was a joke. In the light of a new day, he saw that the damage to his suit was more extensive than expected. The metal was battered and bent, and the chitin had rends and holes. It was a miracle he was able to walk back to the estate. Thankfully, the fixes should be fairly quick. His mana torch would get plenty of use reshaping the metal and monster parts, but he wouldn’t need to reinscribe much because the runes were on the inside.

But first, Cormac’s letter. Luke smiled as he picked up the parchment letter and cracked the wax seal. So cool. There was a short letter written in orcish. He pulled out his cell to translate.

Luke of Machines,

Thank you for agreeing to take over the culling duties for the next four days while I recover. Once I am fully healed, I will come talk to you in person about the future. 

My first priority is tracking down the Hive Wolves, but we do not have any leads on their location. To that end, I want you to do a thorough check of the monster herds. Start with the slimes today, then the golems tomorrow, and the ents and flies the day after that. Talk to Shepard about their locations and expected numbers. 

If you find any herd below expected numbers, then you know the hive must be nearby. We can start the extermination mission from there. Do not attack the wolves without substantial backup. At this point I am certain it is a large hive, and they will use tactics and attack intelligently.

By the time I am healed, you should have enough suits of armor made to handle two more teams. Ten total should be enough with rotating teams and you there to keep up with repairs.

During the short time I am out, you may keep the monster cores you collect to fund your operations. When I return to full duty in four days, the standard agreement will be reinforced.

Seneschal Cormac Gobnait

Luke nodded to himself. If they could collect a few monster cores, he could easily sell them on Earth and have plenty of money. It would be more than enough to attract quality candidates, and pay them and his friends well.

It was interesting that Cormac was pretending that he would be fully healed in a few days. Even in a sealed letter to an unimportant human he was remaining secretive of his injury. He wouldn’t be able to use his class for months, but he would have to pretend to be fine soon.

Luke really hoped the orc’s secret wouldn’t come out at the worst possible time. He slowly blinked. Maybe he should set up some backup plans. Trusting that the world wouldn’t kick him when he was down seemed like a bad idea.

            

    
        Chapter 16: Money Problems?

    
    
    
    
                Luke set the letter down and said, “Hey, Bumblebee?”

Bumblebee looked up from where he had been unsuccessfully trying to get Jinx to play with him. “Yeah, man. What’s up?”

“Do you have an idea of how many slimes and ents and what not there are supposed to be out there? Cormac told us to do a survey.”

“Nah, no idea. Shepard and Sandwich usually took care of that shit. I wonder if that’s why Cormac made them the leaders? Cus their names start with S, ya?”

Luke vigorously shook his head to get that stupid idea out. “If I take you back to the portal, can you call one of them up? We need to know the numbers.”

“I don’t have Shepard’s number and Sandwich doesn’t want to talk right now. I think he needs some time. You should probably talk to Elwood Services. They have the daily mission reports. I bet the info’s in there.”

“Ok, that’s obviously what I’ll do. Why didn’t you say that first?”

Bumblebee shrugged and said, “You didn’t ask.”

Luke sighed heavily and turned back to his power armor. He sat down and switched his leg back to his walking one, then pulled out his toolkit. His mana torch was old, but it was the second most powerful tool he had. When activated, it used the tiny mana core at its base. A violet spray came out of the nozzle and loosened the bonds between atoms. That made any material act like soft plastic. He could smooth out scrapes, squish together holes, and reshape bent parts. It was a wonderful tool. Some of the lower quality tools weakened the materials with the repairs, but Luke had won himself a silver level mana torch. He could use it dozens of times on the same spot before it started to make metal brittle.

Bumblebee got bored of bugging Jinx and started wandering around the shop on his own. He started on the west wall where the weapons were. There were swords and daggers, spears and halberds. The shield and armor section was small but impressive. 

After some time, the young guy wandered past the dishes and utensils, past the faucets and stoves, to end up next to Luke. Bumblebee didn’t interrupt his work intentionally, but his lingering presence was distracting.

Luke put down his tools. “Sorry this is boring for you, Bumblebee.”

“Nah, man. It’s all good. I know you gotta fix your mech.”

“Yeah. I’m mostly done with repairs. I hope you don’t mind waiting, I want to make some improvements too. A better helmet and magic gauntlets so I can use the swords.”

“You won’t need the gauntlets.” Kruro said and looked up from her work.

“Why not?”

“You have a class now. You can use mana instinctively and feed the inscribed weapons. You should replace your helmet though. I don’t know how you see out of that thing.”

“It’s not easy. I assume you mention it because your helmets have vision enhancing runes? I’ll take it. Any other enhancements?”

“Mana Vision and Vibrational Senses. I can teach you the runes now if you want. You can invert them yourself.”

Luke stood up. “Yes, please.”

Kruro did jazz hands and slithered over to one of the completed power armors. She pointed to a rune directly above the visor’s slit.
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“This will be your first Apprentice rune. I have no doubt you will quickly learn it with your egg cracked human skills. The main difference to the novice runes is that the linking symbols are spread to the outside. That allows the central nine to hold two intents. In this case, mana and sight.”

Luke peered down at the rune. Each symbol was slightly smaller than he had ever inscribed. He would have to work to get them right. He knew from experience that changing the size of a rune also affected how far apart the linking and power transfer runes needed to be. If he didn’t want to spend days testing out permutations, he would need to copy Kruro’s design. Inverted of course.

He started copying out the rune, on paper, for practice. “Do you have any suggestions on a mental image for mana? I haven’t had it for long.”

“Hmm. Good point. I suppose you need more experience with mana, particularly the sensation of it moving from your core to activate a skill. What skill did you learn from your War Machine class?”

Luke decided not to mention he got two skills. So far no one knew he had a platinum class. Besides the fact that it was two levels over Kruro’s own, he didn’t want the extra attention from having the highest level class he had heard of. Even Cormac’s class was only gold.

He said, “I got a repair skill. I have to use it before I get hit, and then again to fix my power armor.”

She thoughtfully hissed. “Not the best repair skill I have heard of. You will be using twice the mana as others. However, I assume it repairs all damage, not just selected sections?”

“I don’t know. I haven’t tried it out yet.”

Kruro’s eyes went wide. “You have more self control than I did when I first earned my class. Come, let us test it now.” She slithered over to the wall of weapons and grabbed a hooked sword.

Luke grinned and popped open the chestplate of his mech. He wiggled into the suit and buttoned up. He was briefly reminded that he needed a padded pilot suit and then he was distracted by new sensations.

His class buff activated as soon as he was in, increasing his every stat. He felt better, his muscles were stronger, joints looser, his mind quicker and the world brighter. It was like he had been sick and had been suddenly cured. At the same time, Machine Bond activated, and he felt a connection to his mech blossom in his mind.

Luke sighed with relief and stretched out his arms. He felt so much better. He could see how this could get addicting. His physical stats had basically doubled and his mental ones were noticeably better. He wondered if he could stay in his suit for the rest of the day, even when inscribing.

Kruro’s hook sword caught his eye as she slithered closer. He hurriedly turned his mind to the Repair Craft skill. Thankfully, the new skill came with the instinctual ability to activate it. He felt a burst of energy flow from his core.

Behind his belly button and out of phase with the physical world was his mana core. It had formed when he gained his class, but had faded from his consciousness when he left the mech. Now it rushed to the forefront of his mind as he felt mana cascade out of it. The energy flowed along channels inside of him and then suffused itself into his mech. The entire process took about five seconds. Too long for combat use, but short enough to use right before battle.

A quick check of his mana showed that he had lost fifteen points of mana out of his twenty-one total. Hopefully the second part of the skill wouldn’t cost fifteen points as well, otherwise he wouldn't be able to use it until his mana pool refilled.

“Are you ready?” Kruro asked.

Luke nodded, but then remembered they didn’t nod here. “Yes, I’m ready. Try not to damage the fleshy human inside. My skill only repairs machinery.”

“Try not to flinch then,” Kruro said and swung.

The hook sword made a whistling noise as it blurred through the air. Luke would have flinched but he didn’t have the time. Her sword hit his left hip and left a long gash all the way to his knee. 

Luke stumbled to the ground as the runes powering that leg lost power. An involuntary "Eep" escaped him. As soon as he hit the floor, she bashed his left forearm with the flat of her sword, creating a spiderweb of cracks across the chitin. The impact made him flinch again, bringing his arm up to his chest. Kruro used the distraction to cut the base of his helmet and knocked it off his head. It all happened in less than four seconds.

“Stop, stop, stop!” Luke yelled. “You might hurt me. We don’t need to destroy my mech to test my skill.”

“Calm yourself, hatchling. I was done. This will test if your skill can handle simple slices, blunt impact cracks, and parts that have been separated from the whole. You were never in danger.”

“Oh. Well, remind me never to get you mad.” Luke said and sat down.

He turned inward and found the trigger to activate the second half of the Repair Craft skill. He mentally crossed his fingers and activated it. Mana rushed from his core and lightly touched different parts of his suit. It hit the leg first, and the long gash sealed itself before his eyes.

The cracked forearm was next. The cracks sealed themselves in reverse, healing up to the impact point. Luke looked up just in time to see his helmet flying towards his face. He flinched back, but the metal never touched him. It settled around his neck and sealed itself back on. The entire process took about fifteen seconds. 

Kruro slithered closer and examined his forearm. “A comprehensive skill, congratulations. It looked like a temporal skill too. Very rare. What grade did you say your class was?”

“I didn’t. I thought I wasn’t supposed to talk about the details of my class. But maybe that’s a human thing. Is it Kalibutan culture to share class details?”

“If I had any doubts about your class being a warrior one, they would be dispelled by that question,” Kruro said and slithered back to her obsidian workbench. “Combat classes keep their details secret, always worried about betrayal from their fellows. Us crafting classes trust each other and work together. But don’t worry, I won’t ask you to extend a trust you clearly don’t feel.” 

Luke felt bad now, keeping the secret of his class. She seemed hurt that he didn’t trust her. That didn’t change his mind though. The fewer people knew about his class, the smaller chance someone could successfully betray him.

She turned her back on him and went back to work on the new set of power armor. Bumblebee stepped up and held up his hand.

“High five, man. That’s an awesome skill,” Bumblebee said. After Luke carefully gave his tiny human hand a soft metal hand high five, Bumblebee continued, “It’ll save your life, for sure. I wish I had the skill myself. What I wouldn’t give to have field repairs. Hey wait. You can be our field repair guy! That’s awesome. We are going to get so much more done, even with just the two of us.”

Luke chuckled. “Yeah, man. Team Skywalker-Bumblebee is going to clean up. Hey, how many monster cores do you get in an average week?”

“Hell yeah. Team SkyBee, BeeWalker, or Bumblewalker, heh, not that one. Probably SkyBee.”

“Focus, Bumblebee. How many monster cores can we get in four Kalibutan days?”

“I don’t know, it depends on what happens. Some days we get nothing, some days we get loads. I don’t really know for sure since we never get to keep them. If I had to guess, I would say ... five monster cores?”

“Five cores in a week? That’s decent. We can work with that.”

“No, five cores a day. Some are big, some medium, most are small though.”

Luke blinked slowly. Five cores a day? That was huge. The smallest monster cores went for $4,000 on Earth. The one Cormac gave him was worth $22,000. 

Bumblebee snapped his fingers. “Oh, you know what? I bet there were a bunch-a cores we left in the spider cave. Babies don’t always have cores, not if they’re new. But I betcha most of the spiders we killed had a core. We should check it out, just in case. If we get a lot of them in one day, we get a bonus from Cormac. That would be fire.”

“Sounds like a plan. We’ll head out there right after I inscribe my helmet,” Luke said happily.

Luke was glad he was sitting down. They had killed dozens of spectral spiders in that cave. If even half of them had a core, Luke’s cash flow problems were over. That tidal cave was a goldmine. As long as they didn’t run into another spider queen or other impossibly huge monster, they would be on easy street.

Wait. Had he just jinxed himself? He had. Luke bit back a swear. Better make sure they brought plenty of weapons along.

            

    
        Chapter 17: Begin the Race!

    
    
    
    
                Luke carefully lowered his helmet onto his armored shoulders and locked it into place. As soon as the runes lined up, the sensory enhancements activated.

It hadn't taken him too long to learn the Apprentice Mana Vision and Novice Vibrational Senses runes. Although the runes were complex, Luke was able to inscribe them perfectly the first time, even while wearing the power armor. The extra dexterity from his War Machine class was no joke. It still took some time to get the magic to work though. The two runes used concepts that were a bit outside Luke’s wheelhouse and so it took him several tries to get the intent correct.

As the helmet activated, Luke slowly became able to see mana. It was like an extra color he had never been able to see before. The runed objects in the room glowed bright, but even the air around him had the subtle color of mana. 

At the same time, Luke became aware of the room around him, even behind him. It wasn’t like his vision or hearing was enhanced, but he somehow knew that the workshop wall was four feet behind him and there were objects along the wall. The slow movements of Kruro in the center of the room and the impatient shuffling of Bumblebee near the front door were somehow more obvious than before.

Combined, the two extra senses would make ambushes way less likely. Unless, of course, you were up against a monster that could walk through solid stone like a ghost.

Something was missing though. He had taken several breaks that morning to feed and pet Jinx as she got used to the shop. His new senses should be picking her up but he didn’t see or sense anything.

“Bumblebee? Do you know where my cat is?”

“Huh?” the young kid said. He had already suited up in the power armor and was ready to go.

“Jinx. Where is she?”

Kruro set down her tools. “She is downstairs, in my burrow. Your pet is currently hunting the end of my tail. Jinx is a formidable predator, but my tail is swift prey.” She smiled as she said the last part.

For the first time, Luke noticed that Kruro’s long tail wasn’t coiled under her like it normally was. She had her tail leading to the far corner of the room and down the round hatch there.

“You won’t even let me look down there and Jinx gets to wander down there alone?”

Kruro straightened up and looked away. “You have not yet earned the right to see my private burrow. Jinx has already proven herself worthy. Perhaps you could learn a thing or two from her. But do not worry, the noble Jinx is quite safe.”

Luke laughed, just relieved that Jinx was safe. He walked over to the open hatch and called down to her, “Jinx, I am heading out. Are you ok with staying here with the nice naga?”

A few moments later, Jinx appeared near the burrow entrance. She gave Luke a disinterested look and disappeared back down the rounded hallway.

Luke nodded. Probably for the best. “Are you ok if I leave Jinx with you for a few hours? I probably shouldn’t take her with monster hunting anyway.”

“Perfectly acceptable. Leave her treats though. I plan on thoroughly spoiling her while you are gone so that I may win her away from you.”

“Ha! We’ll see about that. I rescued her and built her legs. She may be a cat, but she has some loyalties.”

“We shall see.”

Luke walked out the door with a smile on his face. It was a relief knowing that Jinx was in good hands.

Bumblebee power walked along with him, ready to finally be moving. He hadn’t said anything about it, but Luke got the impression the young guy wanted to take revenge on the local wildlife for the loss of his friends. Bumblebee had a red sword in his hand with a green and purple sword stuck to his back with magnets.

Luke had two swords of his own, stuck to his legs with magnets. He had installed the magnets there because he felt like they were a faster ‘draw’ at his waist. He had equipped a fire and acid sword because he knew they were effective against the spectral spiders in the tidal cave they were heading towards.

Kruro had him promise to bring the swords back, even if he died. He wasn’t sure how that was supposed to work, but apparently the swords were expensive and she couldn’t make replacements. Only the Inner Runewright was allowed to inscribe weapons that dealt elemental damage. The naga’s oath of service prevented her from even learning the runes that powered the magic swords.

Luke planned on learning them himself, and had already taken pictures of the runes on the swords. He hadn’t sworn an oath like she had. Careful conversation about the oath Luke should have sworn revealed that there was some magic compulsion in addition to her normal law abiding ways. It was a restriction he was glad to be free of. Hopefully no one would find out about the oversight for a long while. He really relished in the freedom to do whatever he wanted with magic runes.

But his dreams of towering magic mechs would have to wait until after he had the fortune to build one. He needed to gather a lot of monster cores to make that happen. To that end, he was walking towards the distant shore with magic swords at his side and supplies stuffed into the compartments at his back. Actually, why was he walking?

“Bumblebee. How fast can you run?”

“Faster than you,” he said without hesitating.

“Oh, you think so, huh? Let’s make a bet. Hundred bucks says I can make it to the edge of the sage scrub before you do. If a monster pops up, we quit racing and take care of it.”

“You’re on,” Bumblebee said and got into a runner’s stance.

Luke took a similar stance and said, “Are you ready?”

“Yep!” Bumblebee said and took off.

“Hey!” Luke said as he activated his leg extensions.

Pistons activated, metal and chitin slid against each other. The lower part of his mech leg extended, his foot elongated. He now had digitigrade legs that were made for running. He took off after Bumblebee, each stride eating up the ground.

It didn’t take long for the wind to start whistling past his helmet. Luke leaned forward and pushed harder, going for maximum speed. The landscape was blurring by now, he had to be going at least fifty miles an hour. His eyes were watering from the wind scything through his eye slit.

Bumblebee was still ahead of him.

Despite a huge mechanical advantage and the extra class granted buff, Bumblebee was still kicking up dust ahead of Luke. It should have been impossible. Luke pushed harder and started to slowly gain on him.

The finish line was a few miles from where they had started, but at their speed it was coming up fast. Luke focused on his Machine Bond, urging his mech to give him just a bit more speed. The magic skill answered and pushed power into the runes. The power armor’s running speed picked up just a bit. It was enough to just barely pull even with Bumblebee. But not pass.

The two mechs blew past the edge of the sage scrub neck and neck. Luke slowed to a stop, his bouncy legs making that a longer process than usual. He was breathing hard, but not tired. He felt like he could do it again if he wanted.




	
Skill Up!





	
Machine Bond has advanced to level 2 









Nice. The race had gotten him an extra level in Machine Bond. For some reason he had expected to only level it up in combat, but apparently learning how to get more power out of his mech was enough to bring him up to level 2. Although, even with all that, the race had ended in a tie.

Bumblebee laughed and pointed at Luke’s legs. “That’s cheating! I woulda whupped you without those cheetah legs.”

Luke folded his arms. “Cheating? I’m the one that’s cheating? What about you? You obviously have a magic class you didn’t tell me about. What is it? Warrior? Courier?”

The young black guy’s eyes widened behind his visor. “Nah, man. I’m just a fast runner. You don’t know how fast normal people are ‘cus you... Uh... Plus! This is the good suit of armor. It’s faster than the other suits, and it’s got a full charge.”

Luke flipped up his visor and gave Bumblebee an unimpressed look. “You know I build power armor suits, right? I repaired that exact suit and I know it’s the same as the other ones.”

Bumblebee looked away. “Nah, man.”

“Oh come on. It’s not a real secret is it? No one’s gonna kidnap us if they find out we have a class, right? Just admit it.”

Bumblebee flipped up his own visor. “I don’t know, the whole situation with classes on Earth is sus.” He sighed. “Yeah, you discovered I have a class, good for you, detective. But you can’t tell anyone about it.”

“Why not?”

“Cus they might make you disappear. I’m always on the Kalibutan Lighthouse forums, and every so often someone hops on and says they got a magic class. Then they just disappear, never post again. It happens like four out of five times. There is definitely something going on.”

“Like what? Are the Men in Black coming to take them away?”

“Maybe. You saw the chick in the black suit. She’s always looking at her device. Maybe that’s supposed to find people with classes. If not her, then someone. Either Earth’s government, or Kalibutan’s is getting to them. Maybe that’s why the elves go on vacation there so much. There should be way more humans with classes, but they are still super rare.”

Luke didn’t know what to say about that. He hadn’t talked to any of his friends about the magic stuff yet, but he had planned on telling everyone. Maybe even showing off on Earth. Not anymore. Bumblebee might be paranoid, but better to be safe than sorry.

They started walking towards the beach again as Luke thought. He still had his legs extended, so Bumblebee had to hurry a bit to keep up.

Luke looked down at him. “So, what is your class called anyway? As long as you are ok talking about it.”

“Yeah, sure, you already know I have a class. I bet you got lots of questions. My class is a good one. It’s called Pilot. I can move faster when I’m driving, both cars and power armor.”

“Pilot, huh? Any other qualifiers? Like my class has two words, War Machine.”

“No, just Pilot. It’s a bronze class, those are just one word. I’m level twelve and I have two skills. One’s called Rush, helps me go faster, and the other’s Evade. I can slip past obstacles I should have hit as long as I’m moving.”

“That’s cool. I totally want to see that Evade skill in action. I’m also assuming you put some points into strength and dexterity?”

“Yeah, you get a point to spend every odd level, 1, 3, 5, and so on. I put mine into strength, dexterity, and constitution.”

“No mental stats? Perception is really handy, believe me.”

“You and your stupid buff. Maybe I’ll put one in after the next level. Degenerate told me mental stats were a waste, but she’s dead and you’re alive, so maybe you know better.”

“She told you? Did she have a class too?”

“Yeah. She actually had Pilot first. She told me how to get the class after my assessment period started. She was constantly shit-talking me, but still helped me out when I needed it.” He sighed. “I think I’m gonna miss her too.”

Luke reached down and patted him on the shoulder with a clank. “Sorry, man. So, she had a class. Did everyone have a class?” 

“No, everyone else on the team were muggles. Cuddles and Rooster were fine with it, but Sandwich hated seeing me and Degenerate with a class when he didn’t get one. I bet that’s why he prayed to that fear goddess. He just wanted some power.”

“What about Shepard and ... the other three whose names I have already forgotten?”

Bumblebee chuckled softly. “The no names probably don’t have a class. But I bet Shepard does. He denied it, but he would always rub it in Sandwich’s face when their team did better than ours. No way he kept doing that without some kind of bullshit Hunter class or something. Which reminds me. He’s definitely coming back. It’s the only way he can level up, get stronger. Don’t let him weasel a better salary out of you. He wants to be here.” 

“That’s good to hear. I know you don’t like the guy, but I need more experienced people on the team if we are going to do all of the monster culling. If-” Luke cut himself off because he saw a faint glow behind a nearby spiny bush. It was bulbous and slimy, and gave him such a bad feeling that Luke immediately pulled his sword.

Bumblebee put his hand on Luke’s hand. “No wait, stop. Those are Wizard Leeches. They want you to attack them with magic. They suck it out of you and then throw it back at you twice as strong.”

Now that he said it, Luke could see how they looked like enormous leeches. They were sandy and green colored, perfect for blending into the sparse vegetation. Each one was two feet high and eleven long. There was one behind the bush twenty feet ahead, and another three spaced along the road farther out.

Luke dipped his sword and shrunk his legs back to normal. “Then how do we kill them? If you haven’t noticed, we only have magic swords with us.”

“That’s why we always bring the ... whoops.”

“Whoops? What whoops?” 

“Don’t worry about it. Watch out behind, there are two more.”

            

    
        Chapter 18: When Chekhov Saw the Long Winter...

    
    
    
    
                Wizard Leeches. They were surrounded by Wizard Leeches. Luke couldn’t use the fancy fire sword he had brought along because the monsters would supposedly suck up the magic and fire it back at them. 

The slimy monsters hadn’t attacked yet. It looked like Bumblebee had been right. They could sense the humans had magic and wanted to provoke an attack first.

Luke reattached the sword to his leg with the embedded magnets in his armor. He assumed that the leeches could suck off the glowing magic of the runes along the sword. That left his hands free to - punch the monsters to death? There had to be a better way.

He cast around and saw a few stones to his left. They were almost boulders, each a few hundred pounds. Should be easy for him to lift in his suit though. He picked up the closest rock and lifted it over his head with both hands. The Leech behind him slithered up closer. He lowered his stance and readied himself.

Wait. He needed to cast his repair skill first. He focused inward and mentally activated the first half of Repair Craft. Mana exploded out of his core and shot out through his spiritual veins. It slowly soaked into his mech. His war machine.

“Uh, Luke, you alright there buddy? Now would be a good time to attack. Right now!” Bumblebee worriedly said.

Luke did his best to ignore him. Repair Craft needed to finish before he started fighting. Otherwise it would repair his suit back to a broken state later. Besides, the leeches were slow.

The monsters decided to immediately prove him wrong. The one to the side in his peripheral vision bunched up and shot towards him, clearing ten feet in an instant. Luke’s skill had just finished so he felt confident in twisting and counter attacking the monster.

Its wide circular mouth hit Luke in the chest, dozens of teeth immediately sinking into the chitin. He used the impact to increase the momentum of the rock in his hands, bringing it down like a meteor strike. The rock hit the monster and smashed it against the dirt path, green blood splattering to the sides.

Luke raised the rock again, but another attack wasn’t needed. The leech had been smashed in half with the stone strike. It was dead.

The leech on the main path decided to punish his distraction and attacked. It bunched and shot forward, hitting his left leg and making him stumble backwards. Luke cried out as its teeth burrowed into the leg. He could feel that. It wasn’t pain, not really, but he could feel the monster attack. It must have been the feedback from Machine Bond.

With an angry grunt, Luke raised his left leg and brought down the stone. He trapped the attacking leech between a rock and a steel knee. The rock split in two from the impact, but only after doing the same to the monster. Green blood pulsed out of a headless body.

Bumblebee made an odd whoop behind him and Luke was hit from behind. Two impacts, one after another, was enough to make him tip over and stumble to the ground. He caught himself before he fell on his face, but it was hard to get back up. There were two heavy monsters latched onto him, one on his left shoulder and the other on his right hip.

Instead of getting up, Luke twisted and rolled onto his back. He squished the one on his left with the roll, but the one on his right was too smart for that. It unlatched and squirmed towards his face.

Luke yelled and flailed downwards, knocking the monster off his chest and leaving a trail of slime across his body. He sat up and brought both fists down atop the leech’s head. It was like hitting a dodgeball. Rubbery and resilient, until it popped and the brains squirted out. 

There was one more monster left, a larger one that was harassing Bumblebee. Luke slowly stood back up as his partner used his Evade skill to slip out of the way of attack after attack.

Luke growled and stomped forward, winding up for an epic kick. Just as the big one was landing from another missed leap, he stepped forward and kicked for the fences.

The monster’s rubbery body absorbed much of the impact and it jiggled around in a small circle. It was still alive, and mostly unharmed. It was dazed for a bit, long enough for Luke to do a follow up attack, a stomp down with all of his weight. More green blood splattered across the dirt path.

Luke took heaving breaths as he spun around, checking for any other attackers. There were none. He was also sure that the monsters were all truly dead, the mana glow had left them. He cut the body up a bit, but he didn’t find a mana core.

He gave himself a few moments to catch his breath, green blood dripping off his suit. Through his Machine Bond, he could feel the runes on his left leg sparking, they were going to cut out soon. The Wizard Leech must have nicked something important or sucked some of the mana out of them.

Looks like it was time to use his repair skill. He focused on his core and felt around for the second half of Repair Craft. He activated the skill and felt mana be pulled out of him, bits of it going towards his front, back, and leg, swiftly repairing the damage the leeches had inflicted. To his delight, the skill also pulled off the monster blood and let it splash to the dirt. He was pristine once more.

He checked his mana, that had taken almost all of it. The first half of the skill took a flat fifteen points and the second half took variable mana depending on the damage. Worth every point though. He had gone from barely functional to tip top condition in just thirty seconds.

Bumblebee clapped. “Hell, yeah, man. You gottem good. That last kick was brutal, you really put the smackdown on that little bugger.”

“Yeah, no thanks to you. Did you even fight? Or were you using all your mana on Evasion?”

“Using Evasion is fighting. I was making sure they didn’t swarm you all at once. Besides, I did kill one. See?” Bumblebee said and pointed to a squished leech in the bushes. “Plus, I was keeping watch for other monsters. This close to the ocean, you get Blast Crabs drawn in by the sounds of fighting.”

“Yeah, alright. Still, I would have appreciated a little more help. I used up all of my mana with that repair. How long does it take to recharge?”

“Dunno for you, but for me it’s like forty-five minutes.” Bumblebee said with a shrug. “Oh hey! You killed a buncha monsters. Did you level up?”

“Lemme check.” 
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“You are looking at a level 1 War Machine,” Luke said with a small amount of pride.

“Fire. Grats, man. If you got stat points, now’s the time to use them.”

“I’m assuming that’s what the plus sign is next to the stat numbers?”

“Yep. You gotta use them right away. Degenerate said that if you don’t, the system assigns your point for you.”

Luke shuddered. He definitely didn’t want that. “Alright, I’ll assign some now. Only, I don’t know what stats are good for my class. Any ideas?”

Bumblebee shrugged. He started walking towards the ocean as they talked. “Never heard of your class, or even anything similar. I know about Drivers and Warriors. Heard some rumors about a Mirror Mage, but that’s it.”

“Huh. I guess I’ll just have to wing it.” Luke said to himself.

Normally when he played video games he liked to min/max, to focus on a few stats and ignore the rest. But in video games he got to try again. Real life didn’t have a restart.

Bumblebee snapped his fingers, the metal gauntlet making the snap much louder than normal. “There is one thing. There are usually extra benefits to hitting level six or twelve. Like when I hit six in dex, I ran faster. When I added points four and five, I just got a bit more flexible, sleek. But when I hit six, I could straight up run faster.”

“Six or twelve? Whoever made the system must have used a senary system.”

“Huh?”

“Nevermind. Thanks for the advice.”

Luke pulled up his stats again. He was one away from twelve in memory, without the buff from being in power armor. If he included the buff, then he was one away in strength, acuity, and perception.

That didn’t exactly narrow things down much. It only meant that he didn’t want to add to constitution or dexterity. Four choices was still too many. 

Honestly, he wasn’t sure how much benefit Memory or Acuity would give him. If it wasn’t for the fact that his class used magic, he would ignore the stats entirely. Perception was useful, he spotted the Wizard Leech ambush early enough that they could do something about it. Strength would be useful too, he wanted to be stronger in and out of his mech.

They jogged along the path while Luke thought about it. The landscape slowly shifted from scrub brush and scraggly trees to long grasses and balloon plants. He tried to stay on a lookout for monsters and enjoy the scenery, but the weight of his decision pressed on him.

Eventually, Luke chose Strength. It was a stat he wouldn’t regret adding to. He immediately started jogging a bit faster. It wasn’t a huge increase, but he could tell the difference. Like he had spent the last three months seriously weight training and exercising. It didn’t feel like he had any particular bonus like Bumblebee had mentioned. Just a bit stronger, not a big change. That must mean the buff didn't count towards the base six bonus.

He pulled up his stat screen. His strength was 3(3), as expected, but the plus sign was still there. It was by all the stats. Had the system glitched? Did the level up come with two stats instead of just one? That had to be it. His platinum class must be better than Bumblebee’s bronze one.

The choice for his second stat was easy. It had to be Memory. It was the only one of his natural stats that was one away from a multiple of six. He mentally pressed that plus sign next to Memory and felt the change hit him.

His brain throbbed and he felt a tingling sensation wash over him. When it ended, he tried to remember important things and less important things. He felt like his ability to remember things had improved slightly, but nothing too impressive. Then he thought about runes. All of the sudden it became clear to him what the Memory stat really was.

It wasn’t focused on recalling things, it let him hold more things in his head at once. Normally he had to focus hard to keep a full rune in his mind. They were slippery things that required his full focus. Now he could instantly recall the full set of symbols of two Adept runes, and almost three. It was like the difference between having more computer storage vs having more RAM. The Memory stat didn’t give him more storage, but it did let him access things quickly and hold it all in his head at once.

Bumblebee had been right. There was a bonus for hitting a multiple of six on his stats. He pulled up his stat screen once more and found another little bonus. His mana pool had expanded. It was now a pool of twenty-four, it had gone up by two. That’s a pretty simple conversion, two points of mana pool for every point of memory. Sadly, he only had three points of mana in that large pool, so he needed to be careful about injuries for the next little bit.

They trudged through the grasses heading north along the shore line for the next half hour. The spider’s tidal cave came into view and they carefully made their way towards the ocean. Luke gave the funeral pyre a respectful bow and walked up to the cave entrance. There was a possible problem there.

“The water’s awfully close. Do you know if the tide’s coming in or going out?” Luke said.

“Dunno. Tides are weird here. They don’t have a moon, they have rings.” Bumblebee pointed up.

Luke looked up to the Kalibutan sky. He hadn’t noticed it before, but the planet had three rings tracing a line across the sky. They were faint in the morning light, but he bet they were beautiful at night. That still left the original question. 

The waves were cresting only feet from the entrance to the cave. Luke noticed that there were some mosses around the cave entrance. They were fully dry. That meant the tide was coming in, not out. Depending on how fast the tides moved here, the cave could be fully blocked in an hour or two. The end of the cave would be above the waterline, but they would be trapped in there with the remnants of the spectral spiders.

“Ok. It looks like the tide is coming in. We are going to go in anyway, but we’ll keep an eye out. It shouldn’t take long to find out if the spiderlings have cores, and we can go from there.”

Bumblebee had stopped in front of the pyre ashes. He turned and nodded, heading into the cave without a word. Luke drew both swords and readied his mana. There were spectral spiders in this cave, but he had chosen fire and acid swords because he knew that they were effective against these slippery monsters.

His heart was pounding and he kept glancing around at the walls, floor, and ceiling in an unceasing loop. Against all expectation, they arrived at the scene of the battle unmolested. Everything was just as they had left it, dog sized spider corpses surrounding the spider queen. The light crystals they had left were still faintly glowing. Monster blood had mostly dried and the only smell in the air was salt and rot. The corpses looked like they were decaying faster than expected, like they had been dead for a week, not a single Kalibutan day.

Bumblebee knelt down near one of the smaller corpses and started cutting with his sword. He thoroughly mangled the body, but there wasn’t a monster core to be found. He sighed and moved on to the next one. Luke decided to keep watch instead of helping, the last thing he wanted was to get caught unawares.

“Got one!” Bumblebee said as he reached into the cavity of a thorax. He pulled out a small shining marble.

That was about 4k right there. If they went by monster size, there were probably twenty-one monster cores hiding inside the larger corpses strewn about the room. Luke did some mental math and his heart started beating faster. 84k, assuming they could get full price for them all. 

“Alright. Let’s harvest the rest of them. We gotta be quick about it though. Don’t worry about getting messy,” Luke said.

He showed Bumblebee what he meant by slicing open a thorax with the sword in his left hand and plunging his right hand directly into its guts. Machine Bond gave him enough physical feedback that he was about to quickly fish out the valuable marble inside.

“Gross man. I don’t have a magic repair skill that cleans me up,” Bumblebee said. “I’ll just keep watch.”

“Whatever. Let’s get this done and out of here.”

Luke put his head down and focused on slicing and grabbing. He quickly created a stack of monster cores, one after another adding to the pile. In less than ten minutes, he had a total of twenty-three cores gathered on the stone floor. Happily, the monster cores sloughed off the blood they were covered in and the pile was pristine. He shoveled them into his back compartment and when there wasn’t enough space, he put the rest in his hip compartment along with his phone.

“I wanted to take the queen spider’s exoskeleton for crafting materials, but I feel like that’s tempting fate. Let’s just get out of here,” Luke said.

They hurried through the cave and out into the light. They had to stop at the entrance because it was blocked by two enormous crabs. Each one was fifteen feet tall and puke green. As soon as the monsters saw the armored suits, they skittered forward, shoving each other to get at the tasty humans inside.

            

    
        Chapter 19: Crab Nuggets?

    
    
    
    
                Luke’s enhanced Memory dredged up a random fact from college biology. Carcinization is the evolutionary process where unrelated organisms independently evolve into the form of a crab. The process had clearly happened here on Kalibutan. But something had gone wrong along the way.

The puke green monsters skittering towards them were definitely crabs. They had a hard shell, eight legs, and two claws. But each leg was also a claw, and its mouth was a huge pincer. It was like they took a giant crab and turned the pinching up to eleven.

All of this passed through Luke’s head in an instant and then he focused on the fight. His hand was already moving to grab a sword. Bumblebee had his lightning sword already out and sent tendrils of shocking magic towards the closest monster. The crab stuttered in place for a few moments.

This gave the other monster the chance to shove it aside so it could attack. Luke stepped up as it skittered forward. They met at the mouth of the cave, his acid sword against its claw. The sword hit its shell and skittered off, bouncing away from the spikes in the exoskeleton.

Luke had forgotten to activate the sword first. The green crab took the chance to counter attack, shoving its open claw into his chest. He bounced back with the blow, just barely avoiding the claw as it snapped shut. A magical explosion appeared at the tip of its claw and blasted him further back.

The force was enough to make him trip and fall on his back. As he fell, Luke belatedly remembered that Bumblebee had called these things Blast Crabs. The monster skittered forward, raising an enormous claw above his chest and bringing it down like a hammer.

Tendrils of lightning lashed out and shocked the crab, holding it in place for a bare moment. Just enough time for Luke to roll out of the way. He growled to himself for his mistakes and focused on the sword in his hand as he stood back up.

He shoved mana from his core and up through his right arm. As soon as it touched the sword, it lit up green along its length and the edge started dripping. Luke slashed at the Blast Crab from ten feet away. Drips of acid flew from his sword, splattering across the monster’s claw and upper shell.

The Blast Crab didn’t seem to notice, it ignored him and swung for the closer target. Bumblebee used Evade and slipped out of the way of the claw and the follow up blast. Wisps of smoke came up from the spots the acid had hit and a few of them made it through its exoskeleton.

A keening roar came out of the crab’s beak as the pain hit. It tried to wipe the acid off its shell but the damage was done. The other Blast Crab was frustrated at not getting its chance to attack so it shoved the crying monster to the side. The injured crab didn’t take the shove lightly and turned to its fellow.

Luke used the moment of distraction to extend his legs into digitigrade running form. He stepped forward and stabbed the crab from behind. The extra height gave him just the right angle to bring his acid sword down atop its head. The tip paused momentarily as it hit the exoskeleton, then the acid ate through and the sword plunged all the way through the monster’s head just behind its pincher mouth.

The Blast Crab tried to screech, but only blood and acid came out. Luke pulled the sword towards him, cutting a jagged line across its body. It fired blasts from its claws and feet, a spasmodic response as it died. The staccato blasts were enough to wrench the acid sword from Luke’s grip.

Bumblebee stepped in and sent a wave of fire from above, scorching the other crab’s carapace in a line. Luke grabbed his own fire sword and wobbled. His running legs weren’t stable on the uneven rocks and sand. He shrunk back down and dashed forward, sending a horizontal wave of fire towards the last crab.

The monster saw the attack coming and crouched slightly. As the arc of flame neared, the crab jumped and blasted off with each of its legs. It flew into the air, at least fifteen feet, as the fire passed underneath harmlessly. It landed nimbly and skittered forward.

This time Bumblebee and Luke were ready for it. They both struck from above, flaming swords coming from both sides. The Blast Crab caught the swords on its upraised claws and attempted to push them back.

The flaming magic within the swords bit into the claws and the power armor’s strength was more than enough to cut through the exoskeleton. The monster lost both claws in a single motion.

The Blast crab screeched in pain, but Luke didn’t let it suffer long. With a short hop, he lunged forward and thrust into its brain, killing it with a blast of steam and the smell of cooked crab.

As the second crab fell to the ground, Luke scanned around, looking for more monsters. There were none. He pulled his mana from the sword and the flames shut off. He checked his mana pool. The whole fight had lasted less than thirty seconds, and he had used up ten points of mana. That left him with eight points.

He belatedly remembered he hadn’t used Repair Craft at the beginning of the fight. He wasn’t sure if that was a good idea or not. If he had thought about it, he definitely would have spent the fifteen points of mana on the first half of the skill. But if he had done that, he would have run out of mana in the middle of the fight and been without an easy way to kill the monsters. It was a tough balance between defense and offense. 

Luke looked over to Bumblebee. “Where are their mana cores? We need to harvest them and go, something is bound to have heard the explosions. My ears are still ringing.”

“I know, right? If we didn’t have a class, I’d be worried about permanent hearing loss.”

Luke waited for a beat and then reminded him, “The cores?”

“Dunno. We never fought crabs before. The ocean has the worst shit, we try to avoid it if we can. I bet we can find it if we pry off the shell we can find it. Our helmets should help us see the mana from the core,” Bumblebee said and shoved his sword into the side of the crab’s torso.

Luke did the same and together they levered the shell off with a squelch. The monster’s guts were already starting to stink. Thankfully, the location of the core was easy to discover since it was the only thing that still had the shine of mana. It was just behind the remains of the skewered brain.

Bumblebee used his sword to flick it out onto the black sand. It was larger than Luke had been expecting, a size 3 or 4. He tucked it away in his waist compartment and they moved onto the next one. That core was a little smaller, but still bigger than the marble sized ones they had harvested from the spiders.

He had a lot of wealth tucked away in his suit. He didn’t even want to think about exactly how much. Now that he had the cores in hand, he was suddenly doubtful that he could get the prices listed on the internet.

“Can we eat the crab? It smells pretty good,” Luke asked.

“I’ve heard you can, but I’ve never tried. Most of the monsters we fight are gross.”

“Hmm. Maybe next time. Let’s head out for now.”

They hurried away from the cave, not stopping until they reached the dirt path far from the beach. Luke held up his hand and said, “Let’s stop here for a bit. I want to recharge my mana. We know there aren’t any monsters nearby cus we just came through here.”

“Good idea, I was almost out too. I hate being low.”

Luke looked around and found a grassy spot to sit. There were five foot tall grass tufts along the path, each blade had tiny hairs along its edge. That normally would have stopped him from putting his butt on unknown flora, but he was in power armor.

“Didja level up again?”

“Yep, level 2 now.”

“Ah. I miss those days. Every level up is straight bussin. I’ve been stuck at twelve for a while.”

“Does it take more and more fights to level up as you get higher?”

“Yes, but no. It depends on your class. If you were a warrior, you would have to fight stronger and stronger monsters to level up. My Driver class used to level up when I killed monsters, but not anymore. Now it wants me to do something impressive with driving. I got my twelfth level by making a forty-five minute commute to the Norfolk Complex in fifteen minutes. I had two separate cops on my ass, but I lost them both. I’ve tried a few different racing things since then, but nothing’s worked.”

“Dude, don’t do that. I don’t want to lose you to some stupid car accident.”

“Nah, man. I can’t crash, Evade, remember? Anyway, it doesn’t matter. I have to try something different if I want my class to advance again.”

Luke nodded but didn’t respond. He wondered about his own class. Would he get stuck at level twelve like Bumblebee? His class had war in the name, did that mean he had to do battle to progress it? The chances of him taking his mech to an actual war were slim.

That was a problem for future Luke, for today, he had more stat points to assign. Bumblebee had said the stats only came on odd level ups, but Luke had two more stat points available even though he was only level two. 
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If he put both of them into dexterity, his base stats would be six. That was the level Bumblebee said made him faster. None of his other stats could make it up to a multiple of six, so that made the decision easy.

He mentally put both points into dexterity and felt the change wash over him. Luke wouldn’t describe the feeling as ‘bussin’ like Bumblebee, but it was nice. Like a warm shower for his soul or the satisfaction of beating all of his friends at Mario Kart.

The feeling faded and Luke was back to normal. He wanted to jump up and test out his new speed right away. He couldn’t, for several reasons. Bumblebee would be heartbroken to discover that Luke got a stat point at level two, let alone a pair of them. Luke's class gave him four stat points by level two, something that had taken Bumblebee to level seven. By the time Luke was at level seven, he would have fourteen extra stats.

It was probably time to plan out a cohesive strategy for his stats, something he would work towards over multiple levels instead of deciding something new every time. If he assumed he would make it to level twelve like Bumblebee had, that would mean he had twenty additional points to work with. 

Luke stared at his stat screen, trying to decide what stats he should bump up, and which ones were fine with ignoring. He really needed advice, but he wasn’t sure who he could trust. Maybe he could trust Cormac, since he already had a secrecy deal with the orc. He nodded to himself. That would be the plan, he’d spell it all out to him the next time he met the Seneschal. He should know enough about the system to give Luke some advice.

“Hey Skywalker?” Bumblebee said without turning. He was keeping watch to the east.

“Yeah?” Luke said while facing west.

“You did good today, straight up ninja on the leeches and your sword form was on point with the crabs. Get it? On point?”

“Yeah, yeah. I get it. Never figured you for a dad joke kinda guy.”

“Whatever, funny is funny. Anyway, I was wondering how you got that good. You do some MMA shit before you went into the National Guard? Is that why you joined up, so you could fight more? I was asking ‘cus you don’t seem to like the orders. Every time Cormac or Kruro tells you what to do, you get the ick. Not really the kinda guy I think of as a soldier.”

Luke chuckled softly. He pulled out lunch while they talked. He shared it with Bumblebee since he hadn’t brought anything.

“Yeah, everyone keeps telling me that I'm not really soldier material. Even Corporal Conrad, the nicest NCO I’ve ever met, told me the Guard wasn’t for me.”

“So why’d ya join?”

Luke took a bite of his salami and havarti sandwich as he considered how much to tell him. It wasn’t really a subject he liked talking about. Then again, he had just fought with Bumblebee and that forms a bond that other friendships can’t touch.

“It was my mom. I left home at eighteen ‘cus I wanted to get away from her. She was... not nice. I wanted to go to college, get myself a real career in engineering. But I wasn’t smart enough to get a scholarship, which was the only way I could afford it. So I joined the National Guard instead. They’ll pay for college, and when I joined, they hadn’t been deployed in a decade. I thought I wouldn't have to fight.”

“Oh, you got screwed in that deal. Did you even have time to go to college before you lost your leg?”

Luke’s throat closed up. Even after all this time and therapy, every time he thought about that day, he started panicking. Maybe it would be good to talk about, the veteran therapist said as much.

He said, “I finished college last year, did it all online. But you are right, none of us expected aliens to try and invade. Do you want to know all the gory details about the day I lost my leg?”

            

    
        Chapter 20: York Was the Staging Point for Every Invasion of My Country

    
    
    
    
                Bumblebee turned his power armor around to face Luke. “Bet. I mean it’s fine if you don’t want to talk about it, but I’ve never met someone that was there that day. I just watched it in high school, and you know how shitty the footage was.”

Luke set down his sandwich. “I wasn’t on base when they attacked, National Guard only train one weekend a month. I was at my other job, an AC repairman. When I got the call, I thought it was some kind of weird joke. I hadn’t seen the news yet. The corporal convinced me by threatening extra PT.

“Anyway, it was a madhouse when I got there. No one knew what we were doing. We aren’t usually the first called into combat, but we were the closest, and it’s all hands on deck for an alien invasion. Eventually we got armed and organized. The portal isn’t far from the base, so we got there in like twenty minutes.

“Nobody was using the words orc or dwarf back then, so all I saw was this field full of aliens, with more marching out of the portal. All of them were in full armor and wielding these medieval weapons. They had crushed this house in front of the portal, just flattened it to the ground. There was a 7/11 gas station to the east and a row of houses to the west. A haze covered the area, purple and red. It felt like death.

“The videos you saw all start after the fighting. Before then, while we were all getting into place, they tried to talk to the aliens. They had four scientists, the Sergeant Major, and a camera crew. They just walked right up to the invading army and started talking. This elf came out and talked to them for a bit, but neither side understood each other. 

“It was a dog that started it all. Someone’s pet had gotten loose, wandered too close to the dwarves. One of them shot it with a bow, all casual like. The arrow went through the dog and made a crater in the asphalt. We should have known then. But then some idiot from J company tried to get revenge for the dog. It all started over a dog.”

Luke sighed and took a bite of his sandwich. Bumblebee didn’t say anything while Luke chewed, so he felt like continuing.

“The bullets bounced right off an invisible shield. We thought it was a forcefield, but it was really a simple battle shield. The dwarf fired back at the idiot and killed him with a single shot. Killed the three guys behind him too. Every arrow was like a tank round. The battle kicked off then, both sides opening fire. Our shots bounced off, theirs didn’t.

“In addition to the bows and javelins, they had mages throwing fireballs, acid bombs, and sonic blasts. There was this one orc mage that would point at people, and they would just disappear. Point, poof, gone.

“We had eight ATVs with heavy guns and one Bradley. They were the only things that could punch through the Kalibutan battle shields. Still, I think we only killed five of them before someone gave the order to retreat. It wasn’t the Sergeant major though, he died in the first few seconds. By the time the retreat started, we had lost more than two hundred good men and women.

“People were screaming, breaking rank and running, it was madness. There was fire everywhere, ATVs were burning. The smell. The smell was awful. Hit you in the back of your throat and made your eyes water.

“My squad stopped on Waterglen Dr as a delaying action, so the rest of the company could keep retreating. I’m pretty sure the captain expected us all to die. The orcs had broken rank and scattered to chase us; each one seemed like an invincible juggernaut.

“A pair of orcs stomped our way and just shrugged off our rifle fire. Marquez and Jackson ran then. The rest of us stayed, although I’m pretty sure we all expected to die. One of the orcs had a whip that moved through the air like a snake. He wrapped up Jones and sent him flying through the window of a nearby house. Broke his back, he’s in a wheelchair now.

“I kept firing, even though it wasn’t doing any good. I figured their armor was special, but maybe not their eyes. Turns out I was right, but for kind of the wrong reason. The purple and red haze I mentioned earlier? That was an army buff that wore off when they left the zone of mana around the portal. In addition, the mana started seeping out of their bodies, making them less tough the farther they walked.

“I got a lucky shot in. Hit the right orc’s eye and bounced around his brain. When he died, the other orc flipped out. I still remember the look of his face when he turned to me and roared. So loud I felt his breath from fifteen feet. He had a chipped left tusk and a scar above his right eye.

“I kept firing, but I only hit his helmet. I backed up and tripped on something. It’s the only thing that saved me. The guy had an enormous scimitar and he slashed down at me. I avoided most of the strike, only lost my right leg. 

“The orc didn’t like that, and tried to kill me again. That’s when the Bradley IFV said hello. Hit him in the chest and sprayed his guts across the street. I almost didn't notice. My leg was gone and blood was spurting out of the stump. Every heartbeat felt like it was my last. I was so sure I was dead. A medic ran back just in time to put a tourniquet on my leg. If it wasn’t for the Bradley and the medic, I would have been marching in heaven with them. I was lucky.

“You probably know how the rest of it went. Close to the portal they were basically invincible. As they entered the mana dead zone that is Earth, they were vulnerable to our weapons. Since our rifles are longer range than their magic, they couldn’t break the cordon we set up. The stalemate was just long enough for the eggheads to start translating the language. Honestly, we were lucky. The army invading from our portal didn’t have Diamond Golems or Battle Wasps. We could have ended up like China.”

They both shivered as they thought about the fate of China. So many died in that attack, even more when their government dropped the nuke.

“Thanks for telling me, man. I know that’s gotta be tough reliving it,” Bumblebee said in the silence.

Luke stood back up, “Yeah, I don’t like talking about it, but I figured you earned yourself some answers. You are a good fighter, glad to have you by my side. My mana’s almost full, let’s get going.”

Bumblebee hopped up and they headed west, towards town. They needed to head south to check on the slimes, but sticking to the flat paths would allow Luke to keep up with Bumblebee. Without his digitigrade legs extended, Luke didn’t have a chance of keeping up with the young fighter.

They quickly made it to the estate village. Luke stopped in to check on Jinx, but she was sleeping in the naga’s burrow. Her heated bed was heaven for the bionic cat. They headed back out after a short conversation with Kruro. She mentioned he should keep an eye out for monsters with strong exoskeletons. They were running out of the chitin needed to build power suits.

As they headed south, Luke considered visiting the spider den again. It was an easy source of organic armor. He decided against it though. Both the crab and the spiders hadn’t been able to stand up to his magic swords at all. He wanted something tougher to build his mech army. 

Halfway between the city and the portal, Bumblebee slowed to a stop.

He said, “This general area is slime territory. Close to the road on both sides are the red slimes, further west is purple slime territory, further east is yellow slime.”

“I wish we had the manpower to split up, but no use complaining. Let’s start on the west side and make our way east,” Luke said and shrunk down to his normal sized robotic legs. “By the way, will the slimes attack us if they see us?”

“Absolutely they will. They’ll suck the mana dust right out of your runes. Duck and dive, duck and dive. We gotta get them to attack us in the first place, cus we can’t count them otherwise. They are pretty good at hiding. It’s the only way they stay alive, really. They are pretty pathetic monsters.” 

They headed into the underbrush. Luke noticed that Bumblebee was better at quietly walking through the forest even when he didn’t use his Evade skill. He just had better skill gained from years of practice. It was slightly disappointing to Luke because he had high dexterity and his Machine Bond, but some things weren’t going to come easy to him no matter how high his level rose.

As a consequence of his lacking woodcraft, Luke was usually the one to get ambushed. The first time was only a few hundred feet from the path when he walked under a redwood branch. At first Luke ignored the movement out of the corner of his eyes, the damn trees were always moving.

But then his vision cut out and a line of red goo started to try and seep in through his visor slit. Luke yelled and started flailing around.

Bumblebee laughed his ass off in between shouts of “Don’t kill it, don’t kill it.”

The red slime was weirdly sticky, except when he had it in his hands, then it slipped through like water. Luke was able to get the slime off his helmet and onto the forest floor after the fourth try. Once it was finally on the ground, he hightailed it out of there. Thankfully the slime was slower than their walking speed so he didn’t have to go far.

He checked his helmet, but it hadn’t managed to slip in and remove the runes inside. The next few attacks were basically a repeat of the first.

“I am legit starting to wonder if you forgot you are supposed to jump out of the way.”

Luke gave him the finger.

Bumblebee laughed and said, “Look, keep an eye on the tree branches you are about to walk under, the slime’s mana is slightly brighter than than normal and it will tense up just before it jumps down. Or up, but I’ll keep an eye out on the ground for you.”

Luke got a bit better after that, avoiding half of the next attacks. They spent the next three hours combing the forest and counting slimes of different colors. They killed a few predators along the way, a Mist Fox, a pair of Displacer Bears, and a Fungus Rabbit.

He didn’t add any cores to his storage though, Bumblebee insisted they leave the cores for the slimes so they could bud into more slimes.

As they walked, Luke made sure to keep on top of his mana. Whenever it was full, he practiced Repair Craft. Hours passed without damage, but it was still an easy way to clean his power armor of dust and mud. His efforts were rewarded after several hours.
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The level up put a smile on his face and also meant that he could use the first half of Repair Craft up to 2 1/2 hours before the second half. As soon as mana was full again, he cast the upgraded version. When his mana pool filled up again, he wouldn’t have to spend it again right away.

When they finished their survey, they were on the southeastern edge of the lord’s peninsula. Bumblebee suggested they head a bit farther south to meet up with the road heading to the other estates so they could run back faster.

“I can already tell you the Hive Wolves aren't eating the slimes. There are more of the little buggers than last time, I’m sure of it,” Bumblebee said.

“Seems like the hive is hiding. Still weird calling wolves a hive.”

“It’s cus the more of them there are, the stronger their hive mind gets. Nothing to do with bees.”

“Yeah, I remember, just weird. Do we even need to worry about them since they are hiding?”

“Hiding is bad. It means they are smart. We don’t want to ignore them and let them get smarter, trust me,” Bumblebee said in a voice far more serious than normal.

The road appeared in front of them and they stepped onto it together.

Luke said, “Do you have a history with hive wolves? Cus it seems like...” He trailed off because of the strange sight on the road.

There had been an attack. Baskets and bodies were strewn about. A fifteen foot tall humanoid was standing in the middle of the road. It was naked and hideous with pebbly skin. It had the body of a dwarf in its right hand and was slowly bringing it up to its mouth.

“Oh shit. It’s a troll,” Bumblebee whispered.

It was more than a hundred feet away, but as soon as he said that, the troll jerked its head up. It dropped the body and started running towards them.

Bumblebee swore and fumbled with the swords on his back. He dropped two of them as the litany of swears continued. 

Luke drew his trusty acid sword and held it at the ready. The troll was pounding down the dirt path directly at them. Luke noticed it didn’t have eyes, or a nose. Just a bumpy fleshy face and a too wide mouth. It didn’t even have teeth, just protrusions around its jaws.

With an expression of disgust, Luke decided to attack from a distance. He pushed mana into the sword and swiped it forward. A wide arc of acid droplets flew out in front of him. He had timed it just right and the majority of the acid droplets hit the troll in the chest.

Everywhere the acid hit puffed with green smoke. Small spots of skin turned black and sloughed off. The troll didn’t even slow down. Luke had just enough time to be surprised before it barreled into him.

            

    
        Chapter 21: Big trolls, little trolls. Trolls, trolls, trolls...

    
    
    
    
                The troll hit him full tilt and compressed a bit before Luke was knocked back. He flew backwards and landed hard on his back, knocking his head on his helmet. It took a moment for Luke to clear his head. By the time he did, the monster was sitting on his chest, trying to batter its way through his armor.

Luke pressed on Machine Bond, trying to reinforce his chest plate. He wasn’t sure if that’s how it worked, but he was trying anyway. He brought his acid sword down on the creature from behind. Even with the magic acid going full blast, it still took enormous amounts of effort to get the sword to bite in. Luke refused to give up and pulled harder, sawing through the monster’s midsection.

The troll ignored the sword biting deep into his gut and kept battering down on Luke’s chest. His steel plate had bent and the chitin underneath was groaning. If it broke, his ribs would break next.

“Roll over, roll over!” Bumblebee shouted as he stabbed at the monster, trying to get its attention.

Luke bucked his hips, trying to knock the troll off, but it was too heavy. With it atop him, he could see that it didn’t have normal skin, it was bulbous and writhing, like a carpet of moving warts. The observation happened in the back of his mind while he focused on tearing the acid sword through the monster’s midsection.

A Luke pushed his intent into his power armor, urging it to work better. After that, moving the sword was a bit easier, enough to overcome the monster’s natural defenses. His acid sword made it all the way through, cutting the monster in half.

Not a moment too soon. The troll had torn off his steel breastplate and cracked the chitin underneath. Luke was fairly sure he had broken ribs.

With the monster in two pieces, Luke was finally able to roll over. He pulled himself up on his hands and knees, taking shallow breaths because of the pain.

“Get up, get up!” Bumblebee shouted.

“Just let me catch my breath,” Luke said.

A large hand reached out and grabbed Luke’s sword arm. It yanked him to the side, knocking him to the ground again. The troll wasn’t dead. The two halves were moving, connected by fleshy tendrils. As he watched, the acid burnt bits were sloughing off and it was oozing back together.

Bumblebee shouted and brought his sword down on the arm that was holding Luke’s hand. It was a fire sword and the flame burst from the sword in great gouts. It hit the trolls arm and cut most of the way through it. 

The troll made the first sound since it attacked, a high pitched keening sound. Luke pulled back, tearing it further along the blackened cut. The troll’s hand still gripped tightly but he was free again.

This time Luke hopped up to his feet despite the pain. He used his left glove to claw the severed hand off his gauntlet. He flung it away as the troll stood up on wobbly feet. Bumblebee was keeping it occupied with slashes and stabs with the fire sword.

“It’s a troll. Fire is the only thing that works. Grab your sword,” Bumblebee shouted.

Luke’s own fire sword had been magnetized to his thigh and knocked off when the troll slammed him to the ground. He bent down now and scooped up the sword with his left hand. His Mechanical Bond skill told him that his right hand couldn’t hold anything at the moment.

Mana coursed down his left arm and into the sword. It roared with heat and flame. Luke jumped forward in time to protect Bumblebee’s left half. The troll shrunk back from the second flaming sword, but moved too slow. Everywhere the flame hit, great swaths of skin turned black and tumbled to the ground.

Bumblebee used the distraction to chop down with a two handed strike. It split the monster’s head and vaporized the rest. The troll stumbled back, headless. Luke didn’t relax yet. 

His caution was warranted as the troll regrew its head in moments. Every time it used its healing powers, it shrunk a bit. By now it was six feet tall, a few feet shorter than either of them. Bumblebee lunged in with a strike, quickly followed by Luke.

They worked together to keep the monster off balance and continually healing. As it shrunk, it got faster and faster. Luke and Bumblebee had to work hard to keep it between them and not let it escape. Thrust, parry, kick, stab, punch. The fight wore on, the troll smaller and smaller.

Luke’s sword cut out. He had exhausted his mana reserves. Bumblebee kept fighting. His gauntlets were tied into the mana core powering his suit of armor, so it had enough power to keep going. Luke held it down while his companion burned it to the ground.

When it finally stopped moving, both of them stood there gasping for a bit. Luke wanted to rub his wrist and chest, but he couldn’t while wearing his power armor. And he definitely didn’t want to lose the constitution buff he was getting from his class. So he just stood there, each breath a stabbing pain.

“You gonna be ok?”

“Yeah, I’ll live,” Luke replied. “What the hell was that? And don’t just say it’s a troll.”

“Ok, fam. No mentioning the T word,” Bumblebee said seriously. “This particular monster is made up of thousands of little monsters. Like really big cells. When you slice it up, you are only hurting a small percentage of the whole. That’s why fire works. You burn the top layer and the layers below it. I think fire is its only weakness, really.”

“I threw its hand into the bushes. Do we need to go find that part and kill it too?”

Bumblebee turned over the ashes with his sword. “I don’t see a core, so yea. It still counts as alive.”

“Still? Damn.” Luke said and stomped over to the bushes near the road. “It was somewhere around here.”

Bumblebee cut down the bushes with a flame assisted slash, and when they didn’t find it, widened their search. After a minute of burning, they found the little guy trying to sneak away. A quick stab, and it was dead for good. The monster’s magic coalesced into a small monster core sitting among the ashes. Luke tucked it away with the rest.

“Damn, a tier two core? All this, nearly dying, for a tier two monster core?” Luke said and shook his head. The movement made him groan in pain and reach for his chest.
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Nice, a level up. That must have come from when he was pushing his mech hard during the fight. It was doubly nice that the notice about it didn't happen until combat was over.

“Yeah, it was a weak one. Cormac told me about a medium sized troll he killed, took him two hours. He had to stake out each and every part of the bugger one at a time.”

“Shit. I guess we are lucky we didn’t run into one of those.”

“We shouldn’t have run into any. This is part of the Mountain Lord’s estate. He has a responsibility to cull monsters, just like we do. Something like this troll never should have gotten big enough to take down a group of merchants like that.”

Bumblebee pointed to the four dead people. There were three dwarves and an orc. The orc had a pair of sickles near his hands, and the dwarves all had staves with glowing crystals atop them.

They hadn’t gone into the wilderness unarmed, but apparently none of them had weapons that dealt fire damage. There were stacks of woven baskets near the bodies, knocked over but mostly untouched. The troll had only been interested in eating the people.

As they stood there, a group of three orc soldiers crested the hill from the west. They each had a long spear with a glowing red crystal atop it. Luke’s enhanced eyes saw frowns on each of their faces as they walked closer to the two humans. They were wearing brigandine chest armor with leather faulds and greaves, clearly prepared for battle.

Luke muttered to Bumblebee, “What are the chances those grunts waited until after we dealt with their problem to walk out here?”

“Pretty high. Look, they all have fire spears. Those assholes knew the troll was out here and were prepared for it.”

Luke sighed. He wanted to just leave and let them deal with the people they were supposed to protect, but he guessed that the soldiers would want to posture and tell the humans they stole their kill. It would be better to deal with them now than later.

Time to play nice. He took off his right gauntlet and pulled out his cell phone from his front storage. He made a mental note to set up a cell phone interface that didn’t involve taking off his armor. He turned it on and... nothing. A black screen. 

He pressed the power button a few more times, but it was no use. It was dead. Not out of power, dead dead. Luke cursed himself. He had known that mana killed electronics, but he had still stuffed mana cores in with his cell. Now they had to talk with some angry looking orcs and he had no translator.

“You don’t happen to speak orcish, do you?” Luke asked quietly.

“Uhhh. Kinda?”

“Well, your kinda is going to have to be enough. I haven’t had time to learn the language.”

The orcs walked right up to them and started angrily talking while pointing with their spears. They gestured towards the burnt bits of troll scattered about and the four bodies. Luke turned towards Bumblebee but he said nothing and shrunk back. Now more irritated, they started yelling, pointing at everything and moving closer.

 “Dude, Bumblebee. Say something.”

“Uh, Uh,” Bumblebee sputtered and stepped back. Then he squared his shoulders and hesitantly said, “Mi vidas trolon.” The orcs stopped yelling so he continued, “Ni mortigas trolon mortinton.”

“Mortinta?” the lead orc asked.

Bumblebee nodded, then caught himself and did jazz hands. “Trolo mortinta.” He turned to Luke and said, “Dude, show them the monster core. The troll’s core.”

Luke nodded, understanding now why the orcs were angry. They thought the humans had injured the troll but not killed it. They were worried about the tiny hand running away and causing havoc when it grew again. Luke rummaged around in his storage with his bare hand and pulled out the tier two core. He held it up so they could see.

Bumblebee gestured to it and said, “Trolo mortinta.”

The three orcs stared at the core for a bit. Luke wondered if they could tell which monster it came from by the differences in the swirling colors underneath the surface. All of the spider cores they had collected looked the same, white with streaks of purple throughout. The rest of the cores they gathered today had been different colors.

The orcs relaxed and set their weapons down. The lead orc held out his hand and said something too fast to catch. When Luke didn’t respond, he held out his hand again and enunciated, “Doni Kernon.”

“He wants you to give him the troll core.”

Luke immediately pulled back the core. “Hell no. We risked our lives for this. Look at what happened to my suit. My ribs are cracked. I’m not giving it up.”

The orcs said something, but Luke didn’t try to understand. He stepped back and dropped the core into his container.

Bumblebee stepped between them and held up his hands, “They are say this is their land and the core is their property. They are kinda right. We aren’t supposed to hunt on their lands, we were just supposed to pass through.”

“It’s their fault the monster was still alive and they want to steal the core from us?”

The shouting from the lead orc grew louder. Luke suspected they understood English and were offended now.

“Look, Skywalker. If we don’t give them the core, this will be an incident. The seneschals will get involved, it will be this whole thing. Is a tiny core really worth it to you?”

“It’s not a tiny core. It’s worth thousands on Earth.”

Bumblebee tilted his head to the side, which was a funny look from someone in power armor. “No they’re not. Who told you that?”

A shock of worry jolted through Luke. Was he wrong about how much these monster cores were really worth? He shook his head. “It’s the principle of the thing. They can’t watch us do their work for them and then take our hard earned core.”

“Is this really a hill you want to die on? Literally?” 

Luke grit his teeth. Bumblebee was right. He was just being obstinate. He had to give the core over. “Fine, I’ll give it to them.” 

He turned and gave the orcs the evil eye, not that they could see it behind his helmet. And then, just to waste more of their time, Luke activated the second half of his Repair Craft skill. He had regained just enough mana since the fight to fix everything. His right gauntlet flew up from the ground and attached itself. The cracks across his chest sealed up in reverse, the impact divot disappearing. His metal chestplate reconstituted itself and sealed back up. The hundreds of little scrapes and dents smoothed back up and Luke was left mostly pristine. There was still mud on his metal boots, he had run out of mana before the skill could finish its job.

The trio of orcs really didn’t like the display of magic. They jumped back and leveled their swords at him. 

Luke rolled his eyes and said, “It’s fine, don’t be a baby. Here, I’m giving you the stupid core.”

He fished out the troll’s core, which took longer than expected. It was hard to grab small things when he didn’t have a real sense of touch with his armored fingers. Eventually he got the core out and held it out.

The lead orc didn’t move to grab it, instead he barked out an order and the three of them spread out, their spears still pointed at him.

Luke still held out the core, confused. Surely they had seen magic before, so the repair shouldn’t have spooked them. Had he committed some social faux-pas by using magic in the middle of a negotiation? He turned to Bumblebee, but the young black guy was inching his hands towards his swords. How had this turned into a fight when Luke was willing to give them what they wanted?

            

    
        Chapter 22: Will the Lifeboats be Seated According to Class?

    
    
    
    
                Luke slowly dropped his left hand to rest on his sword’s pommel. He still held out the troll core the orcs wanted, but this looked like it was going to end in violence. The three orcs were staring at him and giving him hard looks.

Bumblebee made placating motions and said, “Neniu Batalo, Neniu Batalo.”

The orcs ignored him and continued to spread out. Then all of a sudden, they stood up straight and pointed their spears to the sky. They slammed a fist to their chests and then started walking away.

Luke shook his head in confusion. “What was that? You don’t want the core anymore? I have it here if you want it.”

The orcs didn’t respond. Luke could see one of them twitch when he talked, probably because the greenskin could understand him. Still, none of them turned around, they marched twenty feet away and kept their back turned.

Luke turned to Bumblebee and said, “What the hell?”

He shrugged. “Beats me.”

They stood like that for a bit before Luke said, “I think they are waiting for us to clear out so they can take care of the dead. Let’s head back to Bona Urbo.”

The two men in power armor slowly walked west, occasionally looking over their shoulders. The orcs didn’t move until they were almost out of sight.

The eastern road met up with the other two in front of the portal. Luke gave it a glance before turning north. A few minutes later, Bumblebee snapped his fingers with a clank.

“I know what it was. Your skill. You put your armor back together with your repair skill. That let them know you had a class. I bet none of those orcs had a class. It’s like peasants and nobility. You were supposed to hand over the core, but you can bend the rules since you have a class,” Bumblebee said.

“So, now that I have a class, I’m like royalty?”

“Nah, but you’re a step above commoners. It goes forsaken, commoners, classers, and then nobility. The three lords around here are top of the chain locally, but Kruro told me once they are the bottom of the nobility ladder.”

“Huh. Can’t say I didn’t just benefit from being a classer, but not sure if I like living in a classist society. Monarchy was abolished for a reason back on Earth.”

“Heh. Sometimes you act all smart, but then you say stupid shit like that. Earth is classist too, maybe worse. Nobility have to follow some rules here, but can you honestly say there is a single rule that Billionaires have to follow back on Earth?”

Luke tilted his head back and forth. It was a good point. He didn’t feel like debating politics though, so he activated his legs and started jogging. He didn’t want to run full out though, his ribs still hurt with every breath. Bumblebee was easily able to keep up with him at first, but started flagging as his mana ran out. They still made it back to the estate village magnitudes faster than normal.

Kruro was talking to a customer when they arrived. It was the first time Luke had seen anyone visit the shop. A dwarf handed over a half dozen metal coins with a hexagon hole in the middle. The naga took a tea set from the top shelf and packed it into a straw basket. Luke had no frame of reference for if that was expensive or not.

While they were talking, Luke took off his helmet and checked the workbench. Kruro had completed the power armor suit she started this morning. That brought them up to four suits of armor plus his own. Hopefully Shepard and the others would come back for a shift now that he had suits and money sorted.

Once her customer left, she turned her attention to the humans. “⚶⏣ ₹Ħ Ϡ⍖?”

Luke said, “Sorry, we’ll have to speak English. My translator device broke. I think the mana got to it.”

Kruro hissed and said in English, “Any repairs needed?”

Luke shook his head, but Bumblebee pointed to several spots along his upper arms. “We are losing definition to most of the upper movement runes. The elbow one is completely out, just listen to those pistons whine.”

“Leave it in the corner. I’ll get to it after lunch.” She turned to Luke and said, “I got one suit made this morning, I probably won’t get to another today. It’s market day and I need to restock almost everything. Tomorrow is my day off, so don’t expect to get any repairs done. I’ll still be home most of the day, so you can retrieve your suits.”

Luke nodded. “Thanks for the heads-up. Do you mind if I use your workshop tomorrow anyway? I need to get more sets of power armor made as soon as possible.”

She looked away in disappointment, but still gave him jazz hands. “As long as you bring Jinx along with.”

“I bet she would like that. She doesn’t like being left alone these days. Speaking of which, where is she? I’ll be taking her back to Earth.”

“She’s sleeping in my burrow. She had an eventful morning. A pair of ⋣ȴ⋤, pests, tried to invade and she killed them in glorious battle. I had to pamper the conquering hero of course. Jinx is still recovering.”

“Was she hurt?” Luke said and started walking towards the trap door to her burrow.

“A warrior like her? The ⋣ȴ⋤ didn’t even break her skin. I had to repair some of the runes on her legs, but she was uninjured. Ask me about those legs when we are not busy. I have ideas for improvements.”

“Sure. As long as it’s easy for her to adjust to the changes, I’m sure she would like better legs.”

Kruro gave him jazz hands and slithered into the burrow to collect Jinx. She returned shortly with an aloof cat in her arms.

Jinx hopped up to Luke’s armored shoulders and snuggled up to his exposed head. He said, “Aww. Did you actually miss me, Jinx?”

Jinx gave him a look and turned away. She had an earthy smell with a faint coppery tang. Luke checked over her, but she was uninjured just like Kruro had said.

Bumblebee sat down and climbed out of his power armor and walked over to a different set that was fully repaired. Luke had decided they would both wear the suits back to Earth and store them there. It would mean that he would have to pay taxes on the magical mechs, but it was a necessary expense. He didn’t have a ranged attack like Cormac, so Luke didn’t feel like he could adequately protect an unarmored human.

While Bumblebee suited up again, he turned his attention to his stat screen. His class had leveled up from the fight with the troll and he had another choice to make. He needed to assign two more stat points. 
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Two points wasn’t enough to bring any of his stats up to a multiple of six. Those multiples were qualitative jumps in ability, he needed to work towards the next one over a few level ups. Strength was his first thought. If he had been stronger, he would have been able to knock the troll off of him and not gotten so injured in the fight.

He considered Acuity next. It would help him think faster and really take advantage of his higher Dexterity. It would also help him refill his mana quicker. He always felt like he was running out. Having more mana might be better than having more strength. As he considered his choices, he noticed that his Machine Bond skill had leveled up. That must have been the notification he ignored earlier.

Then he noticed his Health. Two out of five. That was low. Too low after some cracked ribs and a bruised back. He needed more Constitution now and in the future. He pushed both free stat points into his Constitution. His health pool immediately rose to six, but his current total stayed at two. No magic healing for him. He did start to feel a bit better though, slightly more fit and hale.

Bumblebee was ready to go then and they said goodbye to Kruro. 

She stopped them before they could head out and said, “I’m afraid you will have to leave the swords here. They are on loan from the Inner Runewright and I can’t allow you to take them offworld. I am sorry.”

Luke tsked and removed the swords from his hips. They would probably be fine, but he hated going out into the wild without a weapon, particularly with Jinx only protected by a bag. At least he had just combed that forest already, there weren’t any unknown monsters out there.

He made a mental note to inscribe his own swords before they returned in a few Earth days. He had taken pictures of the full set of swords, so he should be able to figure out something. If not, he could get himself a pair of sledgehammers.

They jogged back to the portal together. Luke made sure not to jostle Jinx in the cat backpack. On the other side of the portal was the predictable hassle.

⚙⚙⚙

“Do you enjoy giving me headaches, Mr. Moore?”

Luke rolled his eyes. “What exactly is your complaint? I am willing to pay taxes on these two suits of power armor. Just tell me how much.”

“Exactly! How am I supposed to evaluate an armored hodgepodge of metal and monster parts?” The harried taxman said and threw up his arms.

“What about the power loaders? Those things are basically the same. My suit just has more armor.”

“Those are made on Earth, they don’t have to be taxed.”

Luke shrugged and sat back against the concrete wall. It wasn't his job to figure out the taxes. The man in the black suit near the portal kept glancing towards their conversation, and it was starting to weird Luke out. His job was to scan everyone as they left Kalibutan, but something about Luke and Bumblebee wearing power armor had really caught his interest. It was creepy. Thankfully, he didn’t do more than stare and Luke shifted his attention to his cat.

Jinx had gotten bored earlier and he had let her out of the carrier. She was wandering around the portal room at a leisurely pace, occasionally wandering close to the Marines manning the gun emplacements.

At first the Marines had ignored Jinx, but now they seemed to be playing a game. She was continually getting closer and closer to the HMGs before they gently shooed her away. After a few minutes of the taxman grumbling one of the Marines called out to Luke.

“Sir? Can you please come get your cat? It’s not safe.”

Luke climbed to his feet and walked over to Jinx. He scooped her up to her loud complaints.

The Lance Corporal said, “Sorry little kitty. You can’t get too close to the Ma Deuces.” He looked up to Luke and said, “It’s the magnets. I’m worried about the little guy’s legs.”

“I’ll keep her with me. Thanks for looking out.” Luke said.

He pulled out his emergency cat treats and started feeding them to her one at a time. He occasionally fumbled because the metal gauntlets didn’t give him a sense of touch, but his higher dexterity made it possible to get one treat out of the bag at a time.

While he played with her, Luke wondered about the heavy machine guns in the corner of the room. He had shot that model before, he knew the M2A1 didn’t have magnets in it. There weren’t any electronics at all, normally. Why had they retrofitted it with magnets? Ones strong enough to cause a danger to Jinx would surely impede the gun’s normal operation.

The taxman came up with a number then, and Luke was able to pay and leave. He also paid his taxes on the mana cores he had brought with him. He had briefly considered sneaking them in, since their security wasn’t heavy, but decided it was better to not have to worry about it.

Once everything was paid up, Luke led Bumblebee to his old place of work. It hadn’t been that long since he was here, just over a week, but it already felt like a different life.

He poked his head in and saw two things that made him smile. Mr. Kruger was in his office, looking miserable. The bastard deserved it for firing him. It didn’t matter that Luke was happier and richer now. His old manager should have fought for him.

The other thing that made him brighten up was the fact that Allen was still here. It was just after 6PM on Earth, so his friend could have already been gone by now. But apparently overtime was necessary to make up for Luke’s absence.

“Hey buddy. Isn’t it quitting time?” Luke said.

Allen looked up and up. “Luke? What are you wearing?”

He laughed and said, “Like it? Made it myself. It’s a badass mech I’ve been using to kill monsters.”

“...What?”

Luke laughed again and said, “I’ll tell you about it over dinner. My treat. But first, can you log us into storage? Two power loaders, we’ll pay the storage fee. This is Bumblebee, by the way. He’s an alright guy.”

Bumblebee nodded, “Hey.”

“Those are decidedly not power loaders.”

“Yeah, but they can be on paper, right?”

Allen ran a hand through his curly black hair. “Alright, fine. But then you gotta tell me all about this.”

Allen led them to the attached warehouse. It was where they kept the repaired mechs before the different companies came to collect them. Usually there were a dozen repaired mechs in the room, but today there were three. He led them to the back of the room and unlocked two bays for them.

“What company name should I mark down?”

Luke said, “I guess it doesn’t really matter. But why not use Jaeger Inc?”

Allen snorted. “Nerd. Besides, that’s power armor at best, not even a tiny mech.”

Luke sat down in the bay and popped open his chestplate. “Where exactly is that line between mech and power armor? Is it a specific height or something else?”

He climbed out of the mech and was hit with a wave of exhaustion. He missed whatever Allen was saying. His ribs were agony again and the world was dimmer. He had lost his buff.

“Ugg. Maybe I’ll take you out to lunch instead.”

Bumblebee walked up and said, “Ah, Skywalker. The troll wrecked you, didn’t it? You gotta take it easy, man.”

“Troll?” Allen said, concerned.

Luke waved him down. “It’s fine, it’s fine. I will be better by morning, I promise. I’ll swing by for lunch and tell you everything.”

“You better. You gonna be ok driving home?”

“Yeah, yeah. I’ll be fine. Come on Jinx, let’s go,” Luke said and grabbed his bag.

The cores clinked together. He’d have to figure out how to sell them in the morning. For now, he needed rest.

            

    
        Chapter 23: He Owns the Block. He's a Rich Guy.

    
    
    
    
                “Jinx,” Luke’s muffled voice said, “There are better ways to tell me you want breakfast. A simple meow would wake me up, I’m sure.”

He shoved her off his head and got up to get her food. “I’m serious. I’ve half a mind to give you dry cat food instead of the good stuff.”

Jinx ignored his complaints and waited near her food bowl for the canned cat food that was entirely too expensive. She must know that Luke would cave in any breakfast confrontation.

Once he fed her, Luke prepared a large breakfast for himself. He often didn’t even eat breakfast, but today he was famished. Probably because he had been healed overnight, his body needed to replenish nutrients.

After breakfast he fished out his cell phone. It was still dead, even with a new charge. It didn’t even flicker when he tried to turn it on. First on his list of things to do today would be to replace it. Maybe even buy a backup while he was at it.

He pulled out his laptop and found a shop for his carrier nearby. Then he started earnestly looking into how to sell his mana cores. There was worldwide demand, they were the only way to power an enchanted object this side of the portal. Dozens of sites online offered to buy them. Separating reputable options from scams took some time.

Eventually he listed his cores on a site called KaliBay. It was a lot like ebay, but for things that came from Kalibutan. The main difference was that they provided security for the handover at a building near the portal. He pulled out an old digital camera and took pictures of his cores. He set up the auction with a buy-it-now price of above market prices. He needed to make sure and get the most out of the cores. In three days when the auction closed, he would find out if the price estimates he had found were correct.

Then he drove off to get a new cell phone and Jinx tagged along. Luke was starting to get weirded out that Jinx wouldn’t let him go places alone. On the way home from the cell store, he stopped at the hardware store and picked up a pair of the heaviest sledgehammers they had. Thirty pounds each was a lot for his human hands, but they would feel light in his armored gloves. Still it was a good backup weapon in case he got attacked tomorrow before he could collect the magic swords.

Back home he set up his phone and checked his messages. He had one from Allen and several missed from Vanessa. He winced. She had reached out to him about getting together and then gotten slightly miffed when he ‘ignored’ her even into the night. She specifically said she wasn’t mad at him, just that she thought he had been interested in her.

He decided to call her right away. The call went straight to voicemail and he left an awkward message about how he had been off planet, then his phone had died. Halfway through he realized it sounded like a lame excuse. He cut himself short and offered to take her to dinner tonight and explain everything.

He took a big breath and let it out. Either she would forgive him and it would be a fun night, or she wouldn’t and he would know she wasn’t right for him.

To distract himself he pulled up the pictures he had taken of the magic swords. Thank god for cloud storage. He wanted to figure out a rune or two for elemental damage. He had pictures of the lightning, fire, acid, and ice swords. Of those four, the ice runes were clearly the safest to experiment with. He just needed to figure out which rune held the elemental damage and what intents he should use.

To his surprise, he didn’t recognize most of the runes along the sword’s blade. For some reason he had gotten the impression that he was getting a handle on most of the runes available to him, but that clearly wasn’t true. There were still hundreds, possibly thousands of runes out there for him to learn.

Luckily, the hilt was full of familiar runes so he had a place to start. It included flow runes, a regulator, and of course a siphon to absorb mana. He traced the pathways up the sword until he found a complex rune. There were more than a dozen runes above it, but Luke had a feeling this was the elemental ice rune. He guessed that this rune transformed the mana into ice-aspected mana and the runes above it determined what that mana did afterwards, like spray out in an arc, or stab forward in a long spike.
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Judging by the number of symbols in the rune, this was probably an adept rune, three times as complex as the novice runes he had spent years working with when he was repairing power loaders. And yet. It didn’t seem that complex to him anymore. He had just barely got the Adept Agility rune to work, but for some reason, he felt like he could easily inscribe this rune.

He was wrong.

Inscribing wasn’t the issue, he got that right the first time without practice. His combined high memory and dexterity were more than enough to get the physical rune down. The problem was with intent. He knew with adept runes there would be three separate intents to get it right. He tried cold, ice, and frost for the first time. Freezing, glacial wind, and hard ice for the second attempt. Both were failures.

He spent the rest of the morning attempting permutations before he had to stop and drive out to pick up Allen. Getting out of the apartment without Jinx was a bit difficult, but he knew that the restaurant wouldn’t appreciate cat fur everywhere.

A short drive later, Luke picked up Allen from the Norfolk Complex and drove them to their favorite taco place, Las Delicias. The food was good, but he mostly liked the goofy name and the friendly servers.

“Luke. When are you going to stop being mysterious and shit and tell me what the hell is going on?”

“About that. Something came up and I can’t tell you anything today. Sorry.”

“Luke!”

He chuckled. “Alright, fine. So, I told you the new job was repairing power armor, right? Well, there was an incident.” 

Luke proceeded to tell him most of what happened, only leaving out Cormac’s cracked core. Once he was done telling him about the new mech designs, fighting monsters with magic swords, and the details of his magic class, the food was long gone.

“Oh and don’t tell anyone I have a magic class,” Luke finished. “There is this rumor that the men in black are abducting them and I don’t want to take any chances.”

“This is honestly insane,” Allen said and ran his hand through his curly hair. “If I didn’t know you so well I would think you are lying.”

“Jealous?”

“Hell, yes! I want magic powers too! Why do you think I started working at the repair shop?”

Luke shrugged, “You know, you could come work for me if you wanted. I don’t have finances nailed down yet, but I think I’ll be able to double your salary if you join my company.”

Allen sucked in through his teeth. “I want to, I really do. But I ...”

Luke sat there patiently after Allen trailed off. No need to rush his friend.

“I’m not sure I’m brave enough,” Allen said softly.

“Dude. You don’t have to fight monsters with me. You can handle repairs with me, or HR, or whatever. You don’t have to like fighting to join us.” Luke leaned forward and put a hand on his friend’s shoulder. “But don’t feel like you have to join me at all. My company doesn’t even really exist yet. I know it’s a huge risk to leave a stable job and join a startup.”

“I want in. Now that I know you don’t want me to fight monsters with you, I would love to work for you. I can do repairs and accounting. Oh! And I’ll handle the website. Gotta use my degree somehow.”

Luke chuckled and patted him on the back. “You are in. You’re my first official employee of Jaeger Inc. You can do repairs and accounting but I don’t think we need a website. The people on Kalibutan don’t really use the internet.”

“But people on Earth do, moron. How do you think people are going to apply to be on your monster killing squad?”

“Oh yeah. Heh. Ok, you make the website, I’ll kill the monsters.”

This time Allen was the one to pat Luke on the shoulder.

On the ride back to the Norfolk Complex Allen said, “We can’t claim Jaeger Inc dot com. It’s already some textile company.”

“Boo. How about Monster Jaegers dot com?”

“Are you sure? That’s a bit cheesy. I mean, it’s available, but still.”

“It’s available? Then that’s our company name. Monster Jaegers Incorporated. It doesn’t matter if it’s cheesy, it’s easy to remember.”

They went back and forth a bit, but Allen eventually bought the website monsterjaegers.com. Luke asked him to register the name as an LLC while he was at it. He wasn’t exactly sure what that did for them, but it seemed like a good idea. Very businessy.

He also convinced Allen to keep working for Kruger for now, at least until the mana cores sold in three days. Don’t count your chickens and all that. Luke walked into the shop with Allen when he got there, intending to pick up his last check from Kruger.

His former manager wasn’t in his office when they got there. Which was weird. Kruger was lazy and incompetent, but he was always present. Allen went back to work while Luke asked around for the boss.

Apparently today was a special day. The bigwig, Atticus Adelson, was here today and Kruger was showing him around. Luke smiled. Kruger must be sweating bullets. Atticus was a billionaire who was heavily invested in trade through the portal. He owned dozens of businesses, including ManaTek, the repair shop’s official name. 

Luke decided to watch. Since they weren’t out here, they must be in the attached storage warehouse. He wandered back there and noticed several concerning things at once.

The first was that Atticus apparently had security. There were men in gray suits posted at the entrance to the warehouse and near the bigwig himself. The second concerning thing was that the group of people were standing in front of the bay his mech was stored in. Atticus, nameless suits, and Edith from the Inscriber’s guild were all talking about Luke’s power armor while Kruger fiddled with the lock on the chain link door.

Luke nodded to the guards and stepped into the room. He stopped a respectful distance from the group so the guards wouldn’t get nervous. “Excuse me. That is locked for a reason.”

Mr. Kruger looked up like he had been caught with his hand in the cookie jar. His expression firmed up when he saw who it was. “Mr. Moore. You don’t work here anymore. You are on ManaTek property and I’ll have to ask you to leave now.”

Luke folded his arms and said, “I’m here as a representative of Monster Jaegers Inc. We own those two sets of power armor there. And I don’t appreciate you trying to break into that bay. What are we paying storage fees for if you aren’t going to protect our investments?”

Kruger sputtered, unable to come up with a reasonable response. Atticus walked past him to get a good look at Luke. The billionaire was about sixty years old, a white guy that spent a lot on his appearance and still managed to look misshapen. It was something about his wispy hair combined with his custom suit tailored to his out of shape body.

Atticus smiled widely. “Mr. Moore. How fortuitous to meet you here now. We were just discussing your work. I’ve heard many things about you from your former boss and the guildmaster here. I’m afraid I haven’t heard of Monster Jaegers before. Is it new?”

Luke matched his fake smile. “I hope you’ve only heard good things about me. And yes, Monster Jaegers is a newer company. Are you thinking of investing? I’ll have to send you a prospectus. Perhaps one of your employees has a business card for me?”

“Perhaps. What does your company do, exactly? Hunt monsters for their parts? I’ve heard wyvern hides are in demand, but they are fairly dangerous. It doesn’t look like this modified power loader can take that kind of punishment.”

“I’d be happy to tell you all about it after you sign an NDA.” Luke said. He wasn’t sure exactly how a nondisclosure agreement would help in this situation, but it sounded officious. 

The smile slipped off Atticus’ face. “Sounds like you have some interesting secrets Mr. Moore. Talk to Jenkens about scheduling a pitch. If you’ll excuse me, I have a busy day.”

The billionaire walked off in a huff, his entourage following him like little ducklings. Kruger hurried to catch up with him. A man near the back handed Luke a business card and asked him to call him tomorrow. Luke had no intention of pitching his company to the man. If he did this right, the money would be easy to come by. Expanding wouldn’t require any outside funding.

Edith, the Inscriber’s guildmaster, gave him a crusty look as she walked out last. Luke gave her a polite smile, mostly because he knew that would infuriate her. She was a witch that let her position go to her head.

Then he was left alone in the room. He had a decision to make. He clearly couldn’t leave his mechs here. They wanted to take them apart to steal the designs. He needed to find a different building within the complex to store his mechs in. It was technically possible to take them out of the complex, but that would introduce a hassle and the mana core would drain faster in the mana dry environment further from the portal.

Another consideration was that Atticus owned at least half of the companies in the complex. He couldn’t be trusted, so neither could any of his businesses. Luke pulled out his phone and started searching. He immediately got distracted by a notification from KaliBay.

Luke’s eyes widened. All of his mana cores had been sold at the inflated buy-it-now price. The same buyer had snatched up every listing. They even sent a message offering more money if he could produce them today. He rubbed his hands together. He could make that happen. He just needed to find a safe place to store his mechs first.

            

    
        Chapter 24: Show Me the Money!

    
    
    
    
                “How much are they paying you for these mana cores anyway? It’s got to be a lot, right?” Allen asked.

He was holding a backpack full of cores Luke and Bumblebee had collected yesterday. Luke was driving them to the KaliBay exchange site so they could sell them. The afternoon had been a real whirlwind of activity.

First, Luke had found a place to house his mechs with no ties to the billionaire Atticus. It was a small company with a warehouse on the western edge of the Norfolk Complex. They had bet on Kalibutan fashion taking off and had lost. Few were interested in the alien styles and those that were interested usually bought them from Earth manufacturers. Luke made a deal to house his power armor near their racks of men’s dresses.

After the deal was stuck, he told Allen to quit that day and they piloted the mechs over to the new building. Afterwards, they swung by his apartment and picked up the cores and Jinx. She sat between them in the middle console of Luke’s Nissan clunker. He definitely planned on buying a company car with the proceeds.

“More than they should, really. Most of those are tier one cores, market price is about 4k each. But they bought them for 5,200 each. Then there are four at 25k and then two more at 40k.”

“Damnnn,” Allen said, stretching the word out. He quickly counted the little marbles of mana. “So the smaller ones are 5,200, obviously. That means that this bag has $299,600 in it. That seems like too much. Are you sure they are going to pay it?”

“That’s the point of the security,” Luke said and pointed towards the building in front of them. It was a former post office, with stone columns and barred windows. “So they can’t scam us. KaliBay holds the payment in escrow during the exchange and the customer gets to inspect the cores. Once everyone is happy, then the transaction completes. KaliBay takes 4.2%, by the way.”

Allen tsked. “That’s like twelve grand in fees.”

“Did you figure that off the top of your head? It’s a good thing you are our accountant and not me.”

Allen shrugged as they got out and headed into the building. There was a short line to get in the building. People in business suits holding armored briefcases were standing next to disheveled people with backpacks. Luke thought he recognized some of the latter as power loader pilots he had done repairs for. He straightened out his hair so he would only slightly resemble the pilots.

Everyone had to send their bags through security and walk through a metal detector. Then they had to stand still while an older woman with a wide visor gave them a thorough once over. The visor was a bit of heavy glass with runes carved into it. Luke recognized most of the runes as the same ones he had put on his helmet.

Predictably, Luke and his cat were very interesting to the woman with the visor. She gave him a disgusted look and said, “What did you do to that poor animal?”

“A car took her legs, all I did was to give them back. And before you ask about my own leg, an orc took that,” Luke said and grit his teeth.

He could feel the gaze of everyone in line behind him. This was one of his pet peeves about having a visible disability. Everyone felt the need to comment on it and draw attention. He couldn’t just exist in public like he used to. Now he was either an object of pity or misplaced anger.

The woman in front of him clearly had the latter. She took extra long examining him, probably trying to find a weapon on him. He didn’t have any, although the argument could be made that his metal leg was better at violence than natural appendages. Eventually she let him through and they checked in at the front desk.

“You have a room reserved, please follow me,” the young man at the desk said.

Luke almost asked if he had made a mistake, but in retrospect it made sense. They were dealing with a lot of money. It still didn’t feel real. It probably wouldn’t until he saw the money in his bank account.

Allen handed over the bag and followed Luke into the small meeting room. The attendant left them then, but there was another person wearing the KaliBay uniform already in the room. He held a tablet and stood near the door. Their probable client sat at the only table in the middle of the windowless room. He wore a suit nice enough that he could be on the eponymous show. He had slicked back hair and a calm expression. A bulky silver case sat on one end of the table.

“Luke7737 I presume?” the man in the suit said.

“That’s me. And you are Mr. Perez, right? I suppose I should pick a more professional KaliBay username next time.”

“Already thinking ahead? That’s good to hear. You might want to get a better bag for next time too,” the man said and pointed to Luke’s backpack. “Too much exposure to mana can fry electronics.”

Luke shrugged. “Do they even make bags that can stop mana? I thought it could go through any material made on Earth.”

The man quirked an eyebrow up and said, “Trade secret. Can I see the merchandise?”

Luke opened up his backpack while the man opened up his case and unrolled a padded mat on the table. Together they lined up the cores in rows and Mr. Perez examined them one at a time with a runed monocle. Allen and Luke twiddled their thumbs and did their best to keep Jinx out of the man’s way. It was harder than expected because the cat seemed to really like the cores. Either that or she was just being her normal asshole self.

Mr. Perez counted the cores three times and then turned to the KaliBay attendant standing at the door. “I am satisfied with my purchase, you may release the funds.”

The attendant started tapping away on his tablet while Mr. Perez started packing the cores away in his case. Luke pulled out his phone and signed into his banking app. KaliBay said the funds would appear before they left the room.

“I’m always trying to build up a network of jockeys and marines that I can tap for future purchases. I make a weekly trip to this portal and the one in Brazil. Once you build up a batch of cores, I would appreciate it if you contacted me.”

Luke was trying his best to listen, but the number on his phone was distracting. A deposit of $287,016.80. It was real. He had risked his life, and now he had real actual money in his bank account.

He forcibly refocused back on Mr. Perez. “You also said something about a bonus in your IM? Not that I’m complaining, but why would you pay more to buy in bulk? Usually it’s the other way around.”

“That’s an easy one. I make the trip to the portals whether I buy one core or twenty-nine. Transportation and security costs remain the same, you are actually saving me money, even with the bonus.” Mr. Perez pulled out a thick envelope and paused before he handed it over. “Actually, would you rather have this five thousand dollars or would you rather I tell you my secret to how I keep mana away from my electronics?”

Luke almost instinctively asked for the secret. He would easily save more than that if he could keep his cell phone from busting every week. Then he thought better of the impulse and said, “I’ll take the money. Your case isn’t unique. I’m sure there are others nearby that will tell me the secret for less than five grand.”

Mr. Perez laughed and handed over the envelope of cash. Luke opened it but didn’t count it. He wished he had worn a jacket so he could act like a badass secret agent. Instead he stuffed it into his backpack.

“Sir? Are you also satisfied with the transaction?” the attendant asked Luke.

“Yes.”

“Then this transaction is complete and I will unbar the door. As a reminder, all sales are final and KaliBay makes no guarantees about the merchandise sold here. We appreciate your patronage and ask that you both leave by separate exits.” The attendant stood to the side and Mr. Perez walked out first.

“Thanks, Mr. Perez. If you want, I can send you a message when I am ready to sell the next batch in a week.”

“That would be most appreciated, Mr. Luke. Even if it’s several months from now, I hope to buy a batch of cores from you again.”

Allen and Luke sat in the meeting room, still reeling at how easy that had been. Luke was only spurred into action when Jinx wandered out into the hall. He scooped her up and reattached her leash. When they made it out to the parking lot, Allen turned to Luke.

“Did that just happen?”

“Hell yeah it did. And it’s going to happen again. Maybe not that much in one go, but I bet we can average ten cores a week.”

“Ten a week? That’s insane. Of course, some of that profit will go to repairs and salary, but still. That is so much money.”

“People on Earth want magic, and mana cores are the battery that powers them all. I have a feeling we are going to expand rapidly.”

As they walked back to their car, Luke saw someone walking in with one of those special cases. He turned to talk to him, to see if he could tell him the secret to keeping electronics safe from mana. The man immediately stopped and put his other hand behind his back. He might have a gun.

Luke realized that of course they were going to be suspicious of anyone walking up to people in the parking lot. He backed away without even bothering to explain himself. He would look online again to see if anyone had ideas. He had an idea himself, actually. After discovering that the heavy machine guns in the portal room used magnets, he wanted to test them as a possible solution.

The two friends spent the drive home making excited plans for the future of Monster Jaegers Inc. Allen predicted that they could hire twelve hunters to work alternating shifts killing monsters, and still pay them more than any mercenary on Earth. Luke explained his earlier plans for recruiting friends and former guard buddies, and Allen promised to give them a fair interview.

By the time dinner rolled around, they were still talking. They ordered pizza while Allen got them officially registered as a business in Colorado and made an appointment to get the business approved by the Norfolk Complex. His employees would still have to pass a government background check of course, but this way he could issue passes of his own and not rely on the ones provided by ManaTek or Elwood services.

Allen went home at eight, but Luke was too excited to watch TV or relax. He wanted to do something. He decided to work on the Adept Ice rune again. He tried a few more permutations but failed once more.

He got up and looked out to the parking lot while he thought about it. He was missing something, some key to making the elemental magic work. Maybe it was time to start from scratch. If he was inscribing the Novice Ice rune, it would have a single intent, probably a general ice concept. The second tier, Apprentice Ice, would have two intents, maybe ice and ... frost? No, that was ice in another form. Maybe the second intent could be the concept of spreading cold, something that dug deep and froze to the core. The last concept needed for the Adept Ice rune would be something epic, like making all atoms freeze in place.

No, that was too epic, that would be an intent for the Master Ice rune. This one would need ... a bitter, biting cold. Something that swiftly sapped the warmth from everything around it. Swift ice. That felt right. It was like the rune was talking to him, and he knew it would work now.

With his new plan in place, Luke turned to one of his two sledgehammers. He had already carved the mana transfer runes into the metal hilt. Now he added the Ice rune to the head of the hammer and focused on all three aspects of ice. His enhanced Memory stat made the exercise trivial.

When he lifted his inscriber away from the metal, he wasn’t surprised to see the rune flash with mana. It worked. He picked up the hammer and used his new mana core to push mana into the magic weapon. The head lit up and wisps of frozen air wafted up from the hammer. He tapped it to a nearby pizza box and cut the mana.

The cardboard immediately froze over, the pizza inside freezing and shattering in moments. The arctic cold swiftly spread to the table the pizza was on. Luke jumped up and took a step back. The table turned sparkling white as it was covered in tiny shards of ice. A moment later, the center cracked and the table fell to the ground and shattered.

Luke took another step back, but thankfully the magic had run its course. Once he realized he was safe, he laughed loud and long. He had a magic weapon now. An elemental ice hammer and a method that should work to make a flame and lightning hammer too. He didn’t plan on making an acid hammer though. He didn’t want to catch any accidental drips. He needed a ranged weapon before he tackled that element.

The ding of his cell phone startled him, but he smiled when he read the text. It was Vanessa. She apologized for freaking out (she hadn’t really) and admitted that she really liked their date and wanted another.

He texted back that he would love to meet up with her tonight. It was way too soon, he knew he should play it cool. But life was good right now, he might as well enjoy it now instead of waiting for a tomorrow that might not come.

            

    
        Chapter 25: That's the Evil Laugh

    
    
    
    
                The next morning Luke discovered the possible best part of having a magic class. No hangovers. He had gotten drunk with Vanessa last night and had an amazing time playing minigolf. She was playfully upset that he kept beating her so she kept buying him drinks to throw him off his game.

Luke’s enhanced Memory stat let him remember every goofy thing he said while drunk. He was only mildly embarrassed. Vanessa had driven him back to his apartment and they had kissed on the doorstop, but she hadn’t come in. She did hint about meeting Jinx during their third date though. He grabbed his phone and texted her that he had lots of fun and asked her if she wanted to meet up next Friday.

Then he was up and going, getting Jinx her breakfast before she had time to sit on his head. Kalibutan morning started at 11AM MST Earth time, so he had several hours to play with magnets. If his guess was correct, they were the key to keeping his phone from breaking every few days.

Actually, there was an easy way to find out if he was right about that. The Lighthouse forums were the go to place for anything related to Kalibutan. He grabbed his laptop and plopped down on the couch.

Before he searched for information on magnets, Luke navigated to the rune forum by habit. He had visited at least once a month since its inception. In the beginning, there were dozens of people posting new runes every day and discussing how to use them. They were all taken down with copyright claims. These days people talked about design and runic intents, but no one posted pictures.

Luke’s jaw dropped as he saw he was proven wrong. Someone had posted pictures, dozens of them. They were pages from a book for elvish apprentices in the plumbing guild. They had more than fifty novice and apprentice runes, along with instructions in elvish on how to use them. Luke immediately downloaded them to his computer, even before he read the comments. Once he was sure he had the full post, then he scrolled down.

The first three comments were calling the poster a liar, claiming he used AI or something. Luke flipped back to his stored pictures and checked. AI always messed up some of the symbols that made up the runes, warping the lines enough that it wouldn’t work in real life. These symbols looked pristine. This might be the real deal. He flipped back to the post.

It was gone. Taken down by a Lighthouse mod. That was as good as an endorsement that he was going to get. He had a small book meant to teach apprentices on how to use runes. It was perfect for Luke, it would give him the foundation he needed to experiment with new power armor designs.

Before he delved into that, he checked to see if his luck held. He did a site-wide search for magnets. There were a few oblique references, but nothing clear. It seemed like some people knew, but they didn’t want it to become public knowledge. He hit the jackpot when he saw a reference to a magnetic resonance field, including a frequency. It was in the middle of a dense scholarly article, but that frequency was a huge clue. With that information he could tune an electromagnet to oscillate a magnetic field. It had to be the secret to affecting mana.

First he would need an electromagnet. If Radio Shack still existed, he would be heading there now. Of course he could buy what he needed online, but he wanted to experiment with magnets today. He grabbed his keys and headed off to the second best thing, Mountain States Electronics. The selection wasn’t great, but it did have some options. In addition to the electromagnets, he grabbed a package of neodymium magnet balls.

The rest of the morning was full of wires, solder, cursing, and endless experimentation. His Ice Sledgehammer ended up being the key to testing. Normally mana was completely invisible, but when he activated the hammer, the wisps of ice mana were visible because of the air condensate. With that visual cue, he was able to tune the magnets to keep mana away from a shoebox he was using as a cell phone stand in.

He discovered that polarity mattered a bit, but both the positive and negative sides drew mana in, it didn’t push it away like he expected. The neodymium magnet was also able to draw in mana from several inches away. He lost a few of them in the experiments. The cold made the magnets work better for a time, but eventually the extreme temperature demagnetized the cubes.

A shiver ran down his back as he had an idea for a new weapon. Almost all of his training at the guard had been with rifles. He was much more comfortable fighting ranged instead of melee. Could he make a ranged weapon with magnets? If he pushed elementally aspected mana out and the magnet caught it, he could then fling the magnet forward to deliver the spell.

It couldn’t be a gun, magnets would disintegrate from the force of the explosion. A slingshot might work, but he wanted something that would work at longer ranges and be reliable. Maybe a crossbow? He could probably inscribe some crossbow bolts. It would be expensive, both for the ammunition and the mana dust needed for the inscriptions.

He started researching random weapons and pricing out different magnets. A possible design started coming together in his head. He hurried over to Walmart to purchase things to experiment with. Most of his ideas probably wouldn’t work out, but he had the money to blow. And if he came up with a working ranged weapon that wasn’t too expensive, that would make everything worth it.

As he was exiting the store, he realized he would need to hurry to meet up with Bumblebee. He packed everything away in a second backpack and got ready to go. He would have to experiment on Kalibutan. Jinx noticed him packing up her treats in the other bag and she jumped up on the backpack and peeked her head over his shoulder.

Luke lured her into her own transport, the cat backpack. It had hard sides with a clear plastic dome so she could see out. He was a lot more comfortable bringing her to an alien planet if she couldn’t run away in the middle of the forest. Luke was still a little late to meet up with Bumblebee, but it wasn’t like they had a schedule they needed to keep.

“Hey bossman. I hope you aren’t gonna buy our uniforms here. These threads are cheugy,” Bumblebee said when they met in front of the fashion warehouse.

“No, no. This is just where we stored the mechs. I couldn’t keep them at ManaTek anymore, the owner is trying to steal my designs.”

“No cap? That must mean you have bomb ass skills if they want to snatch your shit.”

“Dude. What’s with all the slang? You sound like you are still in highschool.”

Bumblebee threw up his hands. “Well excuse me for not masking around you. I will endeavor to be proper from here on, sir.”

“Oh come off it. Don’t act like I’ve got a stick up my ass, you weirdo,” Luke said and shoved him playfully.

Bumblebee laughed. “Whatever, man. Let’s get going. I wanna paste some monsters.”

“Actually, I wanted to do some tinkering before we head out,” Luke said. When he saw Bumblebee’s shoulder’s slump, he continued, “But I have an idea for you. You said you are stuck at level 12 because you can’t advance your Rush and Evade skills, right?”

“Yeah, your class level can’t ever be higher than your skill level. Sandwich called it a gate.”

“Right, so. I was thinking about your Evade skill. What if you need to use it in new ways to advance it? Instead of evading objects, maybe you can evade their attention. What do you think of the idea of suiting up and running around the complex and trying not to get noticed?”

Bumblebee tilted his head to the side. “Is this some sort of lame ass prank? I don’t want to run around playing hide and seek.”

“No, I’m serious. Try it out while I am working on a new weapon for us. Oh, that’s right. The company has a name now. Monster Jaegers Inc. What do you think?”

Bumblebee shrugged, “Not GOAT, but it’s got a vibe.”

“Well, I hope you get used to the vibe because you are now an employee of Monster Jaegers Inc. I’m gonna venmo you a bonus for the core collecting work, and then I have a few jobs for you,” Luke said and pulled out his phone.

He verified Bumblebee had Venmo and used his phone number to pull up his account. For the first time he learned the young black guy’s real name, Eugene Simmons. No wonder he preferred the nickname. Luke sent over $10K and waited for Bumblebee to see it appear in his bank account.

“I think you made a mistake,” Bumblebee hesitantly said.

“Nope, that’s your bonus since we earned so much that day. I’ll hand out bonuses any day we collect more than ten cores. That’s on top of your salary. Our CFO, Allen, is still finalizing things, but we were thinking 4K a week. Earth time.”

“A week?” Bumblebee said, still glancing down at the 10k in his bank account.

“Yeah, but we will also be bumping up the amount of visits. It will be every other Earth day, so every Kalibutan morning you will show up to work for eight hours. None of this 10 hour a day stuff. I don’t want anyone to burn out. So, you in?”

“Hell yeah I’m in. I’m gonna paste so many little buggers. You are gonna pay me a bonus every day.”

“Excellent. Your first shift starts now. First thing I need you to do is get me six padded pilot suits. I’m tired of getting bruised every time I head out. Bring me the receipt for reimbursement. After that, I really do want you to try and use Evade in a novel way. If you can’t think of a better idea, then go with mine.”

Bumblebee looked up from his phone and saluted, “Yes sir!”

Luke chuckled as Bumblebee hurried off. He grabbed Jinx’s carrier and the other two bags and schlepped everything into the warehouse. The first fifth of the warehouse near the door had offices and racks of clothing. The entire rest of the warehouse was empty except for the two sets of power armor.

Jinx loudly demanded to be let out of the carrier and Luke obliged. He borrowed a table from the surly employee hiding in the front office, one that they weren’t using. He still had to promise to return it undamaged by the end of the day. Luke texted Allen to buy everything needed for a workshop and bring it to the clothing warehouse.

Then it was back to crafting. Luke had his set of inscribing tools, ones that made crafting a breeze and eliminated the need for custom made parts. He could kludge together whatever he wanted and it would work. Probably.

An hour later he was ready to test out the new weapon. He had taken neodymium magnets, slightly smaller than a marble and adjusted an air rifle to use them. It had compressed CO2 for propulsion. On both sides of the breech, Luke had inscribed the Adept Ice rune. He had connected them using the apprentice plumbing runes he had learned from the Lighthouse forum. If he ran water through the barrel, it would come out as ice. But he hoped that the magnet would catch the ice mana and carry it along.

As much as he was tempted to test it inside the warehouse, Luke was responsible and took it outside. He aimed at a scraggly bush near the fence line eighty feet away and pushed a tendril of mana into the gun as he pulled the trigger.

The small ball of magnetic metal shot out of the rifle’s barrel a bit slower than the speed of sound. The pop and crack of the air rifle was much quieter than a gunpowder rifle. The ball streaked across the air and exploded into tiny shards as it hit the bush.

A few heartbeats later, the bush froze solid and shards of ice grew until it was a small ice sculpture. Luke’s eyes widened. His first attempt had worked? He hadn’t even been sure the concept was sound, let alone his haphazard application of it.

He looked down at the experiment in his hands. This would change everything, almost more than the power armor itself. He had years of training with a rifle, not just marksmanship but tactics and maneuvering too. Now he could apply all that training to fighting monsters. He started chuckling, laughter growing louder and louder. The laughter grew maniacal as he imagined monsters running from him as he gunned down the horde.

            

    
        Chapter 26: But Make No Mistake, Mr. Becket, It's a Brutal War Machine.

    
    
    
    
                Author note: Today’s chapter is double long because I added some stuff. I might split it up later, but for today, enjoy!


Luke and Bumblebee were suited up and ready to head over to the portal when a black sedan drove up to the small warehouse. Four people in suits climbed out of the car as one. Luke caught a glimpse of a gun before the woman pulled her suit jacket closed.

They walked over to the two mechs and the lead suit said, “Excuse me, gentlemen. Could I have a moment of your time?”

Luke flipped his visor up and glanced over to Bumblebee to see if he recognized them and he seemed equally confused. He said, “We are actually kind of busy at the moment. If it's business related, Allen is inside and he can help you out.”

“No, Mr. Moore, we are here for you. Will you and Mr. Simmons please step out of your armored power loaders so that we may talk?” the man said with a smile that said he didn’t expect them to say no.

“No thank you. Not until you tell us who you are,” Luke said. He would have folded his arms, but he was holding Jinx’s carrier with one hand.

“I am Agent Brown and these fine people and I work for SPEAR. It’s a government agency tasked with Surveillance and Protection Against Extraterrestrial Risks.”

Luke rolled his eyes. “SPEAR? Come on, that can’t be real. This isn’t a Marvel movie.”

“Yes, I believe the senator that named our organization was a fan. The name is still accurate. We’re a government organization that oversees travel to and from Kalibutan and ensures America’s continued safety. We also have the ability to revoke your security clearances and permanently ban you from the complex, so I suggest you follow my instructions and climb on out of that hunk of metal.”

Luke clenched his fist. He realized he recognized the other three people in suits. They were the ones stationed at the portal, scanning everyone as they left Kalibutan. He had assumed that they were scanning for contraband or whatever. Now he was realizing that Bumblebee might have been right. These could be the Men in Black, here to disappear them because they discovered that they had magic classes.

If he really believed that, the smart thing would be to make a break for it now. Luke wasn’t running though. There was no reason for a government agency to imprison or kill their citizens. It wouldn’t make them money or advance their goals. They had to be here for something else. Maybe the Marvel reference was more accurate than expected. They were here to recruit them for a superpowered team, like the Avengers.

“Fine, as long as this doesn’t take long,” Luke said and knelt down and popped open his torso leaves. Bumblebee followed suit.

“Thank you. Since you are in such a hurry, let’s skip to the end,” he said and pulled out two pieces of paper.

Luke realized they were actually parchment, not paper. If he had to guess, they were magical too. There was something about them, a faint wisp of mana or something.

Agent Brown held out a paper and a pin and said, “Read the following oath out loud and then sign it with a drop of your blood. Since you are in a hurry, we will forgo the typical question and answer period.”

“I ain’t signing away my soul,” Bumblebee said and read over the oath.

Luke followed suit, but had to stop almost immediately. “I can’t swear to this.”

“It’s a condition of your continued presence on this base, let alone travel through the portal,” Agent Brown said sharply.

“No, I mean, I can’t. This says I swear not to tell anyone I have a class, but I already did. I told people on Earth and people on Kalibutan. I’m supposed to appear in front of the Lord once I reach level six.”

The agent broke his professional facade and swore like a sailor.

The woman to his left waited for him to stop swearing and said, “Should we just give him the specialist version if he’s already got connections with royalty?”

“This piece of shit? No way. We aren’t trusting this Iron Man cosplayer with national security. Go get a blank oath and we’ll stop the bleeding.”

She walked back to the car and got another sheet of parchment and a clipboard. Agent Brown took both and wrote out a new oath. He kept grumbling about cowboys as he did.

Then he handed it over to Luke and said, “I hope this meets your satisfaction.”

Luke didn’t like the new oath, but he could tell it was the best version he was going to get. 

I, Luke Moore, swear loyalty to America and her government. I will obey any lawful order from a member of SPEAR, and will help them protect our nation in times of need. I will never discuss their existence with anyone outside the American government. I won’t tell any alien the true extent of the power my magic class holds unless explicitly given permission by a member of SPEAR.

This I swear before all the gods, old and new.

The idea of swearing an oath like this grated on Luke's soul. He knew it would be magically binding and he loathed the idea of shackling himself to these knock off secret agents. He said, "What happens if I break the oath?"

"You haven't even taken the oath and you are already considering breaking it?" Agent Brown scoffed.

"It says I have to obey lawful orders. I can think of several lawful orders Nazi Germany gave, I'm not signing up for that. I won't swear an oath to be some despot's puppet," Luke firmly replied.

"What kind of insane conspiracy theorist are you? I'm starting to think letting you go through the portal is a mistake."

Luke folded his arms. "Answer the question."

Agent Brown, "You aren't in charge here, you can't give me orders."


The young woman behind him huffed and said, "You aren't forced to obey the oath. You'll get feedback when you are about to break it, but the magic isn't strong enough to force your obedience. If you do break the oath, your contract breaks and Agent Brown is notified. You'll lose your clearance and be barred from all portal travel in America."

Agent Brown turned and scowled at her. He clearly hadn't intended in giving Luke and Bumblebee that much information. But it was exactly what Luke needed. She didn't mention jail time or any other consequences. That fact let him know the scope of SPEAR's power. They were a government agency whose authority reached to the edge of the Norfolk Complex and no further. If Luke felt like disobeying at any point, he could just walk away.

He did admit to himself that he really wanted to stay and level up. They did have that hanging over him. The thrum of power that came with every level up was addicting. He couldn’t wait to go kick some monster butt today. He decided to swear the oath and play their game. For now. If they tried to force him to do something abhorrent, he could move to another country to keep leveling up. He heard the portal in Italy was right on the coastline. Beautiful sights on both sides of the portal there. The two in Australia might be in the middle of nowhere, but they said they were completely unregulated, not even taxed.

Luke nodded in thanks to the woman for telling the truth. He swore the oath, followed by Bumblebee, and they both sealed it with their blood. The drop of their blood was soaked up into the parchment and the whole thing flashed. Luke didn’t feel different, but the oath was binding him now. He would have to ask Cormac about oath magic at some point. Maybe there was a way around it. The consequences of breaking the oath weren't dire, but he still didn't like being told what to do.

“Alright, your first order. Tell us your class and what level you are.”

“I’m a Driver and I’m level twelve,” Bumblebee said.

“My class is War Machine and I’m level three,” Luke said through gritted teeth.

“War Machine? I bet the brass will be interested in that. Expect a summons for training in the next few weeks,” Agent Brown said. “For now though, you may go. We’ll be in touch.”

Luke didn’t hesitate to get back into his mech and hurry off. He felt dirty working with them, even though he really was a patriot. He had signed up for the National Guard for perhaps the wrong reasons, but he was willing to fight and die for his country. But those ideals came from a deep respect for freedom, not a love of authorities.

They were stopped again before they actually made it through the portal. One of the military guards in the portal room pointed at Luke’s gauntlet and said, “That better not be a gun. Our treaty says no guns, no bullets on their side.”

Luke glanced down towards his mech arm. He had integrated his spell rifle into the forearm, leaving only the barrel sticking out. He had realized that thanks to Machine Bond, he could aim better when the gun was integrated into the armor. The extra senses that came from his skill gave him pinpoint aim within forty feet and pretty good aim beyond that.

“It’s a spell rifle. No gunpowder involved, I’m not breaking the treaty. I built it from the designs that the Kalibutan military uses,” Luke lied.

The lie was to speed things up, but also to test his oath. He wasn’t sure if half truths counted against it. Since no punishment came, he was probably fine. Although really, he was only stretching the truth. Maybe Kalibutan did have spell rifles. Seneschal Cormac had mentioned spell rifles when Luke told him about his War Machine class. 

“Are you absolutely sure? Breaking the treaty can have serious consequences, including jail and death.”

“It’s not a gun, no worries,” Luke said.

The guard shook his head and let him through the portal. Bumblebee followed Luke through, still trying to get Jinx’s attention. She was looking at everything but him.

As soon as they were out of sight of the portal and the merchants there, Luke and Bumblebee put on the speed. Their slow start this morning meant that they had less time to survey the livestock monsters. Luke made sure to activate the first half of Repair Craft, trying to get into a habit whenever he arrived on Kalibutan. 

Before they made it to Bona Urbo, Bumblebee slowed to a stop.

“I think I see something that’s not supposed to be out here,” Bumblebee said and twirled the Ice Sledgehammer Luke had given him.

“I think I see what you are talking about. Is that a giant beetle?” Luke replied and stepped off the path to stand near Bumblebee.

“Sort of. They call them Stone Beetles. They have super tough shells, flame and acid resistant. They wait until you get close then they jump at you, knocking you down. They aren’t too dangerous if they miss the first hit. They are slow enough you can flip them and squish them. You just gotta watch out for ambushes.”

Luke held out the cat backpack. “Keep Jinx safe and I’ll deal with this. How many do you see? Is it just three?”

“Three? I only see two.”

Luke grinned and stalked forward. His War Machine buff to perception was useful. He raised his right arm and pointed a fist at the one directly in front of him. The monster wiggled, getting ready to jump.

Before it could leap the thirty feet between them, Luke fired. He spun and fired his spell rifle two more times, as fast as the airgun could cycle. He hit the monster in the bushes far to his left, then the one in front of him, and finally the one clinging to the side of the wriggling branch tree. Three shots, three hits.

The Stone Beetle in front of him still managed to jump at him before the magic took effect. Luke was already moving out of the way. It was a good thing too, because the monster moved much faster than he had expected, jumping thirty feet like it had been shot out of a cannon. It passed within three feet of Luke, wind whistling.

Then the ice magic took hold then, bursting veins and capillaries then turning the monster into a solid block of ice. The other two monsters didn’t even get the chance to move before they were frozen in place.

Luke took a careful look around to make sure that was all of them. He didn’t see any more. He mentally congratulated himself on integrating the airgun into his mech. Without the Machine Bond skill, there was no way he could have made those shots so perfectly. The System of the World agreed with him.




	
Skill Up!





	
Machine Bond has advanced to level 4 









Nice. His overall level was still three, but now that Machine Bond was at level four, it was only a matter of time before he was a level four War Machine.

Without warning, Luke’s legs were swept out from underneath him. He frantically tried to figure out what was going on as he fell through the air. His acuity let him think faster and as his back impacted the forest floor, he realized he must have missed one. 

A Stone Beetle had taken out his legs, and completely broken his left knee. His mech’s knee, thankfully. His flesh one was mostly uninjured due to the padding the pilot suit gave him.

Luke sat up and shot the shithead monster point blank. He had a front row seat as its mandibles and fragile forelimbs froze and shattered.

“Do you see any more of them out there?” Luke shouted.

“Nah, man. You’re good.”

Only after he got that reassurance did he activate the second half of Repair Craft. Two points of mana flowed out of him, reversing the damage to his leg and restoring his mobility. Luke slowly got up. His left leg wasn’t severely injured, but he would be limping until his Health had a chance to fix it.




	
Skill Up!





	
Repair Craft has advanced to level 3 









Well, at least there was a silver lining to getting his clock punched. Now he could go more than three hours between uses for his Repair Craft skill. Too bad he couldn’t use it again right now. He didn’t have the mana. He was left with only five points of mana of his twenty-four point pool. He had spent fifteen on the first half of Repair Craft, two more to repair his knee, and a point for every shot he took. That would have left him with three points, but he had regained two extra points of mana in the intervening time.

The next time he leveled up War Machine, he might want to put his stat points into Memory. It would give him a few more shots of his arm gun. He had twenty one more magnets in the hopper, so the limiting factor was mana, not ammunition.

Then again, upping his constitution was probably a good idea too. He would have to think about it.

When they got to Kruro’s workshop, they had to knock and wait to get let in. For the first time since he started working with her, the door was locked.

A short wait later, one that felt long, the naga answered the door. Her hygiene was impeccable, but her clothing choice was clearly more casual than normal. It looked like she had grabbed a large pillowcase and added a belt.

“I was wondering when you would get here. Come inside so Jinx may play,” she said and slithered to the side.

Luke walked in and set down the cat backpack. He flipped open the top and Jinx hopped out. She started wandering around, more confident this time than last. Luke handed over her bag of food and treats.

“Thanks for watching her. Let me know if you ever don’t want her around and I’ll find someone else to watch Jinx,” Luke said.

Moments later, a translation in elvish came from speakers near Luke’s head. Part of his tinkering time this morning was to set up a magnetically shielded compartment for his phone, and connect it to a microphone and speakers in the mech’s neck. Thanks to Machine Bond, he could turn the speakers on and off at will, so it would only translate when he wanted it to.

Kruro smiled widely and replied in elvish, “I will always wish to have this noble warrior nearby, but I will inform you if I no longer meet her high standards.”

“Thanks, Kruro. Have a nice day off, we’ll see you in a few hours,” Luke said. He grabbed a Flame Sword and slipped out the door.

When Bumblebee followed him out, Jinx was on his heels. Luke gently scooped her up and placed her back inside. As he rolled the door shut he said, “Not this time, little warrior.”

They walked south until they left the village walls. Bumblebee said, “Where to, bossman?”

“You can call me Skywalker. I kinda like that nickname. Anyway, I figure we’ll leave the Crystal Golems for last and check out the Purpleheart Ents and Gem Flies today. Can you lead the way?”

“Bet. Let’s get running. They ain’t close.”

Luke nodded and activated his digitigrade legs. The pair of them ran east and then north along the peninsula. Scrub brush gave way to grasping bushes, to a dark forest, then a wide reaching bramble patch.

Mist Foxes attacked them while they were circling the brambles, and Luke discovered a weakness of his ice bullets. They were ineffectual against insubstantial monsters like the foxes. Luckily, his Flame Sword and Bumblebee’s Acid Sword were enough to burn the monsters down. They collected the first two mana cores of the day, tier two if Luke was judging things correctly. As they ran, Luke kept an eye on his mana and used the first half of Repair Craft as soon as he could. He just felt better when he had that protection active.

Once past the thorny bushes, they made it to the north eastern coastline. It was a marshy area, reminiscent of the Florida Everglades, complete with mangrove-like trees. The trees were short and scraggly with green bark and sparse red leaves. They had root systems that looked like legs that had sunk into the muck. 

Luke was forced to retract his leg extensions because the sucking mud swallowed up the small paw of his running legs. He immediately regretted it. Although his innovative power armor design gave him several feet of height, it wasn’t waterproof. His left foot was soon soaked. His right foot too, but he didn’t have sensation there.

The whole area smelled too. Death and decay were mixed with salty ocean air and a harsh lemon scent. The smell was oppressive enough that Luke was wondering about installing an air filtration system with his next upgrade. 

“I wanna get out of here as soon as possible. Where are those damn Purplehearts so we can count them?” Luke growled.

“This is actually the area where the Gem Flies gather. That’s them over there. Don’t let them get too close, they’ll suck the mana stone right out of your runes. I know you got your runes on the inside, but let’s not tempt fate.”

Luke turned to look where Bumblebee was pointing. Closer to the shore were dozens of dancing lights. They were slowly flashing lights, like J.J. Abrams had designed a bug whose purpose was to create lens flares. Each one was at least six inches long, but some were a full foot. Most of them were white or yellow, but some were red, purple, and blue.

They would have to get much closer if they wanted to count them all. Before that though, “Bumblebee, you’ve been here before, right? What kind of monsters are there around here? I want to actually be prepared before we meet one.”

“Oooh, good question. You woulda been pissed at me if I didn’t mention the basilisks.”

“Basilisks? Please tell me there isn’t a monster out there that can turn us to stone with a look.”

“No, that’s Medusa. Basilisks just freeze you in place when you lock eyes with them. They are lizard things, about as big as the leeches from the other day, actually. They swim in these waters cus they like the Gem Flies. They are like a parasite, only a good one.”

“Symbiote?”

“Yeah, symbiote. They hunt together and share the kills. If there are a bunch of Gem Flies behind you, then there is probably a basilisk in front of you.”

“Great. Then how do we fight it if we can’t look at it?”

“The way we did it was to CLOSE YOUR EYES!”

Luke flinched at the yell and turned towards Bumblebee. He was about to say something about not needing to yell when he saw that his partner was frozen in place. The realization finally came to him and Luke closed his eyes. 

Luke stepped in front of Bumblebee to break the line of sight. He said, “There’s a basilisk out there now, isn’t there? How are we supposed to fight it with our eyes closed?”

Bumblebee didn’t get the chance to answer before Luke was hit from behind. He felt four sets of claws dig into his armor and he was knocked forward. Bumblebee caught him and kept him from falling into the knee high water.

They stumbled together, just barely keeping each other upright as the monster clawed his way up Luke’s back. Bumblebee fumbled for his sword magnetized to his back, but froze again halfway through the motion.

Luke spun around to get the basilisk to face away from Bumblebee. At the same time he reached down to the weapons stuck to his sides. The Flame Sword was missing, but his trusty Ice Sledgehammer was still there. He pushed mana into the runes as he swung it up and over his shoulder. The hammerhead hit the monster and it hissed in pain.

The hiss quickly turned to hacking as the monster’s airways froze shut. Luke slammed the hammer over his shoulder again, this time knocking the monster off his back. The weight lifted off his shoulders and a large splash resounded.

He spun around and swung blindly, his eyes still screwed shut. His first and second hit missed, he was swinging too high. He bent over. The third swing connected, a weighty impact that resulted in a shattering sound. Luke peeked with one eye and saw the lower half of a lizard floating in the water in front of him, along with dozens of chunks of frozen monster.

“I got it, you can look now,” Luke said and straightened back up.

Bumblebee said nothing and Luke turned, fearing the worst.

Yep. Bumblebee was paralyzed again.

Based on the direction he was looking, the second basilisk had to be up in the tree. Luke was momentarily stymied. He couldn’t close his eyes and climb the tree with his hammer. Well, maybe he could but it would be a bad idea. Maybe his embedded spell gun? Did his preternatural aim extend to instances when he wasn’t even looking in that direction? He had a pretty good idea of the monster’s position based on Bumblebee’s steady eyes.

A dozen Gem Flies were winging their way towards them, so he had to make up his mind quickly. Luke stretched out his right arm and fired three ice spell magnets, one after another. The third shot hit something.

Bumblebee threw an arm over his eyes and Luke risked a look. The ice spell had hit the basilisk in the tail and had frozen it to the green tree trunk. The monster was trying to pull away from whatever was holding its tail, but was failing. Luke stopped the confusion with an ice shot to the head.

Luke pulled Bumblebee out of the way of the distracting flashes the Gem Flies were giving off. He scooped up a mana core from the one floating in the marsh, but had to leave the one frozen to the tree.

When they were out of range of the sparkly bugs, Luke looked around and let Bumblebee know it was safe.

“Sorry about that. Usually we have one guy with his eyes shut and he holds onto the first guy’s shoulder. That way we don’t both get caught at the same time.”

“Bumblebee, you are going to have to bring this shit up before we get in it. Come on man.”

“Yeah, sorry. I’ll try to think ahead next time. Hey, what happened to your flame sword?”

A chill ran down his spine. Luke patted his waist where the sword should have been. It was gone. The first basilisk had knocked it off his side when it attacked him from behind. The Flame Sword was probably stuck in the mud about two hundred yards away underneath three feet of water. They were going to have to spend the next hour or two dredging the mud in between avoiding the Gem Flies.

Luke raised his head towards the sky and swore loud enough to scare birds away.

            

    
        Chapter 27: Brothers, What We Do In Life... Echoes in Eternity

    
    
    
    
                Luke and Bumblebee stared out over the salt marsh. They were waiting for the Gem Flies to leave the area so that they could look for the Flame Sword. That damn basilisk had knocked it off and Luke wished that he could kill it again. The place smelled like mold and spoiled fish, giving them both a permanent scowl underneath their visors. There wasn't a better option though, they had to get that sword.

The entire experience was an advertisement for a sword sheath instead of attaching it to his hip with magnets. It probably wouldn’t have fallen out in that situation. But having his weapons readily available, even when he was fumbling, was a good thing. He decided against changing the design.

Instead of focusing on the bad, Luke tried to look on the bright side. He had leveled up his War Machine class. He had two more stat points to spend.




	
Luke Moore: War Machine Level 4





	
Constitution


	
5(2)+


	
Memory


	
12(1)+





	
Strength


	
3(3)+


	
Acuity


	
8(3)+





	
Dexterity


	
6(3)+


	
Perception


	
7(4)+





	
Resources:

Health 8/8

Mana 19/24

Machine Soul 2/2


	
Skills:

Machine Bond - Level 4

Repair Craft - Level 3









The first point was easy to decide on. He pushed it into his constitution, bringing it up to six. He didn’t feel any different, but he knew that he was much more resilient and his health resource went up too. Since it was a multiple of six, he suspected there was some other bonus too, maybe he would heal faster now.

It was tough to decide on where to place the last point. It would take him three points to get Strength up to six, four points to get Acuity up to twelve, and five points to get Perception up to twelve.

Extra strength was tempting, but he didn’t think his class needed strength. It wasn’t about the strength of his arms, it was about using the machine around him to the greatest effect. Acuity would help him think faster and provide him with a faster resource regeneration. He went ahead and pushed his last point into Acuity. He would keep working on it for the next few level ups.

While he had his stat screen up, he wondered again what Machine Soul did. It was in the resources section, so it was clearly something he could use to get some sort of benefit. It had stayed at 2/2 the entire time he had the class. If only there was some clue how he could use it.

Nothing came to mind, he didn’t have enough information. He was back to waiting. It had been a little over an hour since they left Jinx with Kruro, but with the way the Gem Flies were behaving, he might be stuck here for several more hours. They had to wait anyway. The naga had made it clear that the elemental swords were worth more than their lives.

While they were waiting, Luke had counted over a hundred of the Gem Flies, twenty in front of him and the rest scattered about the salt marsh. Bumblebee wasn’t sure if that was more or less than last time, but he guessed more. Either way, the Gem Fly survey was complete now.

So the only thing they needed before they left was that damn Flame Sword stuck in the mud in front of him. Luke stretched his hand out like he was a Jedi and pretended to pull the sword to him.

He hadn’t gotten pumped full of midi-chlorians when he wasn’t looking, so nothing happened. The mental imagery did stir his mana though. It raced through channels in his body, pooling in his outstretched hand for a moment before returning to his core.

Too bad he didn’t have a spell that would help here. Unless... maybe Repair Craft would work? Returning the sword to his hip wasn’t exactly a repair, but maybe he could convince the spell that it was. Kruro had said the skill had a temporal aspect to it, rewinding time to affect its repairs. It might work. It was a tenuous stretch, but Luke decided to try it anyway.

Luke stood to the side and concentrated on the second half of Repair Craft. He activated it and focused on the memory of the sword at his hip. Just like when he worked with runes, he knew the exact intent mattered. He told the skill that the sword was part of his craft and it needed to fix it to his side. The claw marks and punctures on the power armor back were repaired, but Luke didn’t let the skill stop.

He pushed more mana into the skill, focusing hard. He was starting to get a headache, but the skill wasn’t done yet. Not until - the skill abruptly ended. The headache spiked and his mana bottomed out. 

Something hit Luke’s waist. He opened his eyes and looked down. The Flame Sword was there, magnetized to his hip once more. He laughed in relief and surprise. It worked! 

“Dude, I didn’t know you could do that.”

“Me either. I was just trying to stretch my repair skill, and it worked!” Luke said and threw his arms up in celebration.

The System of the World added to his joy with a pair of notifications.




	
Skill Up!





	
Repair Craft has advanced to level 4












	
Skill Up!





	
Repair Craft has advanced to level 5 









A feeling of satisfaction washed over him. They weren’t going to spend the whole day searching for the sword now. And to think, he had almost picked a different skill when he first picked up his class. He had never been more happy to have a repair skill. Of course it would be nice if he wasn’t getting hit, but at least he could repair his suit when he did get hit.

“Let’s go. I want to check on the Purpleheart Ents before we head back.” Luke said and gestured for Bumblebee to lead the way.

They left the salt marsh heading directly west. Marsh transitioned to marshy grasslands, then to a wide empty field of yellow grass with stalks six feet tall. A gentle wind blew through the meadow and Luke trailed his hands through them like that one scene in Gladiator.

Bumblebee slowed and whispered, “We gotta be careful here. There are Stalker Jackals in the grass. We need to be quiet so they don’t catch us. If you hear rustling in the grass, just run. We can’t fight them here.”

“Why not? You gotta tell me all the details, remember?” Luke said. He felt like he was pulling teeth.

Bumblebee sighed and gave Luke the full rundown on the monsters that lurked in the tall grass. Apparently Stalker Jackals were tall and thin canid type monsters. Their natural coloring matched the yellow grass perfectly. They were hit-and-run predators, and were practically unkillable. When they were damaged, they used the surrounding grasses to reconstitute themselves. As long as they were within the grassland, they had limitless health.

Luke turned around and walked to the edge of the tall grass meadow. There was no way he was going up against relentless predators without his Repair Craft skill running. They waited until he had the requisite mana and he cast the skill.

Then they were off again. Luke led the way across the grassland, with his digitigrade legs activated, he could see farther than his partner. He kept an eye out for grass that didn’t move as it should when the wind blew. The tall grasses moved like waves with every zephir, so anything out of place should be obvious.

They crept across the grassland, moving faster as his confidence grew. A few times he thought he heard something behind them, but saw nothing when he turned to look. When the end of the grassland was in sight, Luke finally saw something.

Three monsters slipped through the tall grass stalks and attacked Bumblebee as one. He was prepared for them. He already had his Lightning Sword in hand and sent out a blast as soon as he heard them coming. One jackal went down with a yip. He used Evade to bend space slightly so the second caught only grass. The third hit him from the side, binding up his sword arm and knocking him down.

Luke was firing his arm gun even as he turned, missing one, but hitting the other two monsters with a blast of icy magic. Frost crept across the Stalker Jackal attacking Bumblebee, slowing it down slightly. Luke kicked it off him and helped Bumblebee to his feet.

They both turned and ran then, knowing that killing the monsters wouldn’t work. The Stalker Jackals abandoned their frozen bodies and reconstituted themselves out of the surrounding grass. They were racing after the humans moments later.

Bumblebee was struggling to keep up. Several of his runes had been damaged and his left arm was hanging useless by his side. His left leg was sparking, but he kept moving with copious uses of Rush.

The trio of monsters caught up with them when they were almost out of the grasslands. They must have sensed their chance slipping away and put on a final burst of speed. Luke was acting like rearguard this time, pointing his right arm at the incoming jackals. He missed two shots, the monsters somehow redirecting at the last moment.

Luke's left hand held his Ice Sledgehammer and he used it as one of them grew close. He pushed a point of mana into the hammer and swung it down with all his might. The jackal didn’t have the chance to yelp before its head was crushed. Ice started forming over its downed form. That should slow its recovery.

The other two Stalker Jackals hit him then, coordinating their attack to hit his shoulders from both sides. Luke stumbled back as they held on and bit into his pauldrons. He growled in frustration as his armor was once again treated like cardboard.

Before they could get to the squishy human inside, Luke pulled his left arm up to smash the monster on his right arm. The hanging jackals slowed down the strike, but the ice magic within his hammer still did its job. Its bites soon slowed and then stopped. It fell off his arm a moment later.

Something critical in his left arm snapped then, the sequence of runes broken. His arm fell limp then and he dropped his hammer. His entire form grew sluggish. The Adept Agility rune that helped him move the hulking armor had been broken. He tipped back and almost fell.

Luke pushed more intent into Machine Bond, trying to keep himself upright. He managed, barely. The Stalker Jackal moved up then, crawling up his armor with too sharp claws. Why did everything have the ability to get through his armor? It snapped at his face, Luke leaning his helmet away at the last second.

An instant later the monster yipped in surprise. Luke had brought up his right arm and fired his ice magnet into its belly point blank. The jackal lost its grip and fell off him moments later.

Luke turned and ran. By now the first monster would be almost whole again. Bumblebee hadn’t stopped when Luke had, so he was almost to the edge of the grassland. His mana must be exhausted though, he was barely moving. The runes on his right leg were dim and he was limping along. 

It wasn’t long before Luke caught up with him and put his arm around him. Together they helped each other exit the yellow grassland and start to climb the hill covered in regular green grass.

The Stalker Jackals burst out of the yellow grass in a coordinated attack. Luke was ready for them. He dropped Bumblebee who yelped in surprise. Luke ignored him and grabbed the Flame Sword off his hip. He pumped mana into the sword and swung it in a wide arc.

Great gouts of flame shot from the sword, extending its blade another five feet. The longer flaming blade cut off the first and second jackal’s heads and nicked the last one’s forelimb. 

The monsters went up in flames, the dry grasses they were made of were very flammable. The third monster stamped out its burning leg and turned to race away. It just barely reached the grass when Luke caught up to it. He cut it in half, burning the grass around it in the same strike.

Magic reached out from each of the monster corpses, but couldn’t grasp any grass that wasn’t already burning. The regeneration failed and three monster cores appeared in the ashes.

Luke tsked to himself. He should have been a little more careful with the flame sword near a literal field of tinder. The entire field might go up in flames. He had to spend three more magnets to freeze the burning grasses before the fire was out.

He popped open the feeder to check how many rounds he had left. There were only six. He shook his head at himself. He had started the day with so many and thought he would never need more in a day. Instead he was already considering bringing three times as many round magnets along with him next time. Thankfully, the neodymium magnets weren’t that expensive. In fact, they were cheaper than the bullets he was used to buying.

Once he was sure there were no more monsters coming, Luke collected the three cores. They were each tier three, nice. He was making bank today. Still, he planned on avoiding the yellow grassland in the future. Almost immortal monsters weren’t fun to fight.

Bumblebee asked for some help but Luke asked for him to wait a bit. He closed his eyes and focused on the second half Repair Craft. He had dropped the Ice Sledgehammer in the fight and wanted to see if he could repeat the earlier trick. He pushed mana into the skill, guiding it to restore everything to its proper place.

His shoulder knitted up, the agility runes reactivating. Tears and holes closed up. He felt the magic reach for his hammer, but then cut out. He had ran out of mana before it could work. They hadn’t waited long enough on the other side of the grasses for his mana to fully refill and the fight had taken some as well. 

Luke sighed and stomped into the grass to grab his hammer. It wasn’t that inconvenient, but he had been hoping for another skill up. He did get a level up from the fight though, so at least there was that. He was now a level five War Machine. He put both extra stat points into Dexterity, bringing that number up to eight. He had been planning on upgrading some of the other stats, but he knew that Dexterity was needed for now. It would help him avoid being hit so often, and it would be useful when he carved runes. It wasn't exciting because he was still so far away from a multiple of six, but he needed the boost.

The extra stats were put to use fixing Bumblebee's suit. Working with runes highlighted how easy it was for him now. His higher Dexterity helped him carve out the runes, his Memory helped him hold the intents in place, and his Acuity made it all go faster and work more accurately.

Once they were both ready to go, they hiked over the top of the hill and looked down into the valley below. The Purpleheart Ents were scattered throughout, easy to pick out from the natural trees around them.

The ents had blue bark and green leaves. They were about the same height as the other trees, fifty feet tall. One of them was fairly close, just at the base of the hill. Luke’s face scrunched with disgust.

It didn’t have bark. The ent had skin with pulsing veins and everything. It was moving slowly like the Tolkien version, but it looked like a flesh abomination from an Alien movie.

Bumblebee pointed to something in the middle of the valley. “That lowkey slaps. We don’t have to count trees or worry about the Hive Wolves with the hydra in the forest. There is no way the hydra would let any other predator in this valley.”

Luke followed his arm to see a distant form. It was a six headed hydra, stalking through the forest. It was about four times the size of the monster he had seen near the portal on his first day here. “So the ents are fine then? Are they symbiotes like the Gem Flies and the Basilisks?”

“Oh, no. We still gotta kill it. The hydra is just waiting for the ents to mature and then it will eat the hearts out of them.”

Luke swore softly.

            

    
        Chapter 28: And Then He Had Lunch

    
    
    
    
                Luke slowly shook his head. “Nah, we aren’t even gonna try to kill the hydra today. We need better weapons and more fighters before we can attempt to kill a monster that big.”

Bumblebee’s armor slumped in relief. “No cap. That thing looks like it can swallow me whole.”

They turned south and started heading back to Bona Urbo. As they jogged Luke said, “Do you know much about hydras? If we are going to take one down I might as well build a custom weapon for it. For example, do you know if they have any elemental weaknesses?”

“Nah, never fought one before. Cormac usually soloed monsters this big. He can get scary powerful when he has time. Or could anyway. I guess we’ll have to ice this sucka ourselves.”

They headed back a different way than they had come here, so they ran into more monsters. A pair of Wizard Leeches tried to ambush them in scrub brush. They fell to a few simple sword swings. A grassy field revealed a towering Rock Bull. It took the rest of Luke’s ammo to take down, but provided a tier 4 core in exchange. They took out a swarm of Acid Mantises, but most of the three foot long insects were too young to house a core. They only collected three tier one cores from the bunch.

They arrived at the estate village only four hours after they left, but Luke was exhausted. All that running and fighting had taken a lot out of him. His mana pool was full again, but the constant use was making him feel strained inside, somehow.

When they got to Kruro’s workshop, Jinx was happy to see Luke, even happier when he climbed out of his mech to play with her. She liked batting around one of the monster cores they had collected today. She even tried to gnaw on it at one point. When Luke took it away after that, she wandered away.

Kruro didn’t know much about monsters in general, so the hydra was a mystery to her. She did have some advice though. “You can talk to the Seer, he might be able to answer some of your questions.”

“The Seer?”

She did jazz hands. “The Seer is a position on the Lord’s court. He has a class that lets him peer deep into the magic of the system. His primary job is to keep track of titans and monster swarms. Anything that can destroy the estate. The Seer on Lord Edobar Falodun’s court is an older dwarf. He doesn’t range out into the field, not since I’ve been here anyway, but he should know more about monsters than anyone else in our community.”

“That sounds perfect. I would love to talk to the Seer. Do you think you could introduce us?”

She looked away. “I would prefer not to. I will not speak ill of anyone on the lord’s court, but there is a reason he is in the outer court when the position is normally one of the inner.”

“Oh, ok. I don’t want to put you in an uncomfortable position if the guy’s a creep or whatever. Do you think he will talk to me if I just show up at his door?”

She slashed her hands down. “No, you would need an introduction. Humans are not normally welcome on Edobar’s estate and I would need to inform Seer Theobaldine of who you are. It will not cause me any undue harm to meet with the man. It’s just that...” She trailed off and tapped the palms of her hands in turn.

Luke thought he knew what she was getting at. “Perhaps I could compensate you for your time. Is there something I could give you?” Hopefully their cultures were similar enough and that wasn’t an insult.

She smiled and said, “Well, I have heard farming is easier on your world. If that's true perhaps you could bring me a few Earth spices. I would love to try out a new flavor or two.”

The tension fled from Luke’s shoulders. “I can bring you spices next time I visit, no problem. I’ll bring a whole rack.”

“Good. Let me send a quick message and then I will change clothes. Clean off your armor and fix any dents, Luke. Bumblebee, you will need to stay here and watch over Jinx.”

“I accept this solemn responsibility,” Bumblebee said without a hint of irony.

Kruro rolled her eyes. She slithered over to the wall near the door. She opened up a cupboard Luke hadn’t noticed before. It was hexagonal and full of tiny two tone flaps. She flipped over several of them, some of them more than once, then activated a rune at the top. The array flashed and she closed the cupboard.

It was clearly some sort of communication device. It was jarring for Luke to see. He had gotten used to them having a medieval level of technology and now he saw that they had mana telegraphs. What other technologies had he missed just because he hadn’t paid close enough attention?

Luke got his toolkit while Kruro slithered down to her burrow. Despite using Repair Craft several times today, he had still picked up some cosmetic damage. And apparently looks matter today. He used a combination of magic tools and a towel and water to get his power armor back up to tip top condition.

When Kruro slithered back up to the ground level, she was wearing a blue and red striped wrap, jangly bracelets and a sparkly emerald necklace. By now the communication box was softly glowing. She opened the box and the innards moved on their own. She deciphered a message from the tiny flaps and shut it once more.

“He accepted and we are meeting in the central courtyard for lunch. You will be expected to pay, by the way.”

“I don’t have any of the local currency actually. Can I trade you a monster core for some money?”

She huffed and pulled out a pouch from the small of her back. “Here. Give the footman whatever he asks for. The spices you will be giving me are worth ten times that bag.”

Interesting. Luke wondered how many other things from Earth were wildly valuable here on Kalibutan. He dropped the money pouch into his hip compartment and followed Kruro out of the runewright’s shop.

Her long tail gave Kruro the ability to slither quickly through the paved stone streets. Luke had to speed up slightly to keep up. They left the outer section of the village with its stone buildings and entered a more vibrant part of the city. Each house or apartment was painted a different color. They all still had the same burnished copper roof, but other than that they were unique in form and color. Even the doors and windows were slightly different ovals and circles.

The closer they got to the towering tree in the center of the village, the nicer the houses were. There were brighter houses, nicer window treatments, and accents of shiny silver and gold. There were also more people walking around calmly and chatting with their neighbors. The outer ring was mostly full of people rushing around and working.

Another change was the presence of elves. Thubanians, really, since elves were fiction. Although, they looked just like the Tolkien version. Tall, thin, pointed ears, and an expression of superiority. The only difference was that they weren’t all pale skinned, most had darker skin.

It was another bit of evidence that portals from Kalibutan had been opened on Earth before. There was no other way the fiction could match up with fact otherwise.

Kruro led them to an outdoor cafe. Luke glanced up to the skies. It looked like it would rain soon, hopefully they wouldn’t get caught out in it. A dwarf saw Kruro and excitedly waved her over. His expression fell a bit when Luke walked over in his power armor.

The dwarf was bald with a thick white beard and the typical pearlescent skin. His clothing was black and reflective, a counterpart to his bright white complexion. As they walked up he said in elvish, “I am so glad to see you once again Uru Kruro of Runes. And who is this you are bringing along?”

“Good to see you as well, Seer Theobaldine. This is Luke of Machines. He has need of your wisdom.”

The dwarf laughed and gestured towards the table with his long arms. Kruro slithered up and lowered her upper body to his level. Luke started to kneel and then realized that would still be too tall so he sat down.

“So, you are one of Seneschal Cormac’s pet humans. Do you speak the tree’s tongue?” Theobaldine asked once they were both settled.

“No, so far I only speak English, but technology makes that less of a barrier.” Luke said. He waited for it to translate into Thubanian, then used Machine Bond to mentally switch the translation to Grunka, the dwarvish language. “I can also speak in your language if you wish.”

The Seer’s eyes widened slightly when the speakers said the first sentence in elvish, but he slapped the table and laughed when he heard his guttural mother tongue.

He responded in dwarvish, “Ah I see humans' technology is not without merit. It is good . You should still learn Grunka the proper way, with lots of spitting and cursing!” He slapped his knee at the joke. Then he switched to elvish and said, “We should continue in the tree’s tongue for Kruro’s sake though. It is not polite to exclude others, particularly someone as beautiful as her.”

Kruro seemed uncomfortable and said, “Luke, I believe you had some questions?”

“Yes. I am filling in for Cormac while he heals, at least for the monster culling. There is a hydra in the grove of Purpleheart Ents. I was hoping you could give me some advice on how to fight it.”

Theobaldine leaned forward and stared at him. His eyes developed a piercing look. “Luke Moore, War Machine. Not yet at your first stage. I do not know your class, but I have seen war classes before. This machine you are wearing will not be enough to handle the adult hydra prowling around the blue valley. I recommend you wait for your master to heal and have him deal with it.”

Luke was momentarily stunned when the Seer read off his name. He must have some system identify skill. The last sentence got his blood up. He leaned back and said, “He is not my master, and I can handle more than you think. Besides, I won’t be fighting alone. We are going to fight the hydra either way, the only question is if you are going to give us advice first.”

The dwarf turned to Kruro and stage whispered, “This one’s feisty, I like him. Too bad he’s going to die soon.” Before Luke could reply, Theobaldine turned and asked, “How much do you know about this world’s ecology?”

“Uhh, not much. Does it matter?” Luke asked, confused. 

A waiter came and delivered something to each person. It looked like a large walnut and had the top cut off and it was filled with salad and sauce. The other two pointed at Luke and the waiter loudly proclaimed, “One silver, four bronze.”

Luke pulled out the bag and counted out the money. It was harder than he expected, even with his new levels in Machine Bond. He held back a growl and eventually handed over the coins to the waiter with his metal gauntlets. He was regretting wearing his armor to this meeting.

The Seer said, “Yes. Ecology matters. Let me ask you a different question. Do you know why we haven’t simply exterminated all of the undesirable monsters?”

“The thought had crossed my mind. I am sure there is a good reason it hasn’t been done yet,” Luke said. He picked up the huge walnut and used the single chopstick inside to scoop out the salad inside. He flipped open his visor and took a bite.

“It’s because the world is alive. It lives and breathes. If we kill off all of the local wildlife, the world spawns more monsters to take their place. There is some randomness, but certain areas often have the same monsters reappear over and over again. It’s all part of the mana cycle that the world manages with its system.”

This food was... not great. It was bland and the greens were limp. It wasn’t bad, but he had no intentions of coming back to this little cafe, even if someone else was paying. Luke put down his chopstick and said, “That word, spawn, can mean different things in my language. What does it mean to you?”

Theobaldine finished chewing and said, “It means what it means. The world concentrates mana into one spot, and an infant monster appears inside. Sometimes adult monsters of the same type will care for it, sometimes not. Biologic life like me and Kruro here requires a much more enjoyable activity to create offspring.” He gave the naga a little eyebrow wiggle.

Ew. No wonder she didn’t want to talk to him. Luke hurried to change the subject. “So you’re saying that monsters and mana are all part of the world breathing?”

“Yes, it’s an immune system as well. There are currents to it, like weather or a host fighting off disease. I say all that to say, the apex predator in the Blue Valley has been left for too long. I know this because of years of experience here, as well as what my class tells me. It will be difficult for a newly chosen like yourself to fight it. Have some patience.”

“A saying on my planet is ‘Patience is a Virtue’. I am sure you are right and it would be wise to wait. However, if I attacked with a team of two to six members, how would I bring down the hydra?”

Seer Theobaldine gave him a sad look and sliced his hands downward. “You are ruining a fine afternoon with my good friend Kruro. If you wish to kill the Apex Hydra there, use distance and speed. Attack all at once from every side, it will have a brief difficulty deciding on which target to pursue. Brief, not forever. It has resistances to most elemental magics, including slashing or piercing damage. Its main weakness is blunt force, but if you get close enough to use a maul, you will die. That is all I have to say about the subject.”

“Thank you for your wise advice, Seer Theobaldine.”

“Whatever, leave us so we may enjoy the rest of the day without your doomed presence.”

Luke was only too happy to get up and leave. He felt bad leaving Kruro with the old man and promised himself to get her some good food along with the spices. He followed the main road like a spoke to the outer edge of the village. He got a surprise when he drew close to the Runewright’s place.

Jinx was padding along the road towards him. Luke flipped up his visor so she could see his face and hurried over.

“Jinx, you little psychopath, you can’t just be wandering around an alien city. You gotta stay safe inside the workshop,” Luke said, mostly to himself since she couldn’t understand him. He scooped her up and carried her back to the shop. He rolled open the door and said, “Bumblebee, did you lose track of someone?”

“Oh thank god,” he said and hurried over. “I couldn't find her and thought she might have slipped downstairs. I know Kruro wouldn't like it if I went down there and I didn’t know what to do.” He reached up and gave Jinx a pet. “Hey, wait. I didn’t open the door and all the windows were closed. How did you get out, you little fluff ball?”

“She’s an escape artist. Don’t worry about it, she’s given me the slip too,” Luke said and placed the cat in her carrier. “Let’s head back to Earth, I think our shift is over.”

Bumblebee hopped back into his power armor and Luke left Kruro’s money pouch on her obsidian worktable. They headed out and jogged through the forest towards the portal.

Luke paused for a moment when he saw the scene of his battle from this morning. The slimes had found the bodies of the Stone Beetles and eaten a good chunk, including the cores. Their stone colored wing casings remained untouched.

A thought slowly formed. If these insect parts were strong enough to hold up to slime acid, could he use them to make armor strong enough to finally hold up to a monster attack or two? A small smile stretched across his face.

            

    
        Chapter 29: Nitro-boosted War Machine

    
    
    
    
                “I bet you think you are clever, Mr. Moore,” the taxman said with folded arms.

“What are you talking about?” Luke said and shifted his arms a bit to hold on tighter.

Bumblebee and Luke were carrying the wing casings from six Stone Beetles. The chitin was heavy, but their power armor easily handled the weight. It was the unusual shape and size of the monster parts that made it awkward to stand there talking to the official.

The balding man stuck a finger upwards, almost reaching Luke’s face. “I’m on to you though. I already researched monster parts. Monster Insect Exoskeleton? Hah! You aren’t going to trip me up with that. I already know how much tax to charge you. Looked it up two days ago. You are going to have to try harder to mess up my day.”

“I’m not trying to make things difficult for you,” Luke said, confused.

“Yeah, yeah. Don’t want to admit I’m smarter than you,” the taxman said and leaned back on his assay table.

“What? ... Look. Can we go now?”

“Sure. Once you pay $3800 in taxes or a tier one core.”

Luke rolled his eyes and set the wing casings down with a thunk. He decided to keep his monster cores and paid the tax with his debit card. Once the official gave them a receipt, they were on their way again. He forgot about the strange little man as soon as they left the building.

A short while later they arrived at the fabric warehouse they were renting. Towards the back of the building was a door for deliveries, a roller shutter door. They dropped their bulky wing casings at the door. Luke asked Bumblebee to walk around and open it up.

Bumblebee sighed in relief and sat down so he could climb out of his ten foot tall suit. He was a bit sore from running around all day. As he was ready to walk around, the shutter door rolled up. 

“I thought I heard something out here. What’s with the rocks?” Allen said.

“Allen, good to see you. These are monster parts for a new mech. Thanks for opening the door. I wasn’t sure if you would still be here,” Luke said happily. He set Jinx in her backpack out of the way.

Allen said, “Yeah, I finished setting up the workshop before lunch, I’ve just been working on paperwork since then. Setting up a business takes so much paperwork. I got our LLC officially approved, we are now Monster Jaegers Inc, no changing it now. Our website is up too, pretty basic for now until I have more time. I also registered with Norfolk Complex. They have cleared us for six portal entry badges, we gotta pay extra for more. I bought some payroll software and created some onboarding documents for new hires. The forms are in for our Employer Identification Number with the IRS. I also set up a business bank account with Wells Fargo. You’ll need to transfer over some operating funds, by the way. I’ve been spending my own money and I am almost broke.”

Luke held out his hands. “Whoa, buddy. Take a breath. First off, thank you for doing all of that. You went above and beyond. You just got a promotion to Chief Finance Officer and Head of HR. Great job, give yourself a raise. Secondly, meet Bumblebee, he’s a fantastic member of the Jaeger team.”

“Sup,” Bumblebee said and gave Allen an upward head nod.

Allen returned the gesture and said, “I’ve heard good things, Bumblebee. Although if you want to get paid salary, you’ll need to give me your real name and info.”

Bumblebee looked away and said, “It’s Eugene Simmons. You want my address or something too?”

“To start, yeah. Come on inside and we’ll get everything set up.”

They walked inside together and Luke started bringing in monster parts and stacking them near the workbenches. Allen had gone all out. There was a full crafting setup, complete with a chassis hoist, power tools, and spell tools. He had small boxes of parts too, everything from mana infused steel pistons to purple chitin. Luke couldn’t wait to put it to use.

So he didn’t.

Luke closed the warehouse door and let Jinx out to explore. Then he got to work. His first project was to see if the Stone Beetle wing casings were even usable. If he couldn’t cut and mold them, they would be useless as anything but a handheld shield. 

He got out his personal mana torch and vibro wrench and got to work. To his relief, the material did deform after prolonged exposure to his mana torch. It took about four times longer than normal, but he could work with it. It was perfect. It gave him high hopes for surviving a battle or two without needing to use Repair Craft every time.

Originally, Luke had been planning on adding a layer of Stone Beetle parts to his existing suit, but that would be a waste of material. He could just make an all new set of power armor and give his current one to Bumblebee. He could only imagine how fast the young guy would be with the extended legs.

Now that he had decided to start from scratch, Luke changed several things about his design. First off, he would have normal legs, the extending digitigrade legs were good for speed but bad for stability on uneven ground. It seemed like he was always on uneven ground. He still wanted to be able to run around the peninsula without getting exhausted though.

As a compromise, he sketched out longer legs and put an order in for heavy duty springs. It should give him the mechanical advantage even before he added in runes. 

Next, he sketched out four spell guns attached to his arms, two embedded within each forearm. A different element for each barrel. He only knew the ice rune for now, but he was sure he could figure out the rest. While he was at it, he hooked up the runes to run off of the same monster core powering the suit. It would mean he would have to replace the power core more often, but he could use his personal mana for his skills instead of the weapons system.

The last big change he thought of was to make the suit water and airtight. That meant changing out dozens of small things, including sealing up his visor and a filtration system.

Before he started actually crafting, he transferred over 200K to the business account and sent Allen home. It was only 6PM in Colorado, but he wanted his employees to have a good work/life balance. Even though he wasn’t going to quit working himself. He told himself that crafting something new counted as fun.

By 9PM, he admitted to himself that it wasn’t a race and took Jinx home. He watched TV and surfed his phone. He wasn’t getting nearly as much social media time in since he spent so much time on a different planet. The only important post he missed was the opening up of a temple to the Kalibutan gods in Denver. He left some comments warning about sacrificing emotions to the gods, but he doubted anyone listened.

He did get into a bit of a rabbit hole on the Lighthouse forums. He found and copied another group of runes before the mods removed them. Then he spent a while researching the legality of copywriting something from a different planet. Unsurprisingly, there was no precedent. There were a few people who had sued about rune ownership, but none of those cases had completed yet. Even though it had been five years since the portal opened up, corporate law took longer.

The next day he was driving back out to the complex at 7AM because Luke was so excited. It was a good thing he had keys of his own, the office workers in the front half of the warehouse didn’t even arrive until 11am. Allen got there promptly at 8AM. He alternated between improving the company website and helping Luke work on his new mech.

The two friends worked well together and had most of the power armor put together by 3PM. They had all of the parts but they had to wait for some of them to soak. The springs and other parts were made on Earth and hadn’t had time to soak up ambient mana. Without being mana infused, they wouldn't stand up to the rigors of fighting monsters. Luke sacrificed a tier one core to create a slurry that he had dipped all the new parts in.

“So, how are things with you and Vanessa?” Allen asked as they both relaxed in gaming chairs near the only laptop their company owned.

“Good, we have another date Friday.”

“Awesome man, I know you’ve been wanting to get with her for a while. Do you think she would want to work for our new company? I bet we could use a medic for after the teams return to Earth, you know give them a checkup, make sure they are good to go for their next shift?”

“Maybe. Not sure if I want to work with someone I’m dating though. That can get messy.”

“Yeah.”

They sat there together in silence for a bit, drumming their fingers.

“So um, I had a terrible idea last night,” Luke said.

“Do tell.” Allen said and put his elbows on the table and his face in his hands.

Luke chuckled at the silly pose. “Alright, so, technically, runes aren't copyrighted.”

“Um, yes they are, numbnuts. Remember that NDA we had to sign when we started working for ManaTek?”

“NDAs aren’t copyright. There really aren't any laws about runes yet. People have tried to claim they have copyrighted runes before, but no one has won a case saying they own it. The only reason you can’t post a rune library online is that Lighthouse and all the social media companies are scared of being sued. They are just waiting to see what the courts decide.”

“So, people with a lot of money say it is copyrighted, but you say it isn’t. Sure, I’ll buy it.”

“What if we created our own website? We could host it ourselves, and post everything we know. It’s actually a lot at this point, way more than ManaTek taught us. I can even post their stuff and say I learned it in Kalibutan. I bet we could be super popular and no one could stop us.”

Allen sat back and nodded carefully. “You are right.” When Luke smiled, Allen continued. “That is a terrible idea.”

“Hey! Everyone wants to learn about magic, it could be popular.”

“There is maybe a five percent chance you could make that happen. That you could squeeze around the rich and powerful and carve out a small chunk of some magic nerd’s attention. Even if you succeeded in that long shot, you would have every rich asshole hell bent on suing you into the ground. Why? So you can spend all your profits on lawyers? Why would anyone throw away their money like that?”

Luke opened his mouth to defend his idea, but stopped. “Well, whatever. I said it was a terrible idea. Anyway, will you set up an internal website for all of our runes? It would be good to have something easily searchable for our mechanics. A picture of the rune, its grade, the intents needed, and common uses. Can you do that?”

“Sure, send me what you’ve got and I’ll add the stuff I remember.”

Luke sent over all the files on runes he had. There was the plumbing handbook, the elemental swords, the Adept Agility rune, his ManaTek manual, and finally the hovertruck schematics. He wondered if he could incorporate that hover rune into his new design. The rune was too mana hungry to make his suit fly, but there had to be some way to use it. Nothing came to mind yet, he would have to keep thinking on it.

He twiddled his thumbs for a bit while Allen worked, then he said, “I think I am going to get out of here. There is a wake for the people who died on Kalibutan. It's at 7PM, I’m going to go home and get ready.”

Allen looked up solemnly. “Hey, should we donate something to their families? You said some of the monster cores came from that spider fight they died in, right?”

“I already planned on it. That’s why I kept some of the money we earned in my account. I’m gonna contribute tonight. Speaking of cores, do you think we should buy a safe? I’ve got seven monster cores in my power armor compartments, probably worth about a hundred grand.”

“Uhhh. We need to protect them somehow, but I don’t know if a safe is a good idea. This is a warehouse, our security is nonexistent. Someone could just walk off with the whole safe. I think I’ll ask around, see if the Norfolk Complex has something else we can use.”

⚙⚙⚙

Luke hadn’t been to enough funerals and wakes to know if this was normal, but there weren’t a lot of sad people there. Of the more than two dozen people at the wake, only two or three seemed sad. The family standing in front of the picture of Ellen seemed to be enjoying a reunion, the older men in front of Samuel’s picture were loudly talking about what they were going to buy with the death benefits, and no one had even come to pay respects to Marcus.

The posterboard picture of Marcus, who Luke knew as Cuddles, showed a large black man on a motorcycle with a smile on his face.

“That was his family, right there,” someone said.

Luke turned to see Bumblebee dressed in all black. He was wearing a tailored suit with thin silver chains. He hadn’t known that the guy could look that fashionable, but then again he hadn’t known him for long. “Family?”

“Yeah, the motorcycle. That’s all he cared about. He had a distant cousin still alive, but they didn’t keep in touch. That bike was his baby. It’s the only thing that could make him smile.”

“I guess that’s why no one else is paying their respects here.”

“Ain’t nobody paying respects in this building,” Bumblebee said and scoffed in the direction of the happy family.

“I noticed that. I thought there would be more crying at a wake.”

“The only ones crying are the reps for Elwood Services. They had to pay out a half million death benefit for each of them.”

“A half million, each?”

Bumblebee shrugged. “It’s a dangerous job. I think the payout is the only reason Degenerate and Rooster kept showing up. They cared about their family, even though the feeling wasn’t mutual.”

“Grief looks different for everyone.” Luke said, the excuse sounding weak to him.

Bumblebee left after introducing him to the families. Luke went ahead and gave each family ten grand. He didn’t feel like they deserved it, but the money was for the fallen, not them.

Shepard and his buddies showed up shortly before the end and made the rounds. They clearly didn’t know anyone there so conversations were brief. They walked up to Bumblebee and Luke at the end.

“Still alive, I see. Did’cha end up wussing out?" Shepard asked.

Bumblebee stepped forward. “You’re the one that wussed out. We have been out there all week killing monsters while you were hiding on Earth.”

Luke put a hand on the young black guy’s shoulder and pulled him back slightly. “What he’s trying to say is that we have fought dozens of monsters. We have more than proved ourselves. I have a company set up with funding and a real payroll. I would love it if an experienced fighter like yourself decided to join us.”

Shepard looked between the two of them, trying to decide whether or not to be angry. Eventually he said, “What’s the salary?”

“It’s about triple your old pay, but we will need you to fight every other Earth day. At least until we have a handle on monster populations. There’s also extra pay if you gain a magic class.”

Shepard’s eyes widened a bit. Luke fought to keep a smile off his face. He knew it. The man already had a class.

“I guess we could try it out, see what it’s like working for you,” Shepard said.

“But what about-” one of his buddies started.

Shepard cut him off and said, “We’ll work with you until you give us a reason not to.”

Luke looked between the two, but they didn’t say anything more. “Alright. Meet us right outside the portal building at 10AM tomorrow. We’ll do an eight hour shift and I’ll pay you for your time so you know we are on the up and up.”

They all agreed and headed out. The next morning, Luke got to the warehouse early to work on his new suit. The new parts had soaked in enough mana that they wouldn’t break when a monster looked at him. He completed the assembly just after nine and slipped inside. He couldn’t wait to see the look on their faces when Shepard and the others saw him walk up in his largest mech yet.

            

    
        Chapter 30: I Swear to God. I'm Lucky 13 Right Here.

    
    
    
    
                Luke discovered that he was still bonded to his old suit of power armor and he needed to switch it to the new one before he could get the buff from his class and the control from Machine Bond. As soon as he figured that out and made the switch, he was greeted with a pleasant surprise.




	
Skill Up!





	
Machine Bond has advanced to level 5 









He hadn’t known that switching bonds would help him level the skill, he wondered if he could power level the skill by switching between all of the suits they had available. Something to test out later. For now, he stood up to his full twelve feet tall height and took a deep breath.

The passive air filtration in his new mask worked great, no airflow problems. He had replaced the narrow slit in his visor with a wide section of thick plexiglass. That combined with the perception runes on the helmet enhanced his vision greatly. When combined with his buff from his class, he could see much better in the suit than out of it.

The industrial leaf springs in his new legs should help him with running and jumping. He almost tested them out inside, but thought better of it. He ducked out the loading door and took a few steps away from the building. Jinx gave him a few meows to let him know he couldn't leave without her.

“Yeah, yeah. Just let me test this out first.” He dipped low and jumped as high as he could.

Luke rocketed into the sky, his head peeking up over the top of the warehouse before he started to come down. The landing put a small crack in the concrete. Whoops. His new bigger suit was heavier too. 

He didn't need to test out his new Stone Beetle armor because he knew how tough it was from experience. He was sure some monster would slip by his defenses at some point anyway and he would see then how tough it was in practice. 

The final test came with his airgun-powered spell rifles embedded in his forearm. Using Machine Bond, he pointed at a bush near the fence line and fired four times in quick succession. It was nice not having to manually pull a trigger. All four magnetic balls hit where he was aiming, although only one had a spell connected. Luke had left three of the four spell rifles free so he could add the elemental runes as he learned them. The bush froze over and Luke walked back inside.

There was still time to inscribe an elemental spell onto one of the other spell guns, but he hadn’t cracked any more adept elemental runes yet. He had tried several times to get the fire rune to work without success. Fireballs were still out of reach.

With what time he had left, he experimented with lightning. He needed to use three intents, the first was of course lightning itself. The second and third were the tricky ones. He tried a few new permutations, but none of them worked. When he had only twenty minutes to go, he surprised himself by getting it right. The Adept Lightning rune was powered by the intents of lightning, opposing electrical charges, and plasma in motion. He laughed in delight and spun around in a circle.

Bumblebee walked in then, and said, “I can come back if you want more time alone to do that cheugy dance.”

“Hey, now. Don’t insult your boss, particularly when he has a present for you.”

“A present?” 

Luke gestured towards his old suit of power armor. “This one is all yours. You will have better armor than you are used to, and an ice gun. There is a switch in the gloves to fire them. And another set to extend or retract the legs. I bet you’ll be able to really get moving.”

“No cap? Damn. Sorry I said anything about your dancing. You are the GOAT, straight up.”

Luke laughed and showed him the controls. While Bumblebee got used to the new mech, Luke quickly popped open his left forearm and inscribed the Adept Lightning rune onto one of the two airguns inside. Now he had two elemental ranged attacks. Perfect.

The bushes along the fence line were his test targets again. He raised his left arm and fired a single magnet out of the upper airgun. A buzzing sound accompanied the pop and crack of the rifle. The magnet had a small field of crackling energy surrounding it as it sped through the air. The impact on the bush caused a detonation of electricity in a five foot dome around it. The bush sparked and burnt, a pattern of electrical burns instantly forming across it.

The bush caught fire and Luke had to run over and stomp it out. Whoops. He needed a safer shooting range for his next tests. Regardless, they were ready to go today.

They asked Allen to bring the power armor Bumblebee had been using and the three of them strolled across the Norfolk Complex. Luke couldn’t help but enjoy the double takes and long stares.

The three sets of power armor walked up to Shepard and his group. Luke could tell they were impressed and trying to hide it. 

“Glad you all made it,” Luke said through his suit speakers.

“Is that you, Skywalker?” Shepard asked.

“Yep, it’s me. We are storing our power armor Earthside, that way I can repair them myself without having to go through the portal.”

“Mighty convenient, that. I suggested something like that to Elwood, they said it was too expensive.”

“Yeah, the taxes are annoying, but we are making enough profit to cover it,” Luke said. “One of you needs to take the armor that Allen is wearing. Who’s it gonna be?”

“I’ll take it,” Shepard said. “Green, Davis, Barrow, you still need the exercise to be able to keep up with me.”

Allen sat down and started climbing out of the armor’s chest as Luke said, “Alright. Before Allen heads back, I need you all to provide him with your details. He’ll enter you into payroll. Like I promised, you’ll get paid at the end of the day today, and then once a week after that.”

They were all too happy to give Allen their info. Once he was done collecting the data he turned to Luke. “Anything you want me to do today? I should be mostly caught up with everything except that rune database, but I figure that’s not urgent.”

“I did have something, yes. Can you talk to the scientists in the complex about what they use for surveillance? I want to use drones to keep track of the monster population, but the Lighthouse forums say that doesn’t work. Birds or monsters always take them out,” Luke said with a shrug.

Allen looked away. “I don’t know if they’ll talk to me. Maybe you should do it.”

“Dude, you are the CFO of a major company. They’ll try to wine and dine you in exchange for funding. Trust me, the purple coats will love you.”

“Yeah, alright. I’ll see what I can do.”

“Thanks, buddy.”

The six of them headed into the huge concrete building and walked through the maze of corridors designed to slow down their enemies. They didn’t have to get a day pass like normally because Allen had gotten them all badges that said they worked for Monster Jaegers Inc. Luke made sure to register his new power armor with the tax guy so they wouldn’t have to pay to bring it back through the portal.

He led the way through the portal when it was their turn. The view had changed, he could see the corridor between worlds much better in the new suit. It was beautiful. He became more convinced that they were literally walking through space. It was like he had boots that took him several lightyears with every step.

On the other hand, the walk through the forest to Bona Urbo felt like forever. Luke had gotten used to jogging through the forest in his mech. Now they had to go the speed of their slowest members, human jogging speed. At least they were fit.

As they walked, Luke remembered to activate the first half of Repair Craft. That made him think about classes and his oath. He wanted to ask Shepard about his.

SPEAR had made Luke swear a loyalty oath, but for some reason the only thing they wanted to keep secret was the existence of SPEAR. That and the true extent of his magic class’ power. There was nothing holding him back as they walked through the forest.

“Hey Shepard, you have a class, right? You might not know that Bumblebee and I have classes too. I have a class called War Machine and it helps me repair my armor, and Bumblebee has a Pilot class that helps him go faster.”

“Dude! We can’t talk about that,” Bumblebee interjected.

Luke shook his head, “Don’t worry about it, Bumblebee. The oath didn’t include humans. I think they forgot. It’s fine. So, Shepard, do you want to share the details of your class?”

“What makes you so sure I even have a class?” Shepard asked.

“Cus I’m not an idiot? Look, as your employer I could have demanded your details without telling you anything. But I shared our class info first and I am asking nicely. Please will you tell us the details of your class so we can work together better? You get paid more, remember.”

Shepard was quiet while he thought about it. “I can’t talk about myself. But, I have a friend that might have a class.”

Luke smiled behind his helmet. Shepard was talking about himself, but couldn’t say so. It seemed like SPEAR had gotten to him and given him a more strict oath. But not strict enough if he could talk around it like this. “Tell me more about your friend.”

“I think he has a class called Stoneheart. I don’t know what that means, really. But he fights better underground, and both of his skills are badass. He has a level ten Tremorsense, which means he can feel monsters coming, particularly if there is stone nearby. The other skill is Retribution, but that’s been stuck at eight for a while.”

“What’s Retribution?”

“If he times it just right, he can bounce monster’s attacks back at them. Kicks, bites, acid, doesn’t matter. He can reflect everything.”

Luke nodded, impressed. “Sounds like a pretty useful skill.”

“Damn useful. Killed a lot of nasties with it.”

Bumblebee grunted. “Knew you had a class. Only way you could have beat us so often.”

Shepard shook his head. “I didn’t say I had a class. We’re just professionals. Besides, you apparently have a class and your team always came up short. Magic classes clearly aren’t enough to tip the balance.”

Bumblebee grumbled but Luke thought Shepard might have a point. The team that Sandwich led had five people, two with a class, and they still lost to Shepard’s team of four. Then three of them died. He didn’t say any of this, of course.

Luke said, “Bumblebee, we know the path from here back to the portal is free of monsters. Why don’t you do a test run with the leg extensions? The novelty might be what you need to advance your Rush skill.”

He perked up and said, “Bet. You guys keep walking, I’ll catch up. Time me, I’m finna break some records.”

Bumblebee activated the digitigrade leg extensions on the power armor and bounced around a bit to get used to them. Then he turned and dashed off towards the portal. Luke didn’t have a stopwatch, but he had to admit that the young black guy was much faster than Luke was with the suit he built. Then Bumblebee activated Rush and blurred away.

The rest of them continued walking/jogging, but it wasn’t long until Bumblebee returned. He slid to a stop in a small cloud of dust. He threw his hands in the air and yelled, “Rush thirteen, baby!”

Luke laughed and clapped him on the back, a clang of metal ringing out. “Congratulations. I knew you could do it.”

“It’s like you said, new vehicles, new challenges. That’s the secret there. No cap. I’m gonna do a run through the trees next, or try out a new suit, or try and run up a mountain,” Bumblebee said, the words tumbling out.

“Great idea for later. For now, let’s stick to doing our jobs, ok?”

Bumblebee reluctantly agreed, but refused to lower his legs. He kept them extended and bouncing around in excitement.

They arrived at the runewright’s workshop shortly after that. While Green, Davis, and Barrow suited up in the power armor Kruro had created, Luke talked to the naga. She agreed to take care of Jinx as usual. Luke realized then that the others hadn’t asked about his cat. He decided not to introduce them since they didn’t seem interested. They passed out the magical swords and Luke had to give up his flame sword so everyone was armed.

“Cormac left word for you. He’ll be here tomorrow morning. He’ll want an accounting of what you surveyed and then you can plan out next steps. Are you going to attack the hydra today?” Kruro asked.

Luke slashed his hands down. “No, we aren’t ready for that fight. We need teamwork practice first, and maybe some new weapons. Today we are heading out to check on the Crystal Golems, like Cormac asked.” 

Kruro slinked down a bit. “Alright. Be safe. Make sure you are back before midday, the seers predicted an electric storm later today.”

“Will do. I did catch your hint about the hydra. Don’t worry, I didn’t forget about you.” Luke said and reached into the compartment on his back. He pulled out a box and handed it over to her. “This is a spice rack with jars of spices inside. You got all the regulars, Basil, Parsley, Thyme, Rosemary, etc. Be careful with the Cayenne, Red Pepper Flakes, and Curry Powder. They are spicy and I noticed your food yesterday was a bit bland.”

“This, this is too much. I was expecting two bottles, not twelve.”

“Don’t worry about it. It cost me the equivalent of a few bronze coins.”

“Still, this, this is worth so much more here. You don’t understand. Farming is difficult and expensive here, particularly expensive for spices. You used to owe me for the Seer's advice and the use of a healing potion, but now I feel like I owe you.”

Luke’s ears heated up. He had completely forgotten that he had used a healing potion to save Sandwich’s life. “Don’t worry about that. You don’t owe me anything. I’ll see you in a few hours. It shouldn’t be too long. We are checking out the Crystal Golem caves today and we’ll come right back afterwards. Let’s get going, I have a date tonight and I can’t be late.”

They chuckled and headed out. The six of them were jogging at a faster pace now that they all wore power armor. They went straight west from the estate village, into a forest that grew increasingly thick. The dense canopy blotted out most of the sunlight. A rich loam smell made it through Luke’s air filter. The trees were taller than any he had seen before. Except the main estate tree, of course. That was still the tallest object he had seen on Kalibutan.

The squad of six jogged through the forest in a tight formation. Shepard and Luke spotted the ambush at the same time and shouted for everyone to stop. Luke made a mental note to talk about leadership hierarchy later. For now, he had some monsters to kill.

            

    
        Chapter 31: I Hope That Hurt, Lizard Boy!

    
    
    
    
                A half dozen lizard monsters were clinging to the enormous trees in front of them. If they had walked any further, the monsters would be surrounding them. Each lizard was craggily brown and had independently operating eyes. Luke would call them iguanas, but they blended in like chameleons. They were at least ten feet long with enormous mouths.

When the monsters saw that the humans had skidded to a stop outside their ambush site, they decided to attack anyway. The lizards unwrapped their tails and snapped them forward like a whip. Their long tails couldn’t reach the collection of mechs more than thirty feet away, but their magic did. 

An arc of fire formed from the tips of their tails and shot forward, one after another. The flame crescents flew forward like an arrow. Luke jumped out of the way, grabbing Bumblebee’s shoulder and pushing him out of the way as well. Shepard stood his ground while Green, Davis, and Barrow leapt to the side.

Shepard swung his sword out to meet the flame crescent heading his way. The instant his sword touched the fire, the magic flipped around and headed directly back to the lizard it came from. That must be Retribution. The monster didn’t have time to move before it was hit with its own attack. The fire magic washed over it, singeing it and making it fall to the ground. 

The other flame attacks splashed onto the forest floor, but didn’t set anything alight. The dirt and wet loam were fire resistant.

Luke had both arms up and shooting as soon as the first attack landed. He focused on the two monsters closest to him, hitting one with ice and the other with lightning. Both attacks hit their targets. The electric attack stunned that lizard and made it fall twitching twenty feet to the forest floor. The ice attack spread frost across the monster, but didn’t stop it from whipping its tail around again.

Shepard jumped in front of this attack, knocking the crescent of fire back at the lizard that had been hit by the ice. The fire and ice magics canceled each other out and left the monster battered but still able to move.

Luke shifted his focus to the other three monsters still in the trees. He stopped using ice because he didn’t want to take the time to yell at Shepard about the magics canceling each other out. Instead he took out the three monsters in the tree, one after another.

By the time the last monster was falling, the first had shaken off Luke’s stunning attack. Bumblebee raced forward, stabbing the monster with his lightning sword. The stronger magical attack was enough to cook the monster from inside and kill it.

Two mechs jumped forward to stab the fallen lizards. It was probably Green and Davis, but Luke had trouble remembering who was who normally, let alone now when their faces were covered by helmets. Luke finished off the final monster with an ice shot.

Shepard shattered the frozen monster with a sword strike, just to be sure it was dead. The squad checked the area for targets, but the forest was quiet.

“I think we need to have a conversation about leadership and fighting styles,” Luke said and turned to Shepard.

Shepard tapped his gauntlet to his helmet. “Exactly. Why the hell didn’t you tell me you had ice and stun powers?”

“Because I don’t. I inscribed spell rifles and integrated them into the power armor,” Luke said and tapped the barrel poking out of his gauntlet’s forearm.

“Isn’t that illegal?” Green said. Or maybe it was Davis.

Luke shook his head. “No, firearms are forbidden by the treaty. These aren’t guns, they don’t use gunpowder. They are pneumatic powered spell delivery systems. The elves could probably make one of these with their own tech if they wanted. They probably have, actually. They have a word in elvish for spell rifles already.”

Shepard waved away the explanation. “Again, this is something you should have told me about before we got into a combat situation.”

Luke paused for a bit. “I get the feeling you think you are in charge. You aren’t. I’m the boss now and I call the shots.”

“No.” Shepard put his hands on his hips. “You might be my employer, but you can’t be the squad leader in the field. You don’t have the combat experience, let alone the trust of me and my men. You are the boss, you can decide on the objectives, but I am the one in charge while we are out here in the field.”

Luke slowly blinked. His first instinct was to yell back that this was his company and he was in charge. But Shepard had a point. The man literally had years more experience than he did in this exact situation. He was a bit of a jerk, but that didn’t change the fact that he was competent.

With a deep breath in and out, Luke made his decision. “Alright, fine. You are in charge today. I might change things up later, but you are the squad leader for today’s survey of the Crystal Golems. Just beware, we’ve been looking for the Hive Wolves for days and we haven’t seen them yet. They might be holed up in the golem’s caves.”

“Understood. Let’s get to it then. Everyone, move out.”

“Wait, let’s grab the monster cores first.”

Shepard huffed in annoyance. “These are baby Fire Salamanders, they probably only have a tier one core, if that. Cormac doesn’t even count them towards a bonus. It’s like stopping to pick up pennies.”

Pennies that are worth 4k each, Luke thought to himself. Out loud he said, “As the boss, I am giving you an extra objective, we need to collect every single monster core, no matter how small.”

Shepard grumbled, but everyone else hopped to it. There were six humans and six monster corpses, so they were able to quickly collect the cores. Luke was pleased to find that the lizard he had frozen broke apart easily and left the core just sitting in the shards of frozen flesh. He collected the cores from everyone and stored them away. Shepard had been right, they were all tier one cores, but that was an extra 24k of company funds for a few minutes of work.

They got going again, heading deeper into the forest. Shepard picked up the pace, probably because he was irritated with Luke. This actually made him happy though. His new set of power armor had long legs and springs that made jogging a breeze. Bumblebee kept his legs extended so he was literally strolling along to keep up with them. The only ones suffering from the pace were Shepard’s buddies.

A short while later, they jogged down a small ravine and came upon a jagged crack in the bedrock. It was a good thing they knew where they were going, Luke would have never found this place otherwise.

The cave was ten feet tall and had a narrow entrance. It was a bit claustrophobic for Luke in his bigger suit, but Shepard seemed to relax the moment he walked inside. Thankfully, the cave grew wider and taller the deeper they walked. They lost the light from outside with the first bend, but there were dozens of pinpricks of light scattered along the cave walls. Closer examination revealed tiny glowing crystals. They gave off more than enough light to navigate by.

Luke could tell that this was a newer cave system. There weren’t any stalactites or stalagmites. There were several places where it looked like someone had widened the corridors with sledgehammers, rough and brutal pounding.

Shepard brought them to a halt five minutes later in a large room with five exits. He gestured for everyone to move closer and whispered, “You can tell by the glow that there are Crystal Golems in those four caves. This last one is dim. If the wolves are down here, they’ll be down that path. Skywalker, you are up front with me. Barrow, Davis, you two bring up the rear.”

They rearranged themselves and started sneaking down the corridor two by two. Shepard pulled out a glowing crystal the size of his hand. He held it in his left hand with his sword on his right. Davis and Barrow joined him. Luke and Bumblebee belatedly followed their example. 

Luke realized that his spell rifle was useless in these tight quarters and pulled out his Ice Sledgehammer. It felt small in his armored hand. He made a mental note to craft a larger one for the future. And to add lights to his armor so he didn’t have to occupy a hand to be able to see.

The deeper they walked into the caves, the more oppressive they felt. It was like the earth above was pressing down on him. Shepard clearly felt different. He stood up straighter and casually walked through the stone corridor. His Tremorsense probably gave him confidence that Luke lacked.

Every surface of the cave in this section was pitted with fist sized divots. Luke was trying to be stealthy, but the uneven ground made it difficult. He stumbled and scraped the wall because of an unexpectedly large divot. He lowered his light so he could watch the floor and keep himself from stumbling again.

That was the only thing that saved them.

Luke’s focus on the floor allowed him to see a small metal spike sticking out from the wall on their left. Although less than an inch long, it clearly didn’t belong. He pointed his glowing crystal at it and said, “What’s that?”

“What’s - oh shit,” Shepard said and threw up his hand to stop everyone. “That’s a tripwire. We have kobolds.”

“Aw hell nah. I hate those little shits. Let’s get out of here,” Bumblebee said from the middle of their formation.

“Agreed,” Shepard said. “Turn around everyone. We are heading back out. If there are kobolds down here, there is no way Hive Wolves are in the area.”

The six of them turned in place and now Barrow and Davis were leading the way. 

“What’s up with kobolds anyway?” Luke asked as they walked back.

“They are nasty little shits. About four foot high blind lizard people. They are like the rats of this world. They get into everything and mess things up.”

“That was a trap back there, right? Does that mean they are sapient?” Luke asked.

Shepard shook his head. “You mean like are they people? No, they are monsters, they have cores and everything. They are vile little things though, they hunt in a pack and hate humans with a passion. None of them ever have more than a tier one core, so even killing a bunch of them is a waste of time.”

“The fact that they hate humans doesn’t make them monsters. How do we know-”

Shepard cut him off. “Shut up, listen.”

They all stopped listening and Luke strained his ears. He didn’t hear anything. Maybe the mics built into his suit needed tuning. Shepard placed a hand on the wall and lowered his head.

“Shit. They are coming. Everyone double time it back to the central chamber. We’ll have to hold them off there. Go, Go, Go!”

They broke into a run, almost immediately stumbling and scraping up against the cave walls. They didn’t let that stop them, rushing towards the cavern with five exits. They didn’t get far before Luke heard it.

A screeching and scrabbling sound built up behind them. It was clearly a hoard of the beasts, overlapping sounds echoing through the hallway.

Chirping sounds added to the cacophony.

They were getting closer.

The humans put on speed, racing to get a better battlefield for the inevitable conflict. Dim light ahead marked their destination. The floor evened out and they were able to run faster.

Davis and Barrow were first into the large cavern. They split up and hugged the wall on either side of the corridor. Bumblebee kept running, but Green joined Davis near the wall. Shepard ran forward a few steps and spun. He was directly in front of the entrance, ready to draw their attention. Luke set himself up behind Shepard and dropped his hammer onto the magnets on his hip.

He raised both arms and pointed them at the entrance as monsters flooded out. More than a dozen small lizard things scrambled out, most of them aiming for Shepard. They were ugly things, grotesquely long limbs with an equally long tail. Their head was huge for their bodies, with a mouth full of needle teeth. They didn’t have eyes, instead they had bulbous protrusions, like puss filled sacks. Luke would have doubted their sentience, if not for the fact that most of them were holding crude spears. They had wooden shafts and stone tips.

Green, Davis, and Barrow moved as one, igniting their elemental swords and swinging them at the monsters as they barreled past. Flame, acid and icicles blossomed out and limbs went flying.

Luke fired then, picking targets that hadn’t been hit. He intentionally chose every other monster to thin the herd. The two that were hit by the lightning magic went down immediately, but the two kobolds hit by his ice attack took longer to fall.

The lead kobold didn’t notice his compatriots falling, it was laser focused on Shepard. It opened its mouth wide, unhinging it like a snake and snapped it down on his armored forearm. Retribution activated and shattered all of its teeth at once. The kobold stumbled back with an anguished cry and Shepard beheaded it, not even bothering to activate the sword’s elemental magic.

Bumblebee had slid to a stop in the middle of the room and he shouted now. “Watch out! Monsters above.” He fumbled with his arm and shot out an ice spell. The magnet shattered against the cave wall.

The wisps of white magic highlighted small holes in the cave wall, three of them about fifteen feet up. Spears were already poking out of the holes, waiting for the right moment to ambush.

One of them was already in the air, headed for Shepard. He ducked out of the way and the stone tipped spear hit Luke in the shoulder. It shattered against the Stone Beetle exoskeleton he had used to make this new suit. The heavy spear barely even left a mark.

Luke immediately switched targets, shooting his spells up through the holes. His lightning shot hit the unseen kobold, but his ice one missed, hitting the spear instead of the monster wielding it.

The middle kobold realized their ambush had failed and threw his spear down at Davis. The monster’s long limbs lent the crude weapon greater piercing power. The stone tip hit his right hip and traveled down his leg, breaking pistons and runes. Davis cried out in pain and fell to the ground. He managed to keep his lightning sword, which was good because two kobolds immediately jumped on him.

Shepard growled and dashed forward to rescue him. Green and Barrow were distracted by their own fights.

Luke sent more lighting shots up into the hidden balcony, while sending ice shots down to the horde below. Often the monsters would twitch out of the way of a direct hit, but both magic spells had a larger field than they expected and they were still caught.

Monsters fell twitching, or slowed to a stop, and Shepard and his men were there to dismember them. Bumblebee stayed in the middle of the room, firing ice balls and checking for other ambushes.

The rest of the fight was a slog, but they got through it without serious injury. Even Davis wasn’t really hurt, his armor had absorbed the brunt of the impact. The problem was that he couldn’t walk anymore.

“I’m not carrying your fat ass,” Green said and folded his arms.

“The hell you aren’t,” Barrow said and got up in his face. “I carried you back last month, and that was farther than this is.”

Shepard was watching the exchange, waiting to see how it played out. Luke frowned and stepped forward. “Whoa, whoa. Nobody has to carry Davis. I can just fix his leg. It’ll take a few minutes, but you can use that time to collect all the monster cores from the kobolds.”

The collective groaning shifted from complaining about carrying to complaining about monster guts. Collecting cores was bloody work, particularly with kobolds, who stank terribly after they died. Luke shrugged and got to work fixing Davis’ suit.

            

    
        Chapter 32: These Daily Games Are Costing a Fortune, Yet We Have No New Taxes.

    
    
    
    
                “I hate you,” the taxman said.

Luke shrugged apologetically. “Sorry, Hector. I’m not doing it on purpose, I promise.”

He had learned the man’s name after the last time, trying to head off a vendetta. He even dropped off Krumble Cookies this morning. But he had unwisely picked up something new on the way back to Earth. In addition to the twenty-two small monster cores, Luke had brought back six light crystals so he could mount them on the power armor. It was a rare item because people on Earth would normally just use a flashlight.

Hector the taxman was looking at Luke like he had just kicked his puppy. He grumbled and flipped through his massive reference book, looking for a category that might fit.

“Surely some scientist has brought these through the portal before, right? Don’t they always bring random junk through?”

“Yes, but that’s for study purposes only. They don’t have to pay taxes because they aren’t going to sell them,” Hector said without looking up.

Luke sighed and stopped trying to help. By now he had learned that he just had to wait while Hector frustrated over the correct categorization.

The other five monster hunters waited less patiently. Jinx was particularly frustrated with the wait. Eventually Hector came up with a number they had to pay in taxes. 

Shepard was shocked at how much they had to pay but Luke was expecting it. He had to pay taxes on the light crystals, large haul of monster cores, and three new sets of power armor.

It wasn’t long after that where they were walking into the warehouse one by one.

Allen stood up from his desk, surprised. “You are earlier than I expected. It’s only been four hours. Did something go wrong?”

Luke shook his head. “No, the mission went well. We’ll have to do some extra repairs to Davis’ suit, but other than that, things went flawlessly. We know now that the Crystal Golems aren’t being eaten by the Hive Wolves.”

“That’s good.”

“I guess. But the problem is that we still have a hydra we have to take care of in the Purpleheart Ent forest, and we still have to track down where the wolves are hiding. The longer they remain hidden, the worse things get.”

Bumblebee butted in and said, “Don’t harsh the vibe. Today was a W. We got some guap coming.” He rubbed his fingers together.

It took Luke a minute to realize he was talking about money. “Yeah, that’s right. Allen. Can you pay the new hires their day rate, and the five of them earned a bonus today, an extra grand for each of them.”

“Hell yeah,” Bumblebee said and danced around in a circle.

The mention of a bonus caught the attention of the others and they hurried over as Allen punched in the details into the payroll system. He was able to send the payments right away and they all promised to show up in two days, the next Kalibutan morning. Since today was a Friday, their next shift would be on a Sunday, but that’s how working every other day would work. They could take off on the Kalibutan weekend, but other than that Luke wanted them there every other Earth day.

Before they left, Luke gave them the details about the Hydra and they discussed strategies. Shepard had a few good ideas, but Luke wasn’t feeling confident yet. He wanted more firepower before he tackled something that big.

When it was just him and Allen, Luke turned and said, “By the way, did you find out anything about surveillance?”

Allen shook his head. “More than I ever wanted to know. They used drones at first, but monsters and birds took them out. Even the quietest drones are too loud and they always got hit. The military deployed weather balloons, but dragons attacked them. Lord Edo got super pissed.”

“Do you mean Lord Edobar?”

“Yeah, him. He made a new rule. Nothing can fly over 250 feet now.”

“So what do they use then?”

“Trail cameras, mostly. They have to keep replacing them, and they have stopped using them as much. Most of the scientists going through our portal are sociologists these days.”

Luke nodded thoughtfully. Trail cameras might be a good idea for his own work. He could even build a magnetic casing that would protect them. He did a quick calculation of how many he would need to make to cover the peninsula Lord Edobar owned. It was a lot. Way too many to be feasible.

They had to come up with some sort of solution though. His group of six monster hunters couldn’t cover the peninsula without intel. He ran through a dozen different ideas, using bait, setting up traps, using a swarm of tiny drones, remote control cars, radar. Each idea had its faults, and Luke kept coming back to drones. He really wanted to make one work.

The problem was that drones were too loud. Even the ones that claimed to be whisper quiet were loud enough that the Kalibutan wildlife would tear them to shreds. But Luke might be able to make something silent.

The first day of this job Luke had taken pictures of the underside of the hover trucks. He remembered isolating the rune that made the trucks float, so replicating it shouldn't be too hard. He pulled up the pictures on his phone again. He thanked the stars for cloud storage since the phone that took these pictures had been fried. He located the hover rune again, now realizing it was an apprentice rune. Two intents, and four connection nodes.

Luke wanted to sketch out a new design and work out the quadphasic mana flow. Unfortunately, Allen hadn’t stocked any pens or paper for their makeshift office. It was mostly just the folding table and the laptop. 

“I bet the office for the fabric company has stuff we could use. You know them, right, Allen? Can you scrounge up some supplies?” Luke asked.

Allen nodded. “Yeah. I bet they will be happy to help. They are so bored in there.”

“You should ask them if they want to sell the warehouse. I’m carrying over a 100k in cores from just one day’s work. We can afford it and if we own the place we can set up some security.” 

Allen nodded and walked over to the offices in the front of the warehouse. When he came back, he held a stack of printer paper and wore a wide grin.

“They wanna sell. They have to talk to their partner, who wasn’t answering the phones, but we can definitely buy it.”

“How much do they want?”

“550k. Which is a steal, by the way. Even though this warehouse is small, it is worth over a million. They’ll be taking a loss, but no one else wants to buy this place.”

“Cool. If they come back, go ahead and sign the contract. We’ll be able to pay in cash by the time the sale closes.”

Allen shivered when he realized how much money he would be throwing around. Luke let him have his little breakdown. He wanted to work on runes.

He came up with a dozen sketches in as many minutes, but he wasn’t sure if any of them would work. There was just too much of this design that was on the edge of his understanding.

He pulled up the Lighthouse rune forum and tried to formulate his question. Even though the specific runes were claimed to be copywrited, the forum loved to discuss theory.

Luke created a throw away user id and took pictures of his notes. He asked for help with his new drone design and closed the app. The mods might take down the pics. But the way the forums worked, the comments always stayed up. Luke could come back to some help, if the community felt like it.

For today, he was done with work. He told Allen they should take off a bit early and they both headed home. Luke had a date night to get ready for. He cleaned his place, better than usual. Jinx supervised, offering a meow or two as comments every time he started a new task.

He finished well before it was time for the date. He had left work fairly early, after all. He popped open the Lighthouse forum and checked to see if his post had any comments. To his surprise, it had 168 comments, and the pictures he had taken were still up. Apparently his hand drawn runes weren’t precise enough for the mods to care.

Most of the comments were garbage, accusing him of being AI or shameless bids for upvotes. But there were three people offering useful suggestions. One of them clearly worked with the hover rune and was trying to offer advice without breaking any NDAs he had signed.

Luke sent out friend requests to each of the three helpful people and reworked his designs. It was simpler than he was thinking, but more mana hungry than originally planned. He would have to use a mana core to power even a light drone. The other problem was that he couldn’t create rune based piloting, it had to be all electronic, so he would need to combine the two with a method that no one had invented yet. That was a problem for future Luke though. For today, he had a hot date.

⚙⚙⚙

Luke smiled. Vanessa had been sending him signals all night. Hair flips, long touches, flirty comments. Things were going well. They had both loved the acts at the Comedy Fort, and the bar afterwards was fun. He planned on asking her over to his place as soon as she finished her drink. Then she said something that derailed everything.

“I have a friend that invited me to that new church, the one with the Kalibutan gods. Never been much of a believer, but they say some of the devout get magic powers.”

“No, don’t do that. The gods ask you to sacrifice your emotions, but we need them. I told you about the monster spider that killed those three people, right?” Luke said. He had given her an abbreviated version of the story on their previous date. “They never would have died if it wasn’t for the Kalibutan goddess taking away their fear. They rushed in when they should have retreated. Emotions suck sometimes, but we need them.”

“I don’t know. I mean, Spock and the Vulcans do it. I know that’s just a TV show, but I bet there are plenty of emotionless people on Kalibutan, right? You just have to get used to it.”

“I really don’t think so. There are a bunch of shrines near the portal, I could take you to visit them any day of the week and you wouldn’t see anyone praying there.”

She grabbed his face with both hands and pulled him in close. She looked him in the eye and said, “What did you just say?”

“They don’t pray at the shrines?”

“No, the other thing. You could take me to Kalibutan, do you have access to portal passes?”

“Yeah, of course. Allen got us six of them for our business. I told you about Monster Jaeger Inc, right?” Luke said. He pulled back a bit. “Can you please let go of my face?”

She looked at her hands and yanked them back like she had been scalded. “Oh, ha ha. So sorry about that. I got a little excited there.” She smoothed her dress and looked around.

“You seem... passionate,” Luke hesitantly said.

The corner of her mouth quirked up. “Maybe just a bit.” She put a light hand on his arm. “Do you remember how we met?”

“Of course, it was only a few years ago. We did that whole DnD thing in the park. Larping, kinda. It was fun.”

“I have always wanted to be a wizard. I’ve craved magic since I was little. It’s why I play DnD, it’s why I follow every single news article about the portals. And now you tell me you can get a pass to visit a magical world? It’s a heady feeling. I know you didn’t really invite me, but the idea of me going to Kalibutan, it’s a rush.”

Luke smiled and brought her in close. “I could probably make it happen. Not today, there is a lightning storm going on now. Oh, and you would have to pass a background check first. But I own my own company with rights to pass through the portal. Our next date could be on Kalibutan.”

She lay her head on his shoulder. “Luke, you really know how to make a girl’s heart race. Yes, please. Can we have a date on Kalibutan?”

“You got it. We can schedule a romantic picnic under an alien sky for the day you clear your background check,” Luke said. He snapped his fingers. “Oh, actually, I have an idea. How would you like to shoot a magic spell today?”

She flipped her hair out of her face and stared at him intently. “You better not be joking.”

“No, I mean it. The mech I built has embedded spell rifles. If you wanted to drive down to the Norfolk Complex with me right now, I can have you slinging ice bolts in no time.”

“What are you waiting for? Let’s goo!” Vanessa said and charged for the door, pulling him along.

            

    
        Chapter 33: It's One of Your Surveillance Drones

    
    
    
    
                “Whoa, it’s so much bigger than I expected,” Vanessa said, her voice full of awe.

Luke couldn’t help but reply, “Thanks, but what do you think of the power armor?”

Luke had smuggled Vanessa into the Norfolk Complex by having her lay down on his back seat and cover up. He had some lies prepared, but the guard at the front gate barely glanced at Luke’s ID before he waved him through. 

She rolled her eyes and gave him a gentle smack on the shoulder. He chuckled and opened up the front leaves of the power armor torso.

“Ok, so to get in, you need to turn around and kinda back into it. Ditch your heels, obviously. It’s gonna be a bit difficult for you to do this in a dress, let me know if you want me to cover my eyes.”

She looked at the mech and nodded. “Yeah, will you please turn around?”

Luke turned around and covered his eyes. After a minute he said, “You got it back there?”

She shut the leaves and said, “Yeah I got it. Ooh, I sound badass now.” She deepened her voice and said, “I am Optimus Prime.”

Luke laughed, loving how silly she was being. “Wait right there, don’t try to get up yet. You aren’t used to moving in a mech yet and it has a lot of power. I’ll suit up and come help you stand. Gimmie a second.”

Vanessa did more silly voices while Luke suited up in his latest suit of power armor. He realized he should just call it Mark II and the armor she was wearing would be Mark I. Once he was buttoned up, he walked over to her.

“Ok, now slowly get up. It’s gonna be easier than you expect. Your center of gravity will be a slightly off, so I’ll be here to catch you.”

Vanessa slowly stood up, each move careful. She took a step forward and then another. Soon she was walking around the warehouse.

“You’re a natural! And you are using magic right now too. The only way you are moving that power armor is the glowing runes on the inside there. Congratulations, yer a wizard, Vanessa.”

She laughed and danced around carefully. “Thank you, this is awesome. But I believe I was promised spell slinging?”

“And I intend on delivering. Let’s get you outside first,” Luke said as he led her through the warehouse door. Once they were outside he said, “Your right arm has a barrel poking out of the forearm, that’s your spell gun. Right now the safety is on. Point your gun towards the bushes over there and flip the switch by your thumb.”

Vanessa stretched out her arm and wiggled around a bit. “You did not make this with a woman in mind. I can barely reach the switch.”

“Sorry. Once the safety is off, you can fire the spell by lowering your two middle fingers like Spiderman,” Luke said and demonstrated the gesture.

Vanessa pointed to the bushes and carefully made the gesture. The ice bolt shot out, up over the fence and into the scrub outside the complex. The bushes froze over a few seconds later, wisps of icy air floating up from the impact site.

She stood there, motionless for a long moment. Luke opened his mouth to say something, but she beat him to the punch.

“That was awesome!” Vanessa said. She did a little dance and fired into the bushes again and again.

Crack after crack filled the night air as the bushes froze solid, one after another. Luke wanted to tell her to be careful around the fence since he knew that the spell would ruin it, but she didn’t come close so he let her have her fun. By the time the gun ran dry, it looked like Elsa from Frozen had sneezed across the landscape.

Vanessa walked up to him, breathing hard. “That was so fun. Possibly the most fun I have had in my life. Right up there with Disneyland.”

“I aim to please,” Luke said and led them back inside the warehouse.

“Speaking of which, do you know what it means when a girl’s bra and panties match?”

“Uhhh.”

“The comfortable bra never matches the comfortable panties. So if you see someone with a matching set, it wasn’t your idea to have sex. It was hers. You just didn’t mess up until the time came to see her set,” Vanessa said.

She knelt down and opened up the power armor. Luke’s jaw dropped as he watched her crawl out. She had stripped her dress off before she got in, and now she was climbing out, wearing matching bra and panties.

Luke had never gotten out of his mech faster than right then.

⚙⚙⚙

The next day, Luke was back at the warehouse. It was much later than normal, but since it was Saturday, he had the place to himself. Well, Jinx and himself.

He had worked with the people from the Lighthouse forums to create a magic drone with a camera. The Italian guy, SpinXOX had helped him create something fast and the woman from Tennessee helped him keep it silent. The guy from China, HoffmanFan68, had even been nice enough to post a pic of a rune that was supposed to ward off birds. It was almost time to test it. 

The finished product was a hexagon three feet wide and long. The runes were carved into the ceramic plate and it had a tier one core slotted in. It had a downward facing camera with plenty of storage. Radio signals on Kalibutan were unreliable, so the “brain” had to be able to fly it on its own. It would be a pain to program it new for every surveillance mission, but still much faster than running around the countryside himself.

He flipped the power on and touched the activation rune. It immediately started hovering, drifting up to three feet above the table. A blue screen appeared in Luke’s vision.




	
Target Detected





	
An acceptable target for your Machine Soul has been detected.  Once used, it cannot be refunded. Would you like to use your soul on this target?





	
Yes


	
No









Luke’s jaw dropped. He finally found a use for his Machine Soul? That resource had just been sitting on his stat screen since day one. He had all but forgotten about it. Something about this surveillance drone was different. Either it was a machine that could operate without a pilot, or it was something wholly his design, or both.

Now he knew how to use it, and he couldn’t wait to try it out. The part about no refunds meant that experimentation would take some time, but there was no reason not to try it out on his drone now.

With a mental push, he selected ‘Yes’. The blue screen went away and Luke felt a connection form between himself and the drone. A completely invisible and intangible thin tether between them. Luke knew somehow that it was just wide enough to send communication.

“Uh, hover upwards five feet,” Luke said. He grinned as it immediately obeyed. “Circle around me, bob up and down once, then land on that table.”

To his utter joy, the magic surveillance drone followed his instructions perfectly. He knew it would. Somehow, the Machine Soul gave him feedback. It wasn’t like he heard a voice, but he felt acknowledgement after he gave it the instructions.

 “Alright, alright, alright. Follow me outside.” Once they were outside, he said, “Head upwards two hundred feet in the air, activate your camera, and then show me what you saw.”

For the first time, the magic drone failed to do what he expected. It flew upwards incredibly fast, hovered there, but didn’t return. Instead, Luke had a little blue screen appear in his vision. It took him a moment to realize what he was looking at. It was an image of what the camera was seeing in real time. He even saw the tiny dot of his head jerk back in surprise. This was perfect. He had a magic drone that responded to voice commands, gave him live video feed magically, and flew around silently. It was better than anything made on Earth. Time to find out how much better.

“Stop the camera.” When the blue screen disappeared, he said, “Fly around this base until you see a human other than me. Activate the camera and show me when you find one.”

The magic drone shot off, zooming through the sky as quiet as an owl. It made a quick loop around the base, staying within the fence line. Another blue screen popped up in his vision, this time showing the tiny head of the gate guard. He didn’t even realize he was being watched. 

Luke managed to shrink the screen so it only filled a quarter of his vision. He recalled the drone and he was pleased to see it return to him even when there was no way it could have heard him.

He ran a few more tests to find its limits. It could understand complex commands, but it couldn’t find anything he didn’t know well. It did make some noise as it sped through the air, but that was just the wind whistling by. If he went slow enough it would be completely silent. He wanted to test the distance limit, but decided not to risk sending it far away. Instead, he placed it in the warehouse and drove away in his car. The little box with his camera view cut out after he was six miles away from the complex. That was a great range. He wouldn’t be able to survey the whole peninsula with that range, but it made things worlds better.

He took the rest of the day off and played with Jinx. She grew bored of him quickly and hid somewhere in the apartment. He spent the rest of the day watching TV and occasionally texting Vanessa.

She wanted to come with him to Kalibutan right away, but the process for getting a security check usually took two weeks. He was unsurprised to hear she had already applied and paid for the expedite. She would be able to walk through the portal with him by next Friday.

The next morning he met the whole crew at the warehouse at 8AM. Luke worked with Shepard and Allen to create a new hire packet and training regimen. Once they felt like they had a good handle on how things would go, he sent out an email blast to all of his friends that he thought would be a good fit. Allen and Shepard did the same. They left their website application form public, but they didn’t bother advertising it yet. Six of them suited up then and headed through the portal Allen stayed behind to man the company phone and do all the paperwork.

Once they arrived in Kalibutan, Luke turned to Shepard.

“We are going to split up today. I want you to take everyone else and comb the area around the slimes and kill undesirable monsters. Don’t bother collecting the cores this time. We want the Lord’s slimes nice and healthy. When you are ready to take a break for lunch, come meet us at Kruro’s shop.

“I’m going to talk to Seneschal Cormac this morning. Then I’ll do some surveying with my little buddy here. It’s a magic drone and I think we will be able to track down the Hive Wolves faster this way. We’ll decide on the afternoon’s plan while we eat lunch. Sound good?”

Shepard gave him a crisp nod and headed off into the forest. Luke could tell that Bumblebee really wanted to come with him today, but that would be a waste. Luke was going to be standing around most of the morning. Besides, Shepard's team could use the ice gun Bumblebee had on the Mark I.

Luke saw them off and started jogging through the tall trees. It was his first time alone in the forest, if you didn’t count Jinx. She was becoming a good traveler, she didn’t complain nearly as much when he carried her around in the cat backpack.

He made it through the forest in record time due to the springs in his Mark II legs. He slowed down in the estate village, and calmly walked to Kruro’s shop. Cormac was there waiting for him with a worried look on his face.

Luke flipped up his helmet visor and said, “What’s up? You don’t seem happy to see me.”

Cormac slashed his hands down, “That’s not it. It’s the hydra. You know, the one you asked Seer Theobaldine about? He’s hated me for years and now you gave him the opportunity to tell Lord Edobar I have been slacking on my culling duties. Our lord has ordered me to kill the monster as soon as possible. Which would have been difficult last week, but now...”

“Well, shit.”

            

    
        Chapter 34: We Have No Choice. Continue as Planned. Deploy the Sentinels.

    
    
    
    
                Luke walked into Kruro’s shop and set Jinx’s cat backpack down. He considered putting his magic drone down too, but he figured he better put it to work instead. If they were going to kill the adult hydra today, they would need some recon first. He turned to Cormac who was still standing outside the round door.

“Sorry, I wasn't thinking about how asking around about the hydra would affect you politically. But there is a reason I haven’t tried to kill it yet. That hydra is big. And the Seer told me it was resistant to elemental damage, which is my entire arsenal,” Luke said and shrugged his arms.

Cormac smoothed his white leather armor and said, “Come with me. We don’t need to bother the runewright with this discussion.”

Kruro agreed and got out a bowl of cat treats, fresh meat. Jinx hopped up to the counter and loudly meowed in thanks. Luke wanted to stay and ask about where that meat came from, but Cormac was already walking away.

“Where are we going?”

“To my office. While we walk, tell me what you have been up to over the last few days. And please tell me you aren’t out there fighting alone.”

“No, no. I have five more people on the team, they are out culling monsters now. I wanted to test out my magic drone before I joined them later today,” Luke said and held up the machine he was holding.

As they walked through the estate, Luke told him about surveying the slimes, Gem Flies, Purpleheart Ents, and Crystal Golems. All of their populations were as high or higher than expected. That meant that the Hive Wolves were still hidden somewhere, slowly growing in power. He also mentioned his progress with War Machine class and explained his new spell rifles built into his arms.

By then they had arrived at the metal tree in the center of the estate. It was enormous, as big as a skyscraper in New York. Each floor held three triangular rooms with large oval windows. There was a wide staircase wrapping around the tree, as well as a vertical channel that looked like it could hold an elevator. The Seneschal led Luke up two flights of stairs and into a large office. They didn’t pass anyone along the trip.

“You have done well these last few days,” Cormac said and sat down heavily in a padded chair. “I am grateful for your culling and survey work, and particularly impressed that you are already level five.” He grabbed a thin book from the low table near the chair and held it up to him. “I had intended on giving this primer on classes to you early on your journey, but you are already close to your first threshold.”

Luke took the book and tucked it away. It was written in elvish so he would have to translate it later. “What’s a threshold?”

Cormac nodded and gestured towards a padded chair nearby. It looked like a set of wide stairs with a back, but Luke realized it was one chair for differently sized people. Orcs would sit on the top level, elves the middle, and dwarves the lower one. The seats acted as armrests as well. Luke sat down, even though he couldn’t feel the comfort from within his power armor. His padded pilot suit provided a good imitation though.

“Every six levels you will have to offer up a sacrifice to the system in order to progress. That is a threshold. The better your sacrifice, the stronger your class grows. You also gain access to better skill choices.”

“What kind of sacrifice are we talking about here?” Luke said, suddenly worried about human sacrifice.

“For your first sacrifice, a small mana core will do. For your second tier you will need to give up a core and a runed object. For your third tier, you will need a core, a runed tool, and one of your skills. Each threshold requires more sacrifices to make the most of your opportunities. But that’s years from now. For your first threshold, a sacrifice of a tier three mana core will be more than sufficient.”

Luke thought back, it had only been a few weeks ago, but it felt like a lifetime. That first day Cormac had given him a tier three mana core. That was easy to provide, he even had a few of them tucked away in his mech’s compartment right now. He planned on selling them Wednesday when Mr. Perez was in town. Until then it was best to keep the cores with him.

“And before you think of wasting a fortune in cores, each threshold has a maximum sacrifice. Do not sacrifice a stronger core, even a tier three core results in some wastage.”

Luke tapped his chin. The clang of metal on chitin surprised him since he had briefly forgotten he was wearing power armor. Thanks to Machine Bond, it was more like a second skin every day. “Is that why monster cores are so valuable? Without a big enough monster core, you can’t pass a threshold? People must be willing to pay a lot so they are not stuck at a low level.”

“That is part of it, yes. Cores are also a source of energy. Less useful out here on the edge of civilization, but all major cities run on a steady flow of monster cores. They say the floating islands of the Countesses require a tier seven mana core every single day to keep aloft.”

“I’ve never heard of a floating island on Kalibutan.”

Cormac smiled. “Of course not. The Triumvirate would never allow portals to new and dangerous worlds to be opened anywhere important.”

Luke nodded thoughtfully. Maybe he would go on a vacation across Kalibutan one of these days, just to see what all was out there. But for today, they still needed to make some plans. “So, what are we going to do about that hydra?”

Cormac looked to the door to double check it had been closed. He sighed and said, “As much as I hate to admit it, the hydra would have posed a challenge to me even if my class core wasn’t cracked. Seer Theobaldine tells me it’s an adult Prismatic Hydra. That means it has a major resistance to all elemental magics. It would have been a perfect monster for the warriors to fight against since it is weak to bludgeoning damage, but politics has once again reared its head.”

“Oh yeah. They used to help with monster culling. You said they quit helping because they were busy?”

“Not busy, they are mostly gone. There are only a few instructors and novices left in the Shrine of Might. They have all been called up to assist in the Malamon.”

“What’s a Malamon? You've mentioned it a few times but never explained it.”

“English does not have a word for it. It is something between a war and a ritual.”

Luke blinked slowly. “That is not nearly enough detail.”

Cormac chuckled. “Life in the big cities is grand, far more civilized than here. However, one thing it does not have in abundance is opportunities. The social structure is rigid, and the leveling prospects are rare. One of the best chances for advancement comes in the form of a Malamon.

“A coalition of hopefuls have come together and petitioned the Triumvirate, who granted Malamon against us, the three estate villages around this portal. We fight them now for the right to keep our jobs. If they win, they will replace the staff for one of the three villages.”

“So if your warriors lose the fight, you get fired? That sucks. Is it a fight to the death or?”

“Death is involved, yes. But typically not from the fights. The specifics need not concern you. What you need to focus on is that Prismatic Hydra. Seer Theobaldine has been mocking me because I haven’t killed it yet. If we do not kill it soon, I will be found out and fired anyway.”

“What about the Hive Wolves? Aren’t they a priority too?”

Cormac flicked his hand down. “The Hive Wolves are difficult to deal with because they are smart. It’s the same reason I know they will not be a problem this week. They will continue to multiply by killing other monsters before they make probing attacks on our village. That has not happened yet, so our main focus must be the hydra.” 

Luke nodded and explained some of his ideas for how they could approach the enormous monster. Cormac gave his own advice, but didn’t impose his plans. He would be there to observe, but couldn’t afford to get close with a cracked core and no way to defend himself.

While they talked, Luke spent his last point of Machine Soul and activated his magic drone. He gave it some instructions and sent it out to survey Blue Valley, where the ents lived. The flying hexagon garnered a few words of praise from Cormac, it was apparently faster than he expected.

Cormac got out a map of the peninsula and they talked through different strategies. Eventually Luke’s drone arrived at Blue Valley and made a wide sweep of the area. The camera gave him much more information than what he had seen before, and he made a few suggestions to Cormac.

“Ultimately, it is your decision, Luke of Machines. You lead your warriors, not I. I will give you the Blood Spear and you will have to do the rest yourself. But I believe your plan has a good chance of succeeding.”

“The question is if everyone else agrees,” Luke said. He took out his phone and took a picture of their plans.

He sent his magic drone out for a few more passes, then brought it back to him. It was so nice to be able to give it mental commands. Luke walked back to Kruro’s place alone because Cormac had meetings to attend and tasks to supervise. They planned on meeting up at the runewright’s place Kalibutan midmorning.

Kruro was playing with Jinx when he got there. Her workbench was empty and the cat was chasing the naga’s tail around the workshop. The runewright immediately examined Luke’s magic drone, never ceasing her play with Jinx. She tsked when she saw a few runes he shouldn’t have access to, but said nothing. Luke decided to change the subject.

“I really appreciate that you let me bring Jinx with me. Most cats would be fine with having time alone, but apparently she doesn’t. She always insists on coming along when I go to work.”

“It is never an imposition. This black beauty is a delight to have in my runeshop.”

“Speaking of runes, do you have a second to help me out? I have a few hours to tinker and I was wondering if you could teach me a non-elemental attack rune. The hydra we are going to attack is resistant to elemental attacks.”

Kruro hissed softly. “I do not know many attack spells, that is mostly the purview of the inner runewright.”

“Any chance you could introduce me? I really want to have the best chance at succeeding here.” 

She slashed her hands down. “Not a chance. The Inner Runewright would sooner kick dust than look at you. Runewright Omosefe Izekor is a typical elf and she thinks that all other species are beneath her. Her smug superiority is entirely unearned though, she contributes hardly anything to the estate. It’s why you have so few elemental weapons to work with. I am sure our lord considers her a drain. But she was given to him by Countess Minoho Doni, so he can’t release her. Our estate is stuck with her until our Lord passes his threshold or the Indomitable finally do their job and cut her thread short.”

“I’m not going to remember any of those names, but what I got was the inner runewright won’t help. How about you? Do you know anything that might help us fight the Prismatic Hydra?”

Kruro hissed again and slithered over to the rear wall. She unlocked a small iron banded box and pulled out a gray colored book. She hummed to herself as she flipped through the pages. “What is the ground like where you will be fighting it? I have a plant growth rune that might... no, that would take too long. Or maybe a wallclimber rune? That would hamper the monster’s movement.”

Luke thought about it for a bit and sliced his hands down. “Not quite what I’m looking for.”

Kruro wiggled her hand. “It is good to be picky. Your chassis will only handle one or two more spells before dissonance weakens them all.”

Luke hadn’t even been thinking about that. Spells drawing from the same source had a feedback resonance. Dissonance would set in if he inscribed too many spells. It was a good thing she mentioned it, otherwise he would have crippled himself by trying to give his mech all the magical powers.

Kruro lifted her head from the book. “What about a sawblade rune? I know the Seer said it was resistant to cutting damage, but it isn’t an elemental spell.”

“I think I would like that rune. Maybe it’s not perfect for this situation, but it would be a great way to add damage to my loadout. My other two spells are more disabling and less direct damage.”

She held out the book and he copied off the Adept Sawblade rune. He didn’t even get out of his mech yet, the buff his class gave him combined with Machine Bond meant that he was just as dexterous in the suit as he was out of it.

It didn’t take him long to learn the rune, particularly since Kruro provided him with all three intents: saw, swift sharpness, and immaculate separation. His first attempt at creating the rune was a success. It might be time to admit to himself that he was a gifted runewright.

He popped open and quickly inscribed the rune on either side of the air rifle chamber. Kruro watched him work. This was the first time she had seen the inner workings of his weapon system.

“That is a brilliant and minimalist design. You will also be able to swap out spells quickly. However, it is rather wasteful. I imagine that’s why I’ve never seen the like before,” Kruro said.

“Wasteful? How so?”

“Well, you connected several different spells to the single power source in the back of your power armor. You are going to use up your mana core much faster than normal. But the worst offender is that you are throwing away lodestone every time you cast a spell.”

“Lodestone? Oh, you mean magnets?”

She gave him a flat look as his cell phone translated both English words into the same Elvish word.

“They aren’t that expensive on Earth. They are actually cheaper than the typical ammunition for Earth weaponry.”

She slashed her hands down. “Not on Kalibutan. Here it is expensive and rare. It isn’t much in demand, but if an artificer heard you were literally throwing away lodestone with every spell, they would break your necklace.”

Luke chuckled. “It’s my only ranged weapon attack since your people have outlawed guns. Although I don’t know why they did. I’m pretty sure all of your armor and most of the monsters are bulletproof.”

She shrugged noncommittally. Luke buttoned up his mech again and left the village to test it out in the forest. He knew that the rest of the team would be back soon, but he couldn’t go into battle with an untested weapon.

Once he was far enough away, Luke lifted his right arm and aimed at a tree thirty feet away. He fired, again enjoying that he could do that without needing to pull a trigger.

The magnet shot out of the barrel with a crack. A light blue field appeared around the ball, like mana static. It buzzed through the air with a high pitched wine. When it hit the tree, it sliced right through the foot thick trunk and shattered into a hail of cutting shrapnel.

Luke did his evil laugh and fired a few more times into the forest. He realized that the spell created a thin disk of cutting force, but his magnet ball was tumbling through the air and created the illusion of a wide ball. The cutting blade was four feet wide, but he could never be sure of its orientation with his current delivery system. Still, it was good enough for today.

On his way back to the city, he saw Jinx padding down the street towards him. She must have gotten out again. She meowed at him in passing and tried to keep going. Luke scooped her up and walked back to the shop.

“You know, Jinx. If you aren’t going to stay put with your snake auntie, I am going to have to start leaving you on Earth. It just isn’t safe for you out here.”

            

    
        Chapter 35: Hail Hydra! Hail Hydra!

    
    
    
    
                “How did you even know about this place?” Shepard asked as he climbed up the cliff behind Luke.

“I used my drone, did some scouting around the area before we got here,” Luke replied.

“Huh. I guess the range on that thing is pretty good.”

“It’s decent,” Luke said and stood up atop the cliff face. He had a new favorite activity, climbing in a mech suit. It was just so satisfying to punch his fingers into the stone and effortlessly pull himself up the rock face.

“Well, your plan better work. Setting it up took way too long. If we went with my plan, we would be done by now.”

“If we went with your plan, you would be crispy fried by now. I know you can reflect an attack if you time it right, but this monster can attack six times at once.”

“Whatever, are you finally going to kick things off now?”

“Yeah, I am,” Luke said.

He still waited a moment to take it all in. Shepard was right, they had put almost two hours of work into this plan. Luke wanted this to work, but he didn't want to rush things. They stood on the west side of a short and deep canyon to the north of the Blue Valley. The adult Prismatic Hydra was a half mile away in the valley’s vibrant center. Its body was as big as a bus and each head was as big as a car.

The dozens of Purpleheart Ents must have realized there was an apex predator in their midst by now. For whatever reason, their instincts ignored the fellow monster. That would change when they matured in a week or two and the hydra started eating them, but by then it would be too late.

Luke verified that Bumblebee and the others were set up on the east side of the canyon. They were. The first half of Luke’s Repair Craft had been cast, and his mana pool was full again. He raised his hand and fired off a single shot from his ice rifle. White wisps of air trailed it as the shot arced through the air. The air rifle powered magnet didn’t fly nearly far enough to catch the attention of the hydra, it was a signal for the others. Mana messed with radio signal so they couldn’t use walkie talkies.

The magic drone shot out towards the valley with a mental command and made a beeline for the hydra. It saw the magical construct coming from far away, but only dedicated a single head to its approach. The other five heads were sleeping or watching the rest of the valley. Sneaking up on the monster would have been impossible.

When the magic drone flew close, that head sent out a wide black breath attack. It billowed upwards, blocking off the approach. Sparks of electricity flitted around the cloud, like it held trapped lightning. Luke’s machine soul was smart enough to anticipate and avoid the attack. The monster huffed and ignored the drone. It was basically an insect to it, it was three feet wide and the hydra was bigger than most houses.

The drone circled around, trying to get close enough to drop its payload.

Cormac had helped them harvest that payload on their walk here. The orc knew the local flora well and helped them collect dozens of smelly berries. He called them Touch-Me-Nots, and they produced an extremely itchy oil. Only the local birds seemed unaffected by it.

Luke’s drone made a few more attempts before it was able to get a good attack run in. It swooped in and flipped over, upending the leaf cup on its top. Berries flew out and plinked across the hydras’ body. 

The hydra started when it felt the impact, but calmed down when nothing happened. Two of its heads started to go back to sleep as the magic drone continued to circle the monster. Luke was starting to wonder if its scales were preventing the berries from working.

He needn’t have worried. The hydra started twitching, and brought a few heads over to rub its back. Then the other heads woke up and started itching itself as well. Luke ordered his drone in then, flying it just close enough to get the monster’s attention.

The hydra responded with a plume of black, a gout of red and green, and a wave of yellow. The plant life within thirty feet of the serpent shriveled up and died. Luke’s drone kept dive bombing the monster before zooming off.

By now the hydra was infuriated and galloped after the flying annoyance. The magic drone didn’t need extra instructions to retreat just out of range. Again and again the monster attacked and chased after the annoyance. Slowly it was led out of the valley and up into the rocky north.

The humans crouched down as the hydra drew close. If anything could spot the humans in this situation, it would be the monster with twelve eyes. When the beast was just inside the canyon, he mentally commanded his drone to slow down, as if it was growing tired. The hydra surged forward into the narrow canyon because it sensed weakness. The drone tried to escape again, but was caught by the edge of an electric black cloud. It fell to the ground, sparking and on fire.

Luke dropped his hand in the signal and the six of them pushed forward as one. Two large boulders dropped off the cliff face on the west side, and four from the east. They hit the sheer rock faces on the way down, breaking off more chunks of stone and creating a mini avalanche.

The irate and itchy monster was laser focused on the magic drone, but that didn’t prevent it from hearing the cliff walls collapsing in on it. The monster turned its rightmost head to the east and a scintillating beam of white and yellow lanced out. Everywhere the three foot wide beam touched, the rocks disintegrated. The magic effect was powerful, but not fast enough to destroy everything coming its way.

The avalanche of rocks hit the monster from both sides, pinning it underneath a pile of boulders and loose rock. The canyon echoed for a moment and then was silent. Luke held his breath, wondering if that had actually worked.

The rocks moved.

Luke instantly threw his right arm up and fired three shots from his newest spell gun. The magnets pulled spells along and arced through the air one after another, heading directly away from the monster. They landed on the creation that had taken most of their prep time, a wooden dam. The sawblade spells cut through the logs there, the second shot cutting deep enough to burst the whole thing open.

A rush of water flowed down the narrow canyon, heading directly for the trapped hydra. It poked three of its heads above the rock pile just in time to get hit with the leading edge of the flood.

Luke mentally switched to ice bolts and started firing them down at the rushing water. Bumblebee did the same. The hydra might be resistant to elemental damage, but the water covering it wasn’t. Shards of ice were growing between the rocks, lengthening into sharp points.

The two of them fired over a dozen spells at the water as it flowed over the rock pile covering the hydra. The flow slowed to a trickle a short while afterwards, since they had only diverted a small portion of the mountain pool above.

The pile of rocks was soon overcome with great spears of ice, jutting out in every direction. Luke stepped to the edge of the cliff and then dropped off, still firing shot after shot at the trapped monster.

His stomach rushed into his throat as he fell forty feet. The fall seemed to take forever, the wind whistling past his helmet like a train. He bent his legs and tried to stay loose as he landed. The leaf springs in his legs absorbed much of the impact and he rolled across the canyon floor to bleed off the rest.

He underestimated the force a thousand pound mech would build up after that long of a fall and things started breaking. His right boot snapped off and his right pauldron crumpled. He had ducked his head to avoid hitting it, his back took the impact instead. Machine Bond told him his life rune was sparking.

He groaned and struggled to stand up. His pilot suit had padding, but not enough for a stunt like that. Luke realized he couldn’t get up in this state and activated the second half of Repair Craft, pushing mana into it to speed up the process. He was right next to the six headed serpent, he needed to be ready to fight.

The cracks on his back sealed up, his pauldron puffed out, his boot reattached, and his Ice Sledgehammer reattached itself to his waist. Luke immediately pulled it back off and started clamoring over the rock pile. He made sure to use the first half of Repair Craft again. Bumblebee and Shepard made their way down in a more sane manner and the rest stayed out of the way.

As expected, the hydra wasn’t dead yet, and the pile of stone and ice started making noise. Cracks and pops sounded like gunshots. A narrow tunnel appeared near the front where a breath attack broke through the ice.

Luke circled around the back of the pile, avoiding the heads entirely. As he had seen with the smaller hydra, if he cut off a head, the remaining ones would grow bigger and have more potent magic. They couldn’t afford to have that happen, the monster’s magic was already too strong.

Instead, Luke aimed for the monster’s trunk. If he could break its ribs or stop its heart, it wouldn’t matter how much magic the heads held. With the heads held down by stones and ice, he would get his chance to attack it unimpeded. For a little while, anyway.

When he judged he was in the right spot, Luke slammed his sledgehammer down, freezing the boulder covering its four legged trunk. The stone cracked and shattered. Luke clawed and shoved the rocks out of the way. Bumblebee joined him, carrying the Blood Spear Cormac had given them. Shepard stationed himself in front of the monster, ready to take its attention when heads popped out.

Bumblebee and Luke grabbed and shoved rocks out of the way, clearing a path to the monster’s back. The entire pile moved as they worked, shards of ice breaking and stones tumbling. Luke felt a wave of vertigo wash through him as he realized he was a tiny insect atop a giant. 

He pushed the feeling to the side and kept digging. When he could see the hydra’s skin he stopped. The scales were scratched and the monster seemed to be breathing hard. The attack had already done more damage than Luke expected. He aimed his hand at the clear spot and fired his sawblade spell at it over and over again.

The first two spells were deflected off in a shower of sparks, cutting the nearby stone more than the monster. The third and fourth spells cut into the monster and made it bleed. Luke kept firing as the hydra bucked more and more, desperate to get out of the prison of rocks and ice.

Luke held out his hand and Bumblebee handed over the spear Cormac had provided. Luke prepped the spear, but was thrown off before he could stab it down. His mech flipped once in the air and tumbled to the ground as the hydra broke out of containment. Ice and rocks flew everywhere as it stood up.

The monster was more injured than he expected. Two of the heads were gone, making the remaining four bigger than they started. There were other cuts in the scaly skin and its closest leg was badly broken.

The hole Luke had cut in the monster’s back was now far out of reach. One hydra head was focused on Shepard, who was throwing rocks at it from the front, but the other three were staring at Luke and Bumblebee. The three heads took a deep breath in.

Bumblebee and Luke burst into action. Bumblebee used both Rush and Evade to run away through the field of boulders as fast as possible. Luke ran forward, his spear leading the way. He knew he didn’t have the strength to get through its tough skin, but there was a tear right behind the broken leg that he could reach.

The head aborted their breath attacks as Luke drew too close to its body. He had been hoping it wasn’t entirely immune to its own magic. He used its brief hesitation to plunge the Blood Spear deep into the monster’s side. He left the spear and ran away, passing its stubby tail as he did.

The Blood Spear had a potent blood clotting poison in it. Cormac was sure that it could take down the apex predator in less than a minute. Now that the poison was delivered, Luke needed to get away and wait.

He heard a deep fwoosh behind him and jumped behind a nearby boulder. The cover protected him from the initial impact of the monster’s breath attacks, but the cloud just rolled over the boulder.

Luke kept running, ducking behind the boulders that had recently been stacked atop the hydra. The collection of breath attacks followed him, flowing faster than he could run.

Lighting played across his mech but only left small burns. The Mark II armor was made of the stronger Stone Beetle wing casings and was magically reinforced. It was airtight with a filter, protecting him from the poisonous aspects of the magical attack. But the magic power armor wasn’t enough to protect against the acidic yellow breath.

Luke watched helplessly as the metal and chitin pitted and eroded. Soon golf ball sized holes appeared on every surface of his mech. He knew he still had Repair Craft prepared, but if he used it too soon, the acid would just eat through his armor again. He kept running, pushing himself and Machine Bond.

His armor sagged, holes widened, and Luke stumbled.

He slammed his intent into the skill. Repair Craft ballooned out from his core, reversing damage and returning his armor to its pristine condition. Luke could tell it wasn’t going to be enough. The clouds of magical lighting and acid were billowing out faster than he could run. They hung in the air in front of him, just waiting to burn everything away again.

The skill completed, but Luke kept pushing mana into repair. He tried to convince the skill that the repair wasn’t done, there was still damage. To his shock, it worked. New holes in his armor appeared, but were quickly repaired. 

Then he burst out of the cloud and into the clean air. His mana bottomed out and the skill stopped. He was left with minor pitting and etching from the edges of the acidic breath.

Luke glanced back as he ran, just in time to see the hydra fall to the ground. Each head hit the ground with a thump he could feel. It attempted to get back up, but the Blood Spear had done its work. It made one more feeble reach with its claw and then fell still. It was dead. Luke slowed his retreat and walked back as the breath attacks dissipated into the air.




	
Skill Up!





	
Machine Bond has advanced to level 6








The high of the skill advancing washed over him as he walked closer to the corpse. Shepard was shouting at the dead monster, crowing and beating his chest. Green, Davis, and Barrow were whooping and yelling from atop the eastern cliffs. Bumblebee came up behind Luke and clapped him on the shoulder.

“You did good, no cap. Maybe next time don’t almost die. It’s giving desperation and that isn’t the vibe we want with Monster Jaeger Inc,” Bumblebee said.

            

    
        Chapter 36: Okay, Level Up!

    
    
    
    
                Luke laughed and shoved Bumblebee playfully. The six of them celebrated around the corpse of the Prismatic Hydra. Seneschal Cormac was walking over to where they stood, but he had to walk around the valley to avoid the Purpleheart Ents.

While they waited on him, Luke pulled up the notice he got earlier.




	
Skill Up!





	
Repair Craft has advanced to level 6 









Pushing mana into the skill to keep it going for longer must have tipped the skill over to level six. That was the big number. Now that he had a level six skill, he could level up his War Machine class to six.

Come to think of it, the hydra had died at the same time as the skill up. Did that mean he had leveled up to six? Luke attempted to pull up his stat sheet, but found that he couldn’t. A different message popped up instead.




	
Ascension Available





	
The System of the World has judged you worthy to ascend to the next level of your War Machine class. It demands a sacrifice and will reward you accordingly. Are you ready to ascend now?





	
Yes


	
No









Luke smiled. He had leveled up to six in War Machine. That would mean more skills. His first instinct was to say no and discuss it more with Cormac first. But he had already done that. He had discussed the threshold with the Seneschal in his office and he already had a good sacrifice ready. He had several monster cores in his mech’s compartments, ones they had collected over the last few days.

With a quickly beating heart, Luke reached into his hip storage and pulled out a tier three core. He pushed his intent into the blue screen, accepting the prompt. The monster core warped and twisted, disappearing into nothingness. Luke felt his core shift inside him. He felt fuller and was getting fuller, like he was going to pop. Something within him popped.

A feeling of peace washed through him. All was right with the world. With the universe. He felt a floating feeling before he was suddenly brought down to earth. A quiet chime rang in his ears, one that echoed through his being.

He felt better, bigger somehow. He wasn’t physically bigger, but the level up had changed him somehow. A check of his stat screen showed what had changed. 




	
Luke Moore: War Machine Level 6





	
Constitution


	
6(4)+


	
Memory


	
12(3)+





	
Strength


	
3(5)+


	
Acuity


	
9(5)+





	
Dexterity


	
8(5)+


	
Perception


	
7(6)+





	
Resources:

Health 11/12

Mana 6/24

Machine Soul 0/2


	
Skills:

Machine Bond - Level 5

Repair Craft - Level 6

Two choices Available









His buff from War Machine had gone up. Way up. Two extra points for every single stat. That was like six levels worth of points right there. He felt better because he was a bit stronger, faster, smarter, everything. 

The biggest difference was in his perception. It hit that magical number of six and it was much stronger than before. He felt something new, an awareness of everything around him that went beyond sight and hearing. Like his sense of touch extended to the air around his suit. He knew exactly where the bush was behind him, two feet from his left leg. It was amazing.

He was distracted from the sensation with another popup.




	
Choose Two Skills From the Following:





	
Overcharge

Cascade Failure

Field Communication

Frictionless Slide









Luke’s heart jumped when he saw the skill Frictionless Slide pop up again. He had been hoping for that one, it was an amazing movement skill. He still forced himself to read all of the descriptions before he chose anything.

Overcharge - Double the effectiveness of machine embedded runes for triple the degradation. Lasts 24 seconds per skill level.

That would be a handy skill to have in emergencies. Doubling his mech’s strength and agility for half a minute would be literally lifesaving in so many situations. The downside was tough though. Degrading his runes faster would mean he would have to spend time repairing his mech way more often. That would also limit his ability to practice with the skill, because of the cost in mana dust and repair time afterwards. If he never leveled up the skill, it would be rarely useful.

The next skill was even worse.

Cascade Failure - Target an enemy construct and cause ever strengthening mechanical and magical failures. Must have uninterrupted visual contact. Costs 2 mana per second.

He hadn’t seen a single construct on Kalibutan, let alone an enemy one. They clearly existed, but he would never run into one. He planned on killing monsters, not fighting wars with other mechs.

Field Communication - Allows conversation between allied forces using entangled sympathetics. Must be within twenty yards to initiate connection, afterwards communication is possible within forty miles.

This one was much better. He had just been wishing for walkie talkies. Being able to communicate over a distance with his squad would be invaluable for ambushing monsters. It was a strong contender for his second pick.

He read on to the last skill.

Frictionless Slide - A movement skill to allow your bonded machine to quickly slide across 2.1x yards of ground where x is the skill level. Composition of ground is irrelevant.

It was just as he remembered it. Being able to quickly move across the ground would be fantastic for dodging or attacking. That last sentence about the ground being irrelevant meant that he could get up to some real shenanigans with it. At level six, he could slide almost forty feet in one go.

Luke went ahead and chose Frictionless Slide. That left him with one more choice. Field Communication was probably the best of the remaining choices, but it didn’t excite him. He was pretty sure someone from the Earth military had already invented a solution to that particular problem.

Overcharge was calling his name. If only it didn’t have such a drastic downside. He couldn’t afford to always be re-inscribing his suit. And if he burned up his runes in the middle of the fight, he would just be killing himself in a different way.

Unless.

Could his Repair Craft skill undo the damage that Overcharge inflicted? That would neatly overcome all of the skill’s downsides at the cost of extra mana. He didn’t see any reason why it wouldn’t work. His repair skill had elements of time magic, so it should be able to undo damage, even damage created by one of his other skills.

He looked up at Cormac who was only a few minutes away now. He could ask for help, but that would be revealing that he had two skill choices. He would be using Frictionless Slide at every opportunity, so if he asked about another skill choice, it would be obvious that he had two. As far as he knew, that would out him as having a Platinum class. After his conversation with Cormac about it, he knew that would be a bad idea.

With a small amount of trepidation, Luke selected Overcharge as his second skill. He felt the skill settle into his core, another spell waiting for him to press that mental button. The Repair Craft skill felt a little different, like it had expanded and was more flexible now, more than just a button press. It was probably because he had evolved it beyond its original form.

Before he forgot, he assigned his two stat points he had gotten from the level up. They both went into his dexterity, something he figured he would need if he was sliding all over with his new skill. 

While he was focused on his internal world, Bumblebee had retrieved the Blood spear and was using it to dig into the hydra’s trunk, searching for the mana core. It was slow going, even in death the monster was unreasonably tough. The spear was sharp, but couldn't pierce the scales without slipping underneath them and sawing through the gap.

Luke walked over to help him out. Both of them had helmets with a version of mana vision inscribed on them, so they knew the general area where the large core hid. It was still a bloody work, more butchery than surgery.

Shepard walked over and put his hands on his hips as he watched them. “Are we going to get a bonus for today? I know you said you wanted a lot of cores, but one huge one is worth a lot more, right? I think we should still get a bonus today.”

Luke plunged his hand in and pulled out the monster’s core. It was huge, as big as his robotic palm. At least a tier six, probably seven. “Oh, yeah. I think we can afford a bonus for everyone. I think this baby is going to set off a bidding frenzy.”

“I’m afraid that won’t be possible,” Cormac said as he walked up. He scratched his patterned skin awkwardly. “I was given a direct order from our lord. He will expect the core as proof that I accomplished the task, and it is his due as the lord of these lands.”

Luke’s heart dropped and he stared at the core in his hand. It was dark purple with streaks of iridescent green swirling about. Blood was sliding off its surface, slowly cleaning itself. If he sold it on KaliBay, he might get a million bucks for it. Maybe more. And now Cormac wanted him to give it up, and possibly all of the other huge cores they collected.

Cormac held his hand out expectantly, but he wasn’t exactly in a position to demand it. If Luke wanted, he could probably take out the orc alone. With the help of the five others around him, the battle was a forgone conclusion. But that would mean that they would be criminals and wouldn’t be able to return to Kalibutan. He would be giving up a slow and steady paycheck for a quick buck today. 

With a sigh, Luke handed it over, uncaring that he dripped blood onto Cormac’s hand as he did so. Shepard huffed with annoyance but said nothing.

Luke belatedly noticed that the orc’s other hand had been resting on the pommel of a shortsword by his side. It had a white handle and white leather sheath, so he hadn’t noticed it before. It was almost guaranteed to be runed, and the greenskin would certainly have the skills to use it. Maybe the fight wouldn’t have been a sure thing.

“You don’t have to leave the fight without any reward, hydra scales are great for scale armor. Not as prized as drakeskin, but still valuable,” Cormac said. “You wouldn’t be able to sell it here, of course, but I’m sure people on Earth would pay you well.”

Luke looked back to the body. The hide wasn’t in great shape. There were several holes and cracked scales all over. However, there was a section on its left side that was mostly undamaged. They might be able to harvest a long stretch of it.

“Shepard, you do get a bonus today, but we’ve got to skin the beast before we can head home. I doubt there is much demand for scale armor on Earth, but we are going to find out. Let’s get to work,” Luke said and clapped his hands together with a clang.

Green and Davis groaned in disappointment. Shepard was more professional and got to work right away. They used a combination of elemental swords and brute strength to pull off a large section of scales. It ended up being cleaner than expected, just peeling off in large swaths.

They headed back then. Luke was happy to vent his frustration on the raptor and phase bear that attacked them on the way. He collected two tier three cores from them, which helped balance out the loss of the tier seven core.

He also decided to experiment with his new skill. As far as the rest of them were concerned, he only had one new skill, not two. That would satisfy his oath to SPEAR and still let him show off.

He checked his mana first, it had gone back up to 12 by now. It would still be a while before he was full again. He pushed a foot forward and activated Frictionless Slide. The world blurred around him and he felt like he was instantly moved forward a full body length.  

Further experimentation showed that he had to have both feet on the ground and in a stable position to activate the skill. But once activated, he would rush forward six feet, regardless of what was in the way. He slid over the top of a mound of dirt, a jagged rock, even a bush. Then his mana was low again and he couldn't keep experimenting. The System of the World did acknowledge his efforts though.




	
Skill Up!





	
Frictionless Slide has advanced to level 2 









Cormac paused when they were still north of the estate village. “I will take my leave here. It must appear that I conquered the hydra alone. Luke of Machines, please do not forget about the Hive Wolves.”

They had just barely killed an apex predator and Cormac was already focused on the next disaster. Luke sighed. “Alright. We’ll keep looking.”

Cormac thanked him and they parted ways. The humans swung by the runewright to pick up Jinx on their way home.

Luke groaned as he saw his cat padding down the street towards him. The little menace had escaped again. He was going to need to find and block Jinx’s escape route before he could leave the cat with Kruro again.

Jinx ignored Luke’s hands and hopped up to his shoulder instead. Of course. 

The naga was at the door when they reached it. She had her arms crossed and said seriously, “Luke of Machines. You have a problem with your cat.”

“Yeah, she’s a little escape artist. I don’t know how she got out, but I promise to figure it out before I leave her with you again.”

She slashed her hands down. “I already know how she got out. Your cat has been chosen.”

“Chosen?”

“Yes. The System of the World has granted her a class. She has magic skills now.”

Luke turned to Jinx, who was sitting on his armored shoulder, surveying the world. “I didn’t know animals could get classes.”

“Yes, it’s why the Beastmaster class is so popular. Animals can have magic and classes, allowing them to fight bigger and stronger monsters. You probably haven’t seen many because Lord Edobar isn’t fond of animals.”

Bumblebee walked up and tried to pet Jinx. She avoided his touch as he said, “Are you sure she’s magical now? She looks the same.”

Kruro scoffed. “I watched her walk through the shop wall. Yes, I am sure she has a magic class.”

“So she’s a phase cat now?” Luke asked.

“Something like that. You’ll have to consult with the Seer to learn more.”

Luke tsked. “That guy is a bit of a creep. I think I’ll talk to him alone so I don’t subject you to him.”

“That’s quite alright. You gave me a fortune in spices, I owe you many favors now. Enduring that man is nothing in comparison.”

“Still, I don’t want to make you uncomfortable. Anyway, that’s something we can discuss later. We are going to head home now.”

⚙⚙⚙

“Failed again, Mr. Moore,” the taxman Hector said smugly. “Snakeskin isn’t worth enough for me to tax you today. The scales become brittle and break easily when they are in a low mana environment. Nobody wants them so the value isn’t enough for me to assess your tax today. You still have to report them, but that’s something you have to do on your own. You can’t ruin my day with that huge bundle of scales.”

“Hector, I never want to ruin your day. Just because I bring back weird stuff, doesn’t mean I want to trip you up.”

The taxman flicked his fingers away. “Whatever, don’t be a sore loser. We don’t need you to clog up the portal room. Head on out.”

Luke rolled his eyes and walked out.

When the six of them arrived at the warehouse, Allen hopped up and rushed over. 

“Luke, we might have bitten off more than we can chew,” he said nervously.

“One second, let me let Jinx out,” Luke said and reached down to the cat carrier. Jinx didn’t bother to wait and phased right out of the backpack. He sighed and said, “Nevermind, I guess. What’s up?”

“Uhh, did your cat just ghost through the backpack?” Allen said.

“She’s magic now. Don’t worry about it. What were you going to say?”

            

    
        Chapter 37: We Still Have to Get Through This Gauntlet

    
    
    
    
                Allen ran his hand through his curly black hair. “Well, first off, we are running low on funds. You keep handing out bonuses like they are candy, the purchase for this building requires twenty percent upfront, and there’s a problem with selling cores to Mr. Perez.”

“What problem?” Luke asked as he climbed out of his power armor.

“He can’t afford to pay for all the cores we have. He wasn’t expecting us to gather that many so quickly and doesn’t have the funds yet. He wants us to hold on to them for his next trip a week after Wednesday.”

“That’s ridiculous, we are just going to have more cores by then. Tell him we’ll sell him cores by then, but in the meantime, set up a sale through KaliBay for everything we have today. We won’t get as much selling them on the open market, but like you said, we need the money. Also, while you are at it, check out what we can sell this hydra skin for. The taxman just said it was worthless, but we should double check before I use it as target practice.”

“Great, will do. But that’s not the end of our problems. Somehow our company website got popular and I’ve got hundreds of emails from fans and cranks. More than fifty people applied to work for us, even though I didn’t publish the salary. I rejected most of them, but we still have fifteen good candidates we need to interview on Wednesday. Four of those are your friends from larping. Are you sure you want people who are used to playing pretend with foam swords to go to an alien planet where monsters are actively trying to kill them?”

“Most of my larping friends come from the military. Even though some of them come from the Air Force, they still have real training in fighting and won’t freeze up in combat.”

Allen sat down heavily, and wrote some notes on the laptop. “Alright, fine. But we still have to decide on how many we are hiring. You said something about two or three teams eventually, but can we afford to pay them all? How steady will the supply of cores be? I don’t want to hire two dozen people and then have to fire them a month later because of overhunting.”

“Good question. I need to talk to the Seer about Jinx on Tuesday anyway, I can discuss sustainable monster culling with him at the same time. Anything else?”

“We still need to nail down lots of details for the new hire packet and there are so many insurance options we need to discuss. Health insurance, life insurance, business liability insurance, property insurance. There is a lot we need to discuss.”

“Can’t you make those decisions on your own?” Luke groaned.

“I could, but I need info from you. Pull up a chair. We are going to be here for a while.”

They spent the next few hours with paperwork and making decisions about the future of Monster Jaeger Inc. While he was there, Luke also decided to make a new magic drone. His Machine Soul resource had regenerated by then. It looked like he would have a new ‘soul’ to work with every day and a half. That would be perfect for scouting missions so they could track down the Hive Wolves. He made the new drone using some of the Stone Beetle parts. Hopefully it would last longer than the previous one.

Despite the amount of work needed, Allen and Luke decided to take Monday off. They hadn’t taken a day off since founding the company and there was no reason to burn out.

Luke spent most of the day relaxing, watching TV, and playing with Jinx. She ran in and out of the apartment at will and terrorized the neighbors by appearing in closed rooms. He hoped that the Seer would have some ideas on how to manage her in the future. The day ended up with Allen and Luke meeting up at Rodizio Grill where they stuffed themselves with Brazilian steaks. Their new company paid for the meal of course.

Tuesday was a Kalibutan day. Luke stopped by Kruro’s place but didn’t leave Jinx with her. He tried to, but every time he walked away, she phased through the walls and followed him out. Eventually he gave up and took her along with him. Luke took his new magic drone and started surveying the peninsula with Jinx on his shoulder and Bumblebee watching his back. Shepard and his crew spent the day sweeping the Crystal Golem caves, making sure they had gotten all of the kobolds. Allen took their mana cores and spent the day at the KaliBay private meeting room, selling batch after batch of cores.

Luke's scouting didn't find anything interesting, other than a few small herds of monsters. He showed up to Seer Theobaldine's place on time for their meeting, but the dwarf was busy. He apologized and they arranged to meet for breakfast the next Kalibutan day. Luke had brought Earth spices as a gift, and the dwarf promised to cook them into a meal for them to share. 

Shepard returned with eight mana cores, slightly upset that it wasn’t enough for a bonus. Allen was in a fantastic mood. He had sold all the cores and the company now had enough to complete the purchase of the warehouse ahead of schedule and still pay salaries, including signing bonuses for everyone they hired the next day.

⚙⚙⚙

Luke leaned over and whispered to Allen. “This is way too many. How come you didn’t cut more before interviews?”

“I did cut a lot of them. But so many applied and their resumes look good. Plus, Shepard had a bunch of friends he wanted me to hire on his say-so. Getting them into the interviews was a compromise.”

“Alright then. No way I am doing that many interviews today though. Time to thin the herd.” Luke said.

They were gathered at the main field of Rolland Moore Park. Since they couldn’t interview people at the Norfolk Complex, Allen had reserved the field and a tennis court for the physical part of their interview. He set up cones and rings, copying the football tryouts he had failed in college. Luke wasn’t sure if he thought it would be a good test, or if he just felt like torturing jocks. Shepard approved of the obstacles, he suggested it be even tougher next time. 

Luke clapped his hands to get everyone’s attention. Thirty-five pairs of eyes turned his direction. He waited for everyone to move closer and said, “Thank you all for coming today. This is the physical portion of the interview for Monster Jaeger Inc. If you haven’t already, check in with Allen there so we have your details. We are going to put everyone through a series of physical tests and cut half of you before we start the interviews. We will only be hiring six people today, so competition will be fierce.

“Before we get started though, I wanted to read off a list of names. Gregory Jarvis, Christa McAuliffe, Ronald McNair, Judith Resnik, Richard Scobee, Marcus Simons, Samuel Edwards, and Ellen Degrassi. These are the people that have been killed by monsters over the last four years.”

Luke waited for that to sink in before continuing. “This is a deadly job, people. We will do our best to protect you, but the monsters on Kalibutan have centuries of evolution and literal magic on their side. If you don’t want to risk your lives, this isn’t the job for you. We are intentionally not providing life insurance. I don’t want anyone to risk their lives just so their family can get paid when they die. I am sending everyone back to their car to empty your pockets and get ready to run. If you are unsure if this is the right thing for you, just don’t come back. No one will say anything. For the rest of you, line up by those cones when you are ready.”

The group broke up then, spreading out to go to their cars. Luke gestured to two of them to hang back and talk to him first.

“Vanessa, what the hell? You want to fight monsters? You never told me you were interested,” Luke said.

The redhead smiled widely. “You never said you were hiring. I called and talked to Allen and he said it would be fine to try out. Don’t you want me around?”

Luke rubbed his neck. “No, I mean yes. I mean...” He took a big breath. “I thought you and I were going somewhere. You aren’t supposed to hire someone you are in a relationship with. Would you rather fight monsters or date me?”

Vanessa put a hand on his upper arm. “Why can’t it be both? This isn’t corporate America, there are no rules for your own company. I want to keep dating and smash monster’s heads in.”

“Alright. But you have to promise not to be upset if you don’t make the cut today. There are a lot of people here today.”

“All I ask is that you give me a chance,” Vanessa said.

“You got it.”

She popped up on her tiptoes and gave him a quick kiss. Luke smiled stupidly for a minute before turning to the next person he wanted to talk to.

“That’s a stupid idea,” Sandwich grunted as he watched Vanessa jog back to her car.

Luke nodded. “Yeah, maybe. But what about you? I thought you swore off monster fighting. What changed your mind?”

Sandwich looked away. “My wife thinks it would be good for me to get back to work. Bumblebee’s been bugging me too, trying to convince me to join up since the day I left. I always wanted to fight, but I thought that wouldn’t be the right thing. It wouldn’t respect their memories. But Bumblebee convinced me that there is more than one way to honor the fallen. Thanks for reading off their names, by the way. It helps that I know they aren’t forgotten.”

“Do you feel like you can handle the job again? We’ll be fighting twice as often as you are used to.”

“I do. I’ve been missing it to be honest. And there is this other thing.” He lowered his voice. “My assessment period ended that day. It was part of the reason I took the risk. I want to use it, you know?”

Luke’s eyes widened. Sandwich had a class now. He immediately wanted to ask him all about it, but hesitated. SPEAR had made him take that oath of secrecy. Was he even allowed to talk about classes with people?

The thought made the exact wording of the oath come to mind. There were parts about being loyal to America and obeying SPEAR, but nothing about keeping his class secret from humans. He just wasn’t supposed to let the aliens know the full extent of his power.

The wording seemed a bit loose now that he thought about it. The government organization was clearly trying to keep the fact that a high percentage of humans got classes when they went through the portal. Agent Brown had written a custom oath, he must have made a mistake. 

Luke smiled. “Well, in that case, welcome to the team. We’ll get you leveled up in no time. And I just decided that the company will pay for the threshold sacrifices. Glad to have you aboard.”

“Sacrifices? Wait, backup. You want to hire me without an interview? Just like that?”

“Just like that.” Luke put a hand on his shoulder. “You’ve done this before, you’ve even led a squad on Kalibutan. I don’t want to waste your time with an interview, in fact, will you help us narrow down the choices?”

Sandwich blinked and shook his shaggy blond hair. “I can help, no problem. Looks like you already have a good setup here. It’s a physical job. Another thing I wish we could have done was have people try out the power armor before we hired them. Some people are naturals with the magictec, others really struggle to get used to the armor.”

“Already ahead of you. We’ve got one in the back of that van over there. We’ll let people try it out after the physical portion of the test.”

Sandwich pointed at him happily. “I knew you were the smart one. This is gonna be great. We’ll get some real good fighters today, I can just feel it.”

When the candidates lined up, Luke was pleased to see there were only twenty-eight of them now. Seven people had realized they didn’t want to risk death. Good for them. It should be giving Luke pause as well, but he didn’t really feel the risk. He knew it intellectually, he had almost died to that hydra. When he thought about fighting monsters, he was only excited, not scared.

They had the candidates run the obstacle course over and over again. Luke and Shepard cut the most uncoordinated of them, but kept the rest. Then he sent the remaining twenty-two people on a run around the park while they set up the trio of tennis ball machines.

When twenty of them returned, Luke had them line up on the opposite side of the court and told them to avoid getting hit. Then he, Allen, and Shepard started firing tennis balls at them.

It wasn’t really fair of them to shoot tennis balls at them after exhausting them from a run, but monsters wouldn’t be fair. This would test their ability to avoid ambushes and monster attacks even when they had a long day of fighting.

They only cut three more people after this test, most people still around were fairly fit and agile. Next, they played a bit of fruit ninja. Allen and Luke had a collection of swords and spears that they handed out to the candidates and then threw apples and oranges at them.

They would receive weapons training before they headed out to Kalibutan, but this would test if they had any familiarity with melee weapons, and if they were able to control the sword’s edge so they cut instead of splatted the fruits. Vanessa was still in the running, and she showed everyone how it was done with perfect edge control every time. There were four candidates they had to cut because they just couldn’t get a hang of it.

While they cleaned up and snacked on the fruit remains, Luke collected the magic power armor they had brought along. The remaining thirteen candidates were amazed at the hulking mech and the glowing runes. The eight foot tall mech was the smallest one they were using, the custom ones Luke had made were even bigger.

Everyone had a chance to try it out and they cut two more people. One guy refused to get in, saying it wasn’t what he signed up for. Which was dumb because the website he applied to had a picture of Bumblebee in the Mark I suit. The other guy they cut because he couldn’t stay standing, even after they gave him time to adjust. He kept over-correcting.

When it was down to eleven, it was time to do the interview portion. Allen led everyone to a pavilion and Luke brought snacks and drinks over. They did a panel interview with Allen, Shepard, Luke, and Sandwich while the people not interviewing ate and rested.

Luke decided to start with Vanessa’s interview first. It was going to be awkward, but he just wanted to get it out of the way.

            

    
        Chapter 38: I Thought I’d Made That Very Clear in Our Interview.

    
    
    
    
                Luke looked down at his list of questions. The first one might be inelegant, particularly since he was asking this of his girlfriend, but he had it written down and wanted to know the answer anyway. “So, Vanessa, why did you apply to work for Monster Jaeger Inc?”

“You mean besides the fact that you are offering a salary three times what I currently make as a paramedic?” She asked brightly.

“Yes, besides that,” Luke said with a smile.

“All the reasons, I guess? I’ve always wanted magic, I want a more active job, I would love to use my HEMA skills in real life. Pick your favorite. I think I would be a good choice because this is what I’ve wanted forever.”

Luke made a few notes and turned to Allen for the next question. He asked the typical strengths and weaknesses question and she responded with her melee fighting skills, her medic skills, and said her weakness was caring too much. Typical bullshit, almost a ritual for interviews.

Shepard went off script and asked, “In your job as a paramedic, have you ever had to choose between saving a patient and protecting a coworker? If so, what did you do?”

Luke grimaced but Sandwich nodded along like that wasn’t a weird question.

“I’ve run into that a few times, yeah. Not often, we have procedures to keep everyone safe. But the one time I can think of was a few years back. We got a call about an overdose at an apartment in Mountain View Heights. It’s a shitty part of town but I wasn’t worried. Usually, you dose them with naloxone if you can save them and that’s it. We found this giant lying motionless on the stoop and rushed over to help him. But this guy wasn’t on opioids, he was on meth. As soon as Jeff touched him he jumped up and tried to stab him with a needle. I tried to stop him peacefully, but when that didn't work, I kneed him in the groin. Saving Jeff meant that he could help me save the patient after we had him subdued.”

Sandwich and Shepard nodded along. They both liked that answer. Sandwich looked down at the list of questions and ignored them as well. He said, “This job can be stressful, every other day we risk our lives fighting literal monsters. Tell us a little about your support system that can help you deal with these stresses.”

“Well, I have a boyfriend that knows exactly what it’s like,” Vanessa said with a smirk. Luke’s heart beat faster. That was probably the first time she had used that word out loud. “I also have good long term friends. My BFF is a paramedic too, then there is my HEMA and larping friends. I always have someone I can talk to.”

Luke noticed that she didn’t mention family. It had been a taboo topic on their dates, even when he shared his own story. He thought that mentioning what his mother had done would help her open up, but she hadn’t said a word about her family. At least she seemed to have a good network of friends.

Shepard and Sandwich turned to Luke and gave him a downward nod. The corner of his mouth twitched up. “Thank you, Ms. Staggers. If you want to hang out until the interviews are done, we will be making our decisions right away.”

She shook everyone’s hand and walked to the other side of the pavilion where the snacks were. They asked similar questions to the remaining ten candidates, trying to keep things moving quickly so no one wasted their time.

Two of the candidates turned out to be obvious psychopaths, they just wanted to kill things and see blood fly. It was easy to cut them. The remaining nine candidates were all pretty good though. They had a hard time narrowing it down to six. Shepard made a suggestion on how to proceed.

“Why don’t we offer all of them the job, dependent on them passing the security clearance? I know Elwood Services always had a problem with people not getting their clearance. We’d be lucky to get six of these nine to be approved.”

“Ok, let’s do that,” Luke said.

He offered the nine good candidates, including Vanessa, a job providing they were able to get their security clearance. They spent another half hour answering general questions and arranging the first day of work for eight days from now. He promised them a signing bonus after their first day of work.

⚙⚙⚙

Thursday started as normal, with Jinx’s butt in his face. Luke shoved her off and said, “Damn, girl are you getting bigger?”

To his surprise, she was. She was at least four inches longer and several pounds heavier. Thinking back, she had been a bit bigger yesterday too. Her new magic class was clearly to blame. Her prosthetic legs were an inch shorter than her forelegs. He could easily correct that today, but if she got much bigger, he would need to rebuild them from scratch.

He would have to ask the Seer about it today when he had breakfast with him. Lunch for Luke since that would be several hours from now. He fed Jinx and himself and drove to the Norfolk Complex. It was earlier than normal, but he found himself missing the buff that came with piloting a mech. Particularly since he hit level six and the buff had increased.

When he got to the Norfolk Complex, it was still early in the morning. Jinx’s 6AM wake up meant that he was the only one in the warehouse. Jinx had ghosted through the car door and was wandering around the complex. He trusted that he could get her to come back since he had a can of her favorite food. It made him nervous to have her out there on her own, but there literally wasn’t anything he could do about it.

Instead, he decided to throw himself into a new crafting project. He climbed into his Mark II mech for the class buff and thought about what he should make. There were enough materials to make more suits of power armor, and since he had just hired several more people, that had to be his first priority.

Vanessa would probably be the first one to join their team since she had already submitted her security clearance request. Luke would make a suit tailored to her. She had mentioned a few things she would have liked to change the night he snuck her on base to shoot ice bolts.

He wasn’t quite sure how he felt about her working for them. His insecurities were telling him that she was only dating him so she could get to Kalibutan. That she was just using him. His heart and brain told him that was wrong, she actually liked him as much as he liked her. The two forces warred within him until he told himself to shut up and he focused on crafting.

The torso came together in record time. He didn’t have specific measurements, but he knew Vanessa’s body intimately so it was easy to build her something that would fit her well. The padded pilot suits were adjustable, so he only had to get close for a comfortable fit.

Next, he worked on the legs, making them almost as long as his own. She had mentioned that she didn’t like how loud the suit was as it clanked about, so he made the feet wider and included softer shock absorbers. He also decided to use up the last of the Stone Beetle parts. It was only enough for her pauldrons and chest plate, so he made a mental note to hunt more of the super tough monsters and upgrade her suit later.

Allen joined him then, and got to work on the normal sets of power armor. Their runes required regular maintenance since they were exposed to the elements. His experience repairing power loaders made the work on the mechs easy. Luke made a mental note to eventually switch them all to his own design where the runes were protected.

Just before 11AM, Shepard and the rest of the crew arrived. Luke had just finished Vanessa’s suit, surprising himself. That was the fastest he had ever put together a mech suit. He hadn’t installed spell rifles yet, but still. He had put it together from scratch in a single morning. The strength and buffs from his mech suit made the work fly by. Plus, he had to admit to himself he was pretty talented with runes.

Everyone climbed into their favorite set of power armor and Luke threw a Machine Soul into his newest magic drone. They were walking towards the building when he got a call on his cell phone. He used Machine Bond to answer the phone and put it through the speakers.

“Hey Luke, glad I caught you. Can you come back to the warehouse real quick?” Allen said.

“Sure, you forget something?”

“Sort of. Come on back, it won’t take long.”

Luke explained the situation to the others and jogged back to the edge of the Norfolk Complex. He chuckled as he passed a car and the driver gave him a double take. The complex was large enough that walking from one end to the other took a while, unless you were running around in a mech that made you twice as tall.

He walked up to the loading door in the back and someone stepped out as he arrived.

“Surprise!” Vanessa yelled and threw her hands up in the air.

“What are you doing here? Did you sneak in?”

“No, silly. My security clearance came through this morning. I’m official and everything. I asked Allen to call you back because I want to come with today. Can I please?” Vanessa said and leaned forward, blinking wide eyes.

Luke laughed at her antics and said, “You’re in luck. I just finished your suit this morning. It’s the only one left, right over there. You can come with today, but you can’t fight. We agreed that employees have to do some training before we let them out in the field. But I know you can’t wait to travel to Kalibutan, so you can shadow me as I talk to people in town. Allen’s got padded pilot suits by that table and you can use the bathroom up front to change.”

Vanessa jumped up and clapped her hands once. “Yay!” She ran off to get dressed.

Allen wandered over and said, “I have no idea what she sees in you. I've had bowel movements more attractive than you.”

Luke barked out a laugh. “Been saving that one for a while? I’ll have you know she’s with me for my brains.”

“Nah, that ain’t it. If zombies tried eating your brains, they'd starve.”

“Shit man, you are on a roll. That sharp tongue will take you far one day. And I hope you stay there.”

Allen chuckled. “Seriously though. Stay safe out there. Don’t try and show off for your lady friend.”

“I wasn’t going to, but now that you brought it up...”

Allen rolled his eyes. “Hey, lemme ask you a different question. Am I on the list for a suit of my own? I get it if you don’t want to make one for me, but like I wanted to know what to expect.”

Luke turned to look at his friend. Allen was weirdly nervous now. “Dude. I can make you a mech. I thought you didn’t want to visit Kalibutan.”

“Of course I want to visit a literal magic world, you moron. I just didn’t want to fight monsters. I’m a lover not a fighter.”

“Ah, yes. The type of lover that never gets a girlfriend. That kind of lover.”

Allen flipped him off. “You know I’ve had more girlfriends than you have. It’s just been a dry spell lately.”

Luke chuckled. “Whatever. I’ll make you a suit when I can. Feel free to draw up some plans today and I promise to ignore them and make whatever I want.”

Allen swore at him and laughed. Vanessa came back wearing the padded pilot suit and Luke helped her into the Mark III mech. She loved it and Luke mentioned that he had made it for her. She gave him a hug as thanks, which felt weird even with Machine Bond.

This was only Vanessa’s second time piloting a mech, but she took to it quickly. Her earlier practice and the fact that the power armor was literally made for her meant that she was walking and running within thirty seconds.

The two of them caught up with the rest of the crew and they walked into the concrete block of a building that housed the portal. Luke used his final portal pass to get her through security. It reminded him that they couldn’t send more than seven people through the portal at once, even when they had more mechs and people to pilot them.

Vanessa paused right before the portal’s shimmering purple film. The others kept walking but she stood stock still and clenched and unclenched her hands.

Luke leaned forward and put his gauntlet on her right pauldron. He whispered, “You can do it, you don’t feel anything. It’s like walking from one room to another.”

She turned and nodded at him, and then took a determined step forward. She passed through the semi transparent film in the fifteen foot gateway between worlds. The two of them walked through the corridor of stars and out into a beautiful morning in Kalibutan.

Vanessa stepped off to the side and then stood stock still, taking it all in. Luke joined her, seeing everything for the first time again. The tall stone plateau the portal was on, the massive trees with grasping branches, strange looking bushes, and magic weapons the guards held. It was all new again, seeing it through her eyes. Orcs and dwarves hurried about, either guarding the portal or working in the markets along the road.

She stood there for a while, long enough that Luke knew the rest of the squad was probably getting antsy. He didn’t hurry her along though, she had probably been dreaming about this moment for years.

Eventually, she started moving again, heading towards the tall stairs leading off of the plateau. Just as she got to the edge, she jerked back and said, “What the hell is an assessment period?”

Luke blinked. He knew exactly what that was. She had a little blue box pop up in her vision that meant the System of the World was watching her. Vanessa was going to get a class in a few days.

That also meant that the System of the World thought she was going to have an interesting next few days. When he had his own assessment period he invented an all new way to scribe runes, built a new kind of mech, and killed a Spectral Spider Queen. What was going to happen during her assessment period?

            

    
        Chapter 39: Scanning All Systems. Scanning All Systems.

    
    
    
    
                “Shhh, don’t say that so loud,” Luke quickly whispered. “We’ll talk about it later.”

Vanessa stared at him for a bit but then nodded. They walked down the steps and met the other five Jaegers in front of the shrines.

Luke addressed them and said, “Today’s a core collection day. I want you all to get your bonus.  Head west-northwest from here, clear out any monsters besides the slimes. Two hills past their territory is a small valley with red bark bushes. There are twenty or so Lightning Bats throughout the valley. Take it slow and let Bumblebee take the first shot with his Ice Bolt. Should be easy.”

“Wait, how do you know what monsters are over there? They migrate all the time,” Shepard said.

Luke gestured towards his magic drone that was floating by his side.

Shepard grumbled and said, “Fine, we’ll try it your way this time.”

The five of them jogged north to pick up the elemental weapons from Kruro before they headed out to hunt. Luke made a mental note to inscribe more of his own so his hunters could always be armed. Until they got to the village that squad only had Bumblebee’s arm mounted spell rifle for protection.

After they left, Vanessa turned to him and asked, “Now can you tell me what that blue box is all about?”

Luke nodded and started slowly walking north. Jinx phased out of the cat backpack and climbed up to his shoulder.

“What you saw is the System of the World. It’s assessing you and at the end of the assessment period it will give you a magic class.”

“I’m gonna get magic, for real? For real, for real?” Vanessa said, sounding fragile. 

“Yeah, but there’s a catch. You are going to have a fateful next few days. Literally. The system chooses people that are about to have crazy shit happen to them. How you respond determines what kind of class choices you get.”

Vanessa looked around, as if she was expecting to get attacked at any moment. “What kind of crazy shit?”

“It’s different for everyone. Kruro told me stories about this cobbler that made shoes for the king, this warrior that killed an earth elemental on his own, and this farmer that had a threesome for his first time. It’s not always violence, but it’s always interesting.”

“What kind of class did that farmer get?”

“She said he’s a clockwork sorcerer now. He had amazing timing to get the girls to agree, so he got a time related class.”

“So if I blow up a dozen giant spiders, I might get a Fire Mage class?”

“Maybe, or an explosion class, or an exterminator class. Think about what kinds of things you want to do with your magic and do that over the next three or four visits to Kalibutan. The assessment period pauses when you go back home to Earth.”

“That’s so cool. So, can we go monster killing now?”

“No. I have a meeting I need to get to and you don’t have any weapons. We are going to stay safe today.”

“How am I supposed to get a badass class if I don’t do badass things?”

“I’ll make you some weapons tomorrow, so you can kill monsters from a distance.”

“Can you make me a fireball wand?” Vanessa asked and went up on her metal tiptoes to look him in the eyes. 

“You are focused on the fire thing, huh?” He gestured for them to start walking towards Bona Urbo. “I can’t make fireballs yet. I haven’t figured out how to make the Adept Fire rune yet. I can make you Ice, Lightning, and Buzzsaw spell rifles.”

“You’ll have to show me the Buzzsaw bolt. Sounds exciting. But if you could figure out the fire rune in the next few days, your girlfriend would really appreciate it.” She blew him a kiss, which looked funny from a mech suit.

“Is that what we are? Boyfriend and girlfriend? We haven’t really had that talk yet.”

She looked away. “I wasn’t trying to make this more than it is. I know we’ve only been on four dates. It’s just that girlfriend is easier to say than one of the girls you are dating.”

He put his hand on her shoulder and turned her back to him. “I wasn’t saying that’s a bad thing. You are the only girl I am dating and I would like to be exclusive. We just hadn’t talked about it yet.”

She hopped up slightly. “I would like that, if you wanted. I know it’s kind of weird since you are my boss.”

Luke forced a laugh. “Yeah, I think I’ll have to talk to HR about that. But as far as you and I are concerned. I would like to be your boyfriend.”

She flipped up her helmet’s visor to reveal a large smile. “I wanna be your girlfriend too.”

Luke flipped his visor up too and leaned in for a careful kiss. It wasn’t easy to avoid bumping metal and only bumping lips. And he really wished he could grab her butt right about now. “That’s settled then. We’ll have to do something fun tonight to celebrate.”

She beamed up at him. “Great plan. First magic and wonder, then magic and wonder.”

He laughed and they continued on towards the estate village. He sent out his magic drone to scout the way so they wouldn’t be caught by a monster ambush.

⚙⚙⚙

“Come in, come in, Luke of Machines. I see you have brought two guests to our conversation. The animal and a lady,” Seer Theobaldine said.

He was sitting in his office midway up the skyscraper tree in the middle of Bona Urbo. The floors higher than this one were reserved for minor elvish aristocracy. The dozen rooms of metal and glass that made up the canopy of the tree were all reserved for Lord Edobar and his family.

Theobaldine sat at a round table near the window. The morning light bounced off his opaline skin and threw a prismatic sheen over the room. Like the other dwarves he had seen, the Seer seemed to love decorating with plants. There were dozens of them in this one room. He gestured for them to sit where there were a variety of foods laid out. The table was low enough that there was no way they could stay in their bulky exo-armor.

Luke ignored the power move and brightly said, “Yes. My cat is Jinx, she’s the one with the magic class I wanted to ask you about. This is my girlfriend, Vanessa. I hope you don’t mind if she joins us.”

“After you so graciously provided the spices for the meal, how can I say no?” the Seer said with false sincerity.

Luke thanked him and knelt down in the corner of the room. He opened up the leaves of his power armor and climbed out, Vanessa following his example. Both of them wore the same padded blue pilot suits, and Luke felt under-dressed. He made sure to bring his cell phone to the breakfast table since it was the only way they could communicate.

“Would you like to switch to Grunka?” Luke offered since they had been speaking elvish so far.

The Seer gave him jazz hands and said something in the dwarvish language. Luke recognized the word for yes in the harsh language and pressed a button on the translation app. “Thank you for agreeing to meet with me this morning.”

Luke tried not to wince at the translation the cell phone spat out. The guttural language sounded like someone had kicked them in the throat and then insulted the speaker’s mother.

“Of course. I am always happy to have a vibrant meal with Earth spices. I gave my chef your packet yesterday and he has been working all morning,” Theobaldine said and gestured towards the far corner of the room.

An elf that Luke hadn’t noticed before moved forward and delivered four bowls to the table, one in front of each person and one for the cat. He placed a long stick near each bowl and then returned to the corner. It must be a status symbol to have an elf work for him.

There were six dishes on the table, arranged family style. There was a bowl of spiced nuts, one of vegetables, and four of different kinds of meats. 

“Please, help yourself. I don’t expect you to replicate the proper ceremony,” the Seer said and gestured with his utensil. “By the way, congratulations on your ascension to level six. I will have to mention it to Lord Edobar when I meet with him later today. I’m surprised that Seneschal Cormac failed to mention it. It seems like he has been slipping in his duties recently.”

Luke slashed his hands down. “The Seneschal mentioned that he was going to inform Lord Edobar yesterday. Perhaps the lord didn’t care to spread that fact around yet.”

“Perhaps. Eat up,” Theobaldine said and gestured to the food again. He frowned as he served himself.

Luke used his stick to spear and collect foods from each dish. He made sure not to get too much even though he was hungry. Humans could eat anything that the residents of Kalibutan ate, however, they often got severe indigestion when trying out new foods. He also made sure to dish up some food for Jinx. One of the meat dishes was raw and lightly spiced so she would probably like that.

“Psspss, you can eat too,” Luke said to his cat and tapped the bowl.

Jinx hopped up on the table. She ignored the bowl Luke had made for him and wandered around the table. She gave the various foods a sniff before coming back to the one Luke had made up for her. 

“See, I know what I’m doing,” Luke said to her.

“Does she understand you already?” Theobaldine said as he served himself.

“I don’t know. Cats are considered non-sentient pets on Earth. I’ve always talked to her, but it seems like she can understand me more every day.”

“Her intelligence will grow with her class. She is a level three Spectral Stalker. After she reaches level six or twelve, she should be able to understand your intent perfectly. Unless you bond with her, you won’t be able to understand her though.”

“Bond with her? Don’t you need to be a Beastmaster to bond with an animal?”

“That is what their class does, yes. But there are a variety of ways to bond with Jinx if you are only going to have one animal companion. You could visit the estate west of here, Fekundaj Kampoj. They have a Hoard Tender there that could complete the bond for you. That would likely be very expensive since they guarantee their work. Alternatively, you could purchase a relic and gamble on a successful bond.”

“What’s a relic? I’ve only heard of mana cores,” Vanessa said.

He smiled and leaned closer. “Relics are objects created by the System of the World. They are magical objects in the form of tools, artwork, or weapons. Others attribute intelligence to the system because of the way the relics appear after a great deed is completed, but that is mystical thinking. The truth is the confluence of mana in the area replicates an object from our culture with a random effect. Mimicry is not intelligence,” he said firmly, stabbing another chunk of meat.

Luke ate as they talked, each bite an adventure. Since the spices came from Earth, there were familiar flavors, but the way they were combined and the food they were placed on was all new. The vegetables tasted like pickles and peanut butter. The dark blue meat tasted like bacon and soy sauce. The little red balls were his favorite, tasting like chocolate and feta cheese.

“Why haven’t I seen a relic before? I’ve been doing great deeds around here for a bit,” Luke asked idly.

“This is a low mana area, relics don’t appear often around here. You would have to kill an apex monster or unblock a major ley line to have a chance at a relic around here. I imagine Cormac collected a relic after he killed the Prismatic Hydra.”

“I was there with him when he killed it. I didn’t see any relic.”

“Perhaps the Seneschal didn’t care to spread that fact around. Relics take a while to form.”

“How long does it take?”

“About a day. It needs sun and moon light to form. The Seneschal likely returned this morning to collect it.” the Seer said calmly.

Luke couldn’t stop a frown from forming. Cormac hadn’t mentioned that at all. He probably wasn’t going out to collect the relic himself, not with his cracked core, but Luke bet his grandson was on his way out there now.

Theobaldine’s smile grew at the sight of Luke’s frown. The Seer schooled his expression when Vanessa gave him a sharp look.

“Could we please talk about Jinx?” Vanessa said sweetly. “Luke is concerned about her new powers and how to deal with them.”

Luke nodded. “I’m worried about her getting into danger. I can’t keep her safe anymore now that she can walk through walls.”

Theobaldine glanced at Jinx again, who was curled up in Luke’s lap now. “Your animal is growing and developing. She is her own beast now. You can’t keep her in place by force, only by persuasion. You can provide entertainment and treats, enough to keep her occupied in safety. As she grows to understand you more, you can convince her to stay safe with your words. However, that would be a mistake at this point.”

Luke stroked her fur and said, “A mistake? Why’s that?”

“Because she is only level three. She needs to grow herself and her skills through combat. I recommend you bring her with you, give her the opportunity to fight the weak monsters by your side. It is the only way a predator like her will grow and develop. She will never understand you if she never levels up.”

Luke looked down at Jinx. It hurt to even consider putting her into danger like that. He loved his little fluff ball. Not so little anymore, actually.

He had to think about what was best for her. If she was going to get out and fight monsters either way, it would be best if he was there with her. The Seer’s advice wasn’t really surprising, Luke had just hoped that there was some solution he didn’t know about yet.

Towards the end of the meal, Luke remembered there was one more thing he wanted to discuss with the Seer. How to lure Hive Wolves into a trap. They were smart enough to avoid any of the traps Luke had thought of.

Since he couldn’t mention Hive Wolves without making Cormac look bad, Luke said, “When Jinx is smart enough to talk with me and understand complex concepts, what dangers will she still have. I’m thinking of what kind of pitfalls would a high level beast still be vulnerable too?”

Theobaldine gave him jazz hands. “Thinking ahead, good, good. A bonded beast will be a valuable asset in most situations, but you are right, there are some situations where they could be caught out. If a member of their species goes into heat, they often lose the ability to reason and fall to their mating instincts.” He tapped his chin. “Also, most beasts will always be interested in mana. If you have a cracked mana core, the smell will drive them wild with desire.”

“Would that be a good lure for monsters too? A cracked core?”

“Perhaps, but it would be a wasteful lure when you could simply alert them to your presence and have them chase you into any trap you have set up.” 

Luke gave him jazz hands and went back to eating. Sounds like a cracked core would be the perfect bait for the Hive Wolves.

Once they were done, he thanked Theobaldine for the meal and the advice and they climbed back into their power armor. As they walked down the spiral staircase around the building Vanessa cleared her throat.

“So are we going to go look for that relic?” She asked.

“No, of course not. It’s miles away through a monster ridden forest. Before I take you out, we’ll give you training, weapons, and have a whole crew to protect you.”

“You don’t have to baby me. I signed up to be a monster hunter. Let me hunt monsters.”

Luke shook his head. “It isn’t just that I want my girlfriend to be safe. Although I admit that is part of it. All new employees are going to be safe. This is a dangerous job, we aren’t going to risk anyone’s life by rushing into things.”

They walked back to Kruro’s workshop to see if she had completed any more mech suits. As they walked up to the runewright’s building, they saw Shepard and his crew standing outside. Bumblebee wasn’t with them.

            

    
        Chapter 40: They Kill an Innocent Little Frog

    
    
    
    
                “Where’s Bumblebee? Is he alright?” Luke asked, more worried than he wanted to admit.

“Relax, he’s fine. He got hit and Kruro’s repairing his suit before we go back out there,” Shepard said dismissively. 

The other three glanced over and then turned back without a word. Luke narrowed his eyes. Why were they out here?

“She might need some help with my inverted runes. I’ll go check,” Luke said.

He shouldered past Shepard and walked into the runewright’s shop. Kruro was in the middle of the room as usual, her long tail coiled around her obsidian workbench. Bumblebee’s suit was draped across the bench while the man himself was sitting on the floor and leaning up against the back wall. He was cradling his left arm, which was covered in branching red burns.

“Dude! Are you ok?” Luke said and rushed over.

“Yeah, I’ll be fine. One of those lightning bats snuck up on me. Their magic is lowkey savage, but I’m not shook. I’m sure my health will fix up my arm by the end of the day,” Bumblebee said with false bravado.

Luke grimaced as he got a better look at the wound. It was a serious electric burn. If Bumblebee didn’t have a class and the magic healing that came with it, Luke would insist they go to the hospital. “Is the pain manageable? I can buy you a healing potion if you need one.”

Jinx hopped off his shoulder and padded over. She sniffed his arm and then wandered off.

Bumblebee shook his head, “I’m fine, no cap. Don’t waste a potion on me.”

“Are you sure?”

“Bet. Although... maybe we could switch up the squads a bit?” Bumblebee said cautiously. “I mean, I stan for you, Skywalker. You are straight bussin’. But these guys. They don’t want me on their team. I think they mighta let that one through on purpose. Kruro thinks so, that’s why she banished them from the shop.”

Luke clenched his metal fist. He hadn’t known that Bumblebee wasn’t fitting in with Shepard’s squad. And if they had let Bumblebee get hurt on purpose, he might fire them all now.

Only, he couldn’t afford to do that. Not only were the four of them most of his trained fighters, he would need them to help teach the new hires. If he blew up on them now, he would be killing his company.

The easiest thing to do would be to take Bumblebee off the team and let the four of them hunt on their own. Luke didn’t want to leave them without a ranged weapon though. The main reason he had stuck Bumblebee with them was so they would have the ice spell rifle embedded in his gauntlet. Too bad he couldn’t just swap it out with one of their gauntlets. The four of them still used the old style with the runes on the outside, so the mech Luke constructed wasn’t compatible. 

“How about for today, I take your place on the squad. You hang out here in Kruro’s shop. Vanessa can keep you company, and maybe the two of you can convince Jinx to stay here where it’s safe,” Luke said.

Bumblebee immediately shook his head, “Nah, man. I gotta get back out there. It’s that shit with falling off a horse. You gotta get right back on.”

Vanessa piped up, “If everyone else is going, I want to come too. You know I need to get out there.” She mimed the system assessment notice with her hands.

Luke sighed. “Fine. I guess if we are all going, it won't be that dangerous. Particularly since I can scout the way with my drone.”

He walked over to help Kruro with the runes, but she didn’t need it. Only one rune had been damaged and she had already fixed it. She was just replacing some of the pistons that had blown when the Lightning Bat fried them. While she finished up the work, Luke walked out to talk with Shepard.

“I hear y’all got banished from the workshop,” Luke said casually.

Shepard flicked his hand dismissively. “That moody snake is imagining things.”

“So, what happened?”

“Bumblebee got hit, it happens. He musta been slacking,” Shepard said with a slight shrug.

Barrow stepped up, “It’ll do the kid good, make him realize he needs to be more serious. Besides, he’s got a class, right? He’ll heal.”

Luke bit back what he wanted to say. These assholes had all but admitted they wanted him to get hurt. He wanted to rip them a new one. Instead he said, “That’s not the attitude I want to foster in my company. We are all a team, we fight for each other, not against each other.”

Shepard stood up straighter. “You accusing me of something?”

“Yeah. You were the squad leader and you let one of your guys get hurt. You failed. I want you to do better.”

“It’s not my fault you stuck me with a second rate-”

Luke interrupted, “You are the squad leader, unless you want to give up that position, you need to take responsibility. We are going to have new hires in the field soon. I don’t want you to blame them when they fail, I want you to teach them how to do better.”

Shepard grumbled but agreed to try harder in the future. Luke informed him they were all heading out together soon, to check the hydra body for a relic. He didn’t have high hopes, but they had to check. They would kill bats on the way back.

They didn’t have to wait long for Bumblebee’s armor to be fixed. He climbed into it and walked out to join them. Vanessa followed him out with Jinx perched on her shoulder.

Luke smiled and said, “Already picked a new favorite, Jinx?”

She gave him a look and then turned away. He chuckled and they all headed out. Luke mentally ordered his magic drone to scout ahead. He commanded it to send him footage if it saw any monsters along their path.

They jogged in silence, eating up the ground with their long mechanical legs. Bumblebee extended his legs and showed off by taking one step to their three.

Luke realized that might be a source of some of the conflict. Bumblebee had an awesome suit and they all still had the ones Kruro made.

He cleared his throat and said, “By the way, team. Do you have any runewright requests for me? I’m going to focus on making new suits for the recruits, but I can modify your armor while I am at it.”

“Like what? Could you make me another one of those super mechs you are running around in?” Barrow asked.

“Eventually, sure. Given enough time, everyone’s going to have a super mech. But for now, I was asking if there are minor things you would like changed on your existing suits.”

They all thought about it for a bit. Green was the first to speak up. “Can you make me faster? Like not just running faster, but moving faster. I always feel like my suit is lagging behind my movements.”

“Yeah, sure. I can adjust the power flow to the Adept Agility runes. It’ll mean you have to swap out the mana core faster, but we don’t have a shortage of those.”

“Tight. Thanks.”

Shepard said, “How about guns? Can you make us some magic rifles?”

“Kinda, yeah. The treaty says I can’t give you real guns, but I can give you a spell rifle like the ones you’ve seen me use. What element do you guys want?”

“Is explosion an element? Cus I kinda want to blow monsters up.”

Luke laughed and was about to reply when a popup appeared in his vision. It was video feed from his magic drone.

“Shepard. There are four monsters ahead. They look like spiny giant frogs. Should we go around?”

“Negative. We can take them. I wanna get that bonus,” Shepard said.

‘Hell yeah,” Barrow chimed in.

Shepard bumped metal fists with him and said, “Don’t worry about it, Luke. These monsters are called Steeltongue Toads. They’ll try and get you with their tongues, but it’s easy to avoid. Just don’t try and punch them. Those spines are no joke. Right Davis?”

“Yeah, yeah. Don’t punch the toads,” Davis droned out. Apparently there was a story there.

Luke nodded. “Alright, give me a second to check a few things first.”

He had used the first half of Repair Craft hours earlier, it was still active for another few hours. He glanced over to Vanessa. Too bad he couldn’t use Repair Craft on her armor too. Unless he was wrong about how that worked.

He pulled up the description for Repair Craft and Machine Bond. Neither of them mentioned that the skills would only work for one machine at a time. Maybe he could make this work.

He reached over and put his metal hand on Vanessa’s armored shoulder. He felt the Machine Bond skill in his core and tried to push it over the link towards her. Tendrils of mana stretched out and were then absorbed into his own exosuit.

With a grumble, Luke removed his gauntlet and stuck his hand out of the hole in the armor. His mech was big enough that his human hand looked tiny in comparison.

As he touched her, she said, “What are you doing?”

“Experimenting,” Luke said distractedly. 

He felt a rush leave him and he was suddenly very aware of Vanessa’s mech. It had worked, he had used Machine Bond on her mech. The proprioception that came with it made him aware of the forest around her, and of her body inside the mech. If she wasn’t his girlfriend, he would be embarrassed now. He activated the first half of Repair Craft and smiled as he put his gauntlet back on.

A problem quickly cropped up. He couldn't feel his own power armor anymore. It looked like there was a hidden limit to his skill, Machine Bond only worked on one mech at a time. His shoulders slumped.

He couldn’t keep the bond on her armor because he needed it for the integrated spell rifles in his arms. He hadn’t even built triggers because it hadn’t been necessary. He sighed and moved his bond back to his own mech and recast Repair Craft. His experiment had been a waste of time and mana.

The System of the World disagreed. 




	
Skill Up!





	
Machine Bond has advanced to level 7 












	
Skill Up!





	
Machine Bond has advanced to level 8 









It seemed like the system really liked it when he stretched his skill and used it in new ways. Maybe if he leveled up the skill enough, he would be able to stretch Machine Bond over two mechs. For now, he moved the bond back over to his own mech. He signaled he was ready to go.

Shepard waved them into motion and everyone grabbed their weapons. Luke gave up his Ice Sledgehammer to Vanessa so she could protect herself. 

They walked through the old growth forest with trees taller than skyscrapers. Dappled light danced across the forest floor. The canopy far above moved slowly, the pine branch tendrils grasping for the birds that flitted about. Luke’s magic drone stayed out of range, but still high above. He was able to see the four monsters well before they saw the squad.

The toads were nestled in the bushes near four large trees. They were hidden around the game trail the humans were using, waiting patiently to spring their trap.

Once Luke pointed them out, Shepard gestured for everyone to spread out. He set most of them up behind the trees and then yelled at Luke and Bumblebee to attack. Bumblebee fired his ice bolt, and Luke used both his lightning bolt and buzzsaw spell.

He aimed at two different spiny toads, one to the left and one to the right. The one on the right caught the spell in the face, a cutting force splitting it top to bottom. The monster attempted to croak, but burbled blood out instead. It leapt forward unevenly, careening off to the side. 

The other toad he aimed at was a bit farther away and had time to react before the lightning ball hit it. Instead of jumping out of the way, it shot its tongue at the crackling magnet. The long sticky tongue hit the spell dead center and disrupted the spell.

The monster twitched slightly but was mostly unaffected by the lightning spell it had blasted apart. Luke growled and stalked towards his left, firing the ice bolt and the sawblade spell at the same time.

This time the toad hopped out of the way, leaping high above both spells. At the apex of its jump it spat its tongue at Luke. The fleshy appendage shot out as fast as his spells did, giving Luke almost no time to react.

He pushed mana into Frictionless Slide and jolted out of the way. The toad’s tongue flew by him and stuck to a nearby tree. The monster instinctively reeled in its tongue, pulling itself out of the air and directly towards the tree.

Luke smiled and opened fire. The huge spiny monster couldn’t change its trajectory anymore, it was flying through the air on a collision course with the tree behind him. Lightning, ice, and blades all hit the toad. It collided with the tree hard enough to make the branches shake far above. He put it out of its misery with a point blank buzzsaw to the back of the neck.

He immediately shifted his attention to the other monsters. Shepard was working towards one of them by bouncing back tongue strike after tongue strike. Davis, Vanessa, and Bumblebee were surrounding another one, with Bumblebee taking its attention as the other two hacked it to pieces.

A solid impact hit Luke in the middle of his back. He could feel the metal dent and the chitin crack. Then he was yanked off his feet and pulled backwards through the air.

            

    
        Chapter 41: Do You Know What Happens to a Toad When It's Struck by Lightning?

    
    
    
    
                Luke didn’t have much time to think as he was yanked backwards by the Steeltongue Toad. He threw his hands backwards and fired off all three spell rifles at once.

They all missed.

The spells detonated to the left and the right of the monster reeling Luke in. The toad still twitched to the side, five degrees to the left. That was enough of a deviation that Luke’s armored form didn’t land in the monster’s wide open mouth. Instead, he fell just to the side and rolled. The twist was enough to detach himself from its sticky tongue. The monster didn’t want to give up so easily and hopped in place to aim its tongue at Luke again. Before it settled another steeltongue already was on its way.

This time, Luke was prepared. He activated Frictionless Slide and darted to the left. The monster’s tongue passed by harmlessly and he fired his spell rifles again. While the toad was still registering the fact that he had missed, lightning and ice hit its face point blank. It stuttered in place and its tongue fell limp to the ground. Ice started forming from the impact on its side.

Now that he had a moment to breathe, Luke checked the battlefield. The other Jaegers had their fights in hand. He could afford to focus on just this one. The toad was recovering from the lightning and the ice had stopped spreading after freezing two feet of its belly.

Luke decided to give his new skill a test. With a mental flex, he activated Overcharge. The runes surrounding him started glowing and tripled in power. The mana vision runes on his visor made themselves known. Where before he was able to sense magic better and pick out camouflaged monsters, now he could see into the toad’s body and watch mana flow from its core to its tongue.

Knowing now that the monster was fully recovered and about to attack, Luke fired first. He shot out a lightning bolt to keep it still while he experimented.

A thunderous crack filled the forest as an overcharged lightning spell shot out of his arm. The bulk of the spell hit the monster and fried it with crackling power. Luke was close enough that some of the lightning bolts connected to him and cracked his gauntlet. A burst of light accompanied the spell and when his vision cleared, the toad was a smoking corpse in front of him. Luke belatedly deactivated Overcharge.

The System of the World considered the fight definitively over and sent him his notices.
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Luke checked his arm. His right gauntlet was smoking and cracks ran all the way to his elbow. Thankfully, his pilot suit isolated him from the electricity that had run through his mech. 

“You alright there, bossman?” Bumblebee asked.

He turned to see everyone staring at him in shock. They hadn’t been expecting that display of power.

“Yeah, I’m fine. The toad hit my arm and broke my spell rifle. That's why the spell exploded like that,” Luke lied. “Luckily, I can do this.”

He activated the second half of Repair Craft and his gauntlet stopped smoking and the cracks sealed up. His back plate closed up and the dent popped out. The move left him with only three mana, he had used a lot with his experiment earlier and back to back skill uses. Still, now that his mech was repaired, he was ready to fight. He didn’t need internal mana to fire his weapons since he had tied them into the mana core at his back.

“You sure you’re ok? I just got hit with lightning, and it wasn’t fun,” Bumblebee said and pointed to where he had been hit by the Lightning Bats earlier.

“I got lucky, it wasn’t a direct hit like yours was.” Luke said.

They got to work harvesting the cores from the monsters they had just killed. Vanessa walked over to him and looked down at the smoking corpse Luke was working on.

“That was a really lucky accident,” she said, doubt leaking into her voice.

“Yep,” Luke said brightly, “I’ll have to tell you all about it, later.”

The oath he made to SPEAR meant that he couldn’t tell her all the details about his class. Not right now. After she made her own oath, then she would be in the loop and it would let him spill the beans. Until then, he would have to stick to the stupid lie. Or rather, the lie that didn’t paint him as stupid for experimenting with an attack spell so close to his target.

The toads each had a tier two core. Luke collected the four monster cores and they headed out again. He was slightly miffed at the low rewards. The cores would be worth a lot, but he had expected tier three cores after how difficult the fight was. He just had to remind himself that some monsters were tougher than others, even when they were low level.

It took some doing to get Jinx willing to travel. For some reason, she was fascinated by the toad’s tongue. She kept phasing through Vanessa’s hands so she could keep batting at it.

“Jinx. We are going now. Can you please come with us?” Luke said.

She looked up when he talked and back at Vanessa’s gauntlets reaching for her. She phased through the hands one more time and then jumped up to Luke’s shoulder. Vanessa was put out, but Luke knew that Jinx liked messing with people. Now that the cat could literally slip through hands, she was going to take that opportunity often.

The squad got jogging again, heading north towards the Blue Valley where the hydra’s corpse lay. Luke sent his magic drone ahead to scout and directed them around a few groups of monsters. They were almost to the valley when he slowed to a stop, shocked by what his magic drone was showing him.

“Big rats ahead. They have huge teeth, too. Maybe not rats, they don’t have tails. Could be gerbils? Rodents of unusual size, either way. Perhaps ROUS for short.”

Vanessa giggled.

“Ha, ha,” Shepard said, not as amused, “This isn’t the Princess Bride, and those aren’t Rous. They are Saber-Toothed Hamsters.”

Luke laughed. “I don’t think their real name is any better.”

“Whatever. They range widely and love to eat slimes. We should kill them.”

“Really?” Luke said, turning back towards them. “Do you think they would be a good first fight for Jinx? She has a class if I haven’t told you before.”

“I figured when she was walking through walls,” Shepard said with a droll voice.

“Whatever, do you think Jinx can handle one of them? I’m trying to find a safe fight for her.”

“Sure. Throw your mutant cat against hamsters bigger than her. They are weak monsters but so is your cat. The fight will be over quick either way.” 

“Don’t talk about Jinx that way,” Vanessa butted in. She walked over to stand by Luke.

Shepard threw his hands up. “Whatever, I literally don’t care.”

Luke narrowed his eyes. Shepard was being a real asshole today. First he lets Bumblebee get hurt, now this. He’d have to ask the guy what was up later. Right now it was time to kill a threat to the monster livestock.

“Alright, let’s go kill the Saber-Toothed Hamsters. I’ll let Jinx hunt, but don’t worry about stealing her kills. There are six of them and who knows how effective a fighter she will be.” Luke said. The only reason he was thinking about letting her fight a new monster was that she had the ultimate escape if they were too tough for her.

They made a beeline for the monsters, finding six of them squeaking and chuffing near a thorny bush. They were about the size of brown bears and twice as fluffy. The Saber-Toothed Hamsters were focused on the bush, moving closer and farther away. Like many of the plants around here, it could move. It was trying to attack them, but was too slow. They were slowly picking off the fruits on its vines without getting caught in its thorns.

Luke led them to the monsters from behind and Shepard split them up to make a pincer attack. He paused before ordering the attack and gestured towards Jinx.

Luke coaxed her off his shoulder and whispered, “Alright, Jinx. We are going to attack, and you can fight too.”

She looked at the squeaking monsters and then padded around behind Luke. 

“You don’t have to fight, but you will get stronger if you do.”

He wasn’t sure if she understood him, but she didn’t move to attack. Shepard rolled his eyes.

Luke tried one more time. “You liked the little blue mana cores, right? If you kill one of these guys, I’ll let you have its mana core.”

Her ears flicked up and she looked over to the monsters again. Then she stalked forward without another look backwards. He chuckled to himself when he saw her focus. She was very treat-motivated after all. Luke was glad he had remade her legs this morning, the new ones matched her larger size and would allow her to hunt easier.

When Jinx was behind a nearby bush, Shepard signaled for an attack. Luke and Bumblebee shot out their ice bolts. They both found their mark and the monsters chirped in anger and charged the humans.

Davis and Green came in from the right and cut two hamsters from the herd. They used their fire and acid swords to tag team the monsters and burn them to death. 

The two monsters hit with ice spells slowed and stopped after fifteen feet. They weren’t nearly as resistant to magic as the toads had been. Within moments icicles burst through their skin. Barrow added to the number of frozen monsters with his Ice Sword.

That left one monster for Jinx to handle. She phased through the bush she was hiding in and leapt up with her claws outstretched. Her three foot frame looked puny in comparison to the bear sized Saber-Toothed Hamster. She was scarcely bigger than the monster’s long sharp teeth. The cat’s claws extended wide as she landed on the fluffy monster’s hide.

Luke moved forward to help her fight, but needn’t have bothered. Her claws grew shiny the moment before impact and she cut right through the monster without stopping. He thought at first she had simply phased through the hamster, but then the cuts opened up and revealed a monster that had been sliced all the way through. Blood spurted out, painting the ground red. It tumbled to the ground, dead.

Jinx was covered in streaks of blood, not able to get out of the way in time. She yowled in frustration and shook her paws. Then she phased out of reality and the blood fell to the ground, leaving her spotless.

“Good job, Jinx!” Luke said and took off his gauntlet to give her pets.

Vanessa walked up to them, carefully avoiding the pool of blood. “Awe, who’s my good little murder kitty?”

Jinx meowed and pawed the air near the body.

“I think she wants that core you promised her,” Vanessa said.

Luke nodded and put his gauntlet back on. He grimaced as he looked at his mana. It was still low, too low to cast Repair Craft. If he got blood covered now, he would have to clean it off the old fashioned way. 

He could foist the work off on someone else, but that would be a poor leader. He plunged his hand into the corpse and rooted around until he found the small mana core. It was a tier one core, about the size of a marble. Unsurprising given how easy they were to kill. He cleaned his gauntlet off on its fur, as best as he could, and gave Jinx the core.

She sniffed the mana core and gave it a tentative lick. Then she chomped down on it, chewing the core to bits in moments. Luke belatedly realized he had just given his cat a treat worth four grand.

“Is that how animals level up? They eat monster cores?” Vanessa asked.

“I literally have no idea,” Luke replied with a shrug.

The conversation reminded him that he had leveled up in the last fight. It seemed weird that he had leveled up after killing a single tier one monster. Maybe his War Machine class liked it when he sent his cat into battle. Another weird thing was that he didn’t get popups for the class level ups, only the skill ones. Quirks of the system that he probably wouldn’t figure out today.

For now, he had two stat points he had to assign. He pulled up his stat screen to consider his options.
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Luke had read the book Cormac had given him, the one that talked about classes and stats. Based on the information he read, Luke was guessing that strength and acuity were the best stats to focus on. The acuity was a safe choice. A faster mind meant he could react and plan better on the battlefield. It would also help his mana regeneration. Adding to strength was a risk, but he had a feeling it would pay off. Even though his mech suit would give him all the strength he needed, something he had read made him want to invest in the stat.

The book mentioned something about druid classes that augmented themselves with tree bark armor. It said that the druid’s strength would enhance them and the bark armor, so investing in it would be doubly effective. Luke knew that it wasn’t the same, but he hoped that War Machine would gain the same benefits. The only way to be sure was to get his strength up to six for the qualitative improvement that would give him. For now, he put a point into acuity and strength. That meant he was one level up from twelve or six in each stat now.

They headed over the foothills and into the Blue Valley. The corpse of the hydra was on the opposite side of the valley. Luke had been planning on walking around the valley to avoid disturbing the Purpleheart Ents. That would be a waste of time because someone had already disturbed them. The walking trees were agitated, many of them moving east towards a fleeing trio of orcs.

Luke stopped at the top of the rise while he sent his magic drone to check them out. The orcs were young, each of them armored in white leather and holding weapons. Two held hook swords and the third a spear. They were jogging away from the ents, just fast enough that they would lose them soon. One of them spotted his drone in the air and pointed and shouted.

They were too far away for Luke to hear what they said, but he realized a few things as they looked up at his drone. First off, they had familiar face carvings, their green skin in a pattern reminiscent of Cormac. The second thing was that one of them was holding a large argent rose. It was solid metal and the thorns on the stem were sharp enough that his hand was freely bleeding.

That had to be the artifact. Cormac had sent his grandson to go collect the artifact and cut them out of the loop. Luke grit his teeth. He had half a mind to chase them down and take the artifact back.

The trio of young orcs looked past the drone they had seen and saw the seven humans standing atop the hill south of the valley. To Luke’s shock, they immediately turned and sped up, running directly towards the mechs.

“Looks like we’re about to get some company.” Luke said. “I don’t know why they are heading here, but be ready for a fight. The one in the middle has space warping abilities, and I’m sure the other two have classes as well."

            

    
        Chapter 42: I've Never Seen a Turtle

    
    
    
    
                Luke slowly raised his arms at the elbows, so his spell rifles were pointing at the oncoming orcs without looking overtly threatening. The trio of young orcs had run across most of the valley and left the ents behind. From experience back on the estate, Luke knew that the grandson’s space warping abilities could reach them by now. Shepard and the others placed their hands on their sword hilts. The only one not ready for a fight was Jinx. She was investigating a weird smelling bush nearby.

“Luke of Machines!” Cormac’s grandson, Eamon, yelled in orcish. He held out the metal rose and said, “This is all your fault. Pay us back with an escort.”

That wasn’t how Luke expected this conversation to go. “What’s my fault? And why do you need an escort?”

Eamon warped space and appeared directly in front of them. Luke flinched back, just barely stopping himself from firing a spell at the orc’s sudden appearance. Eamon held out the rose and said, “Here, take it.”

“What is this?”

“This is your artifact,” Eamon said and pulled Luke’s gauntlet forward and placed the rose in it. “Cormac sent me to collect it for you. Which was a waste of my time since you came here anyway. If he wasn’t the Seneschal and my grandfather, I would scrape his shins for this.”

“Cormac sent you all the way out here to get this artifact for me?” Luke said, partially in amazement, partially so the others understood what was going on. They didn’t have the translation whispering in their ears.

“Yes, the old fool is far too sentimental. Take the artifact.”

“What does it do, exactly?” Luke asked.

Eamon held up his bleeding hand, “You mean besides this? It increases your core flow and reduces your suppression abilities.”

“What does that mean?”

Eamon grumbled, “Talk to the Seer, it’s his job to know of these things. Come, the Voidsoul Turtles are still after us. Escort us back to Lord Edobar’s estate and we can consider this matter closed.” 

Luke took a better look at Eamon. He and his friends looked formidable with their carved skin, armor, and weapons. But they were still teenagers. This might be one of the few times they had left the safety of the estate village on their own. It must gall him to ask for protection.

“We can head back with you. What are Voidsoul Turtles?”

“Look for yourself,” Eamon said and pointed. “They have our scent and will not stop following us. They may be slow, but they do not tire.”

Luke looked where he was pointing and saw vague shapes walking through the grass far behind them. He activated the camera on his magic drone and flew in for a closer look. They were vaguely turtle like, but ugly as sin. They were strangely proportioned and covered in dripping pus. They seemed like they were half ghosts, walking through trees, but the grass still bent with their passing. They were half translucent and didn’t let anything stop their inexorable march.

“I’m assuming you don’t have any magics that can hurt them. We have a variety of runic weapons, do you think they might work? We have fire, ice, lightning, force blades, and acid.”

“Don’t risk those swords, they are worth more than your lives,” Eamon said. He glanced back and said, “Come, we must go. We can’t afford to let them get close. You won’t see their attack, you will just fall dead.”

Luke nodded and turned to the others, “We are heading back to the village with Cormac’s grandson and his friends. Keep an eye on those monsters. We can’t let the ghost turtles get close.”

Eamon grumbled and started jogging again, heading directly away from the turtles. His friends and the humans joined him. Shepard jogged closer to Luke and whispered, “Do we trust them?”

“Yeah, they are just kids. They want us to protect them on the way home.”

Shepard nodded and split up his squad to either side of the jogging orcs. Eamon led the way, but any monster would be intercepted by the mechs first. Every so often, the young orc would warp space around him and his friends and they would appear a hundred feet ahead and everyone would have to hurry and catch up.

Luke and Vanessa brought up the rear. They didn’t have to jog as fast as the others, their longer legs meant that this was a fast walk for them. 

“Is that pretty flower what we came here for?” Vanessa said.

Luke held it up, “Yeah, it’s an artifact. Eamon said it increases flow and lowers suppression. No idea what that means though.”

“Can I see?” Vanessa said tentatively.

“Sure,” Luke said and handed over the argent flower.

She happily took the metal rose and turned it over in her hands. “Is there a specific way to activate it?”

“Probably blood activated.” Luke said. When he saw how closely she was looking at it he added, “But don’t test it out yourself. Apparently it’s the Seer’s job to identify stuff like this. I want him to check it out before we use it. The way Eamon’s hand was bleeding makes me think there are some serious downsides to using it.”

Vanessa nodded absently but continued to examine the artifact.

Luke used his magic drone to keep an eye on the Voidsoul Turtles following them. Their pus and coloring reminded him of that one ghost from Ghostbusters. Except these guys would kill you instead of just sliming you.

He tapped his gauntlets. He still wondered if his magic would kill these monsters. The sawblade spell probably wouldn’t work against the ghost monsters, but he suspected that either lightning or ice would. They were just outside his longest range, otherwise he would try it out now. Too bad he hadn’t added spell rifles to his drone. That was definitely going in the Mark II Drone design.

The journey back to the village was quiet. Two teams had just gone this way and cleared out monsters as they went. The Voidsoul Turtles started catching up, the young orcs were flagging and their pace slowed. The tip of the metal tree appeared in the distance and gave them a second wind.

“I don’t know why they wanted an escort, this was dumb,” Barrow muttered to himself.

The universe must have heard him.

Shepard yelled, “Stop! There is something underground.” The grass twenty feet ahead rumbled and more than a dozen monsters burst out of the ground in a spray of dirt.

The monsters were four legged beasts with metal over their heads and along their back. They had a pointed muzzle and long mouths that took up a third of their bodies. The monsters had wide sharp claws that they used to launch themselves forward towards the humans and orcs.

The failed ambush gave the rest of them time to prepare for the charge. Luke fired all three spells at once, killing two of them before they rocketed into melee range of the others. The orcs fought as one, using their hook swords and spear to flip and kill a monster. The three of them could only focus on one monster at a time. The mechs had to handle the rest of them.

Fire was mostly useless against the heavily armored moles. Acid and ice worked, but was slow. Lightning was much more effective. Luke maneuvered around the battlefield, zapping monsters one after another so the others could finish them off. Bumblebee baited out a charge and used Evade when they came close.

Shepard had taken point and was knocking back monster after monster. He kept the worst of the press off of them, but his Vengeance skill wasn’t deadly. They quickly recovered after being hit and raced back into melee. Jinx used the moment before recovery to stealthily attack, killing two of them. Their metal armor was no match for her phase claws.

Bumblebee was firing his ice shots as fast as he could, but the short delay between shots was enough for him to get swarmed. 

Vanessa clenched the rose tight and drew her hammer. Then she roared and launched herself forward. She swung wildly, smashing down on the metal mole trying to sneak up on Bumblebee from behind. Her technique was terrible, but her enthusiasm was putting deep dents in the monster’s metal armor. The ice magic in the sledgehammer seeped in and froze the monster solid after a half dozen hits. She shattered the monster and moved on to the next.

Luke saw all of that, but couldn’t move to help her. He was on the left flank, protecting Davis and Green. They had the only two fire swords in the bunch, and needed his help to kill the monsters. Luke would shock them into immobility, and they would slip their swords underneath the armor and cut some important bits.

The fight didn’t last long, the combination of magic and martial prowess in the group was more than enough to handle this group. Vanessa seemed upset when there were no more targets for her hammer. Luke noticed she had been a little too enthusiastic and had scraped off the mana dust from her weapon. He would have to re-inscribe it before she could use it again.

Barrow knelt down and got to work harvesting cores. Davis and Shepard joined him.

Eamon yelled in heavily accented English, “No! We must go. The shell beasts come.” He pointed towards the Voidsoul Turtles in the distance.

The insubstantial monsters sensed their chance was coming and sped up. They were still slow, but faster than before. 

“Ok, let’s go,” Luke said regretfully. He wanted those cores.

“Sure, just one second,” Shepard said and dug into the corpse faster.

“No! We go,” Eamon said. He led the other orcs into a jog directly away from the turtles.

Luke said, “Everyone, go with him. I’ll bring up the rear.”

The rest of them saw the ghost monsters and hurried to follow. Shepard was stubborn and kept fishing for the core. Luke stayed with him, half tempted to yell at him for being stupid, half tempted to see if he could kill the ghost turtles.

Vanessa paused when she saw they weren’t coming with. “Come on, Shepard. Don’t get Luke killed.”

Shepard ignored her and kept working. Luke said, “Take Jinx with you. I’ll drag this idiot along before they get too close.”

Shepard swore at him, but kept working. He had collected one core and was already on to the next.

Vanessa looked like she wanted to stay, but Jinx jumping to her shoulder changed her mind. “Promise me you’ll run even if Shephard doesn’t.”

Luke promised and she sped off. Her long legs made catching up with the others easy. 

When the quintet of monsters was close enough, Luke fired his spells into the air. They arced through the air as far as the air rifle could fling the magnets. Almost two hundred feet away, they impacted the dirt with an explosion of magic. He was off by ten feet. He adjusted and fired again, one after another. By the fourth spell he had the range dialed in and he started impacting the Voidsoul Turtles. Shepard moved on to the next corpse and kept harvesting.

The buzzsaw spell slipped right through the lead monster, leaving it entirely without damage. The lightning spell was just as ineffective. The ice spell seemed like it wasn’t going to do anything, but the lead monster slowed after it was hit.

Luke smiled viciously. He kept firing ice bolts one after another, always hitting the lead monster. After the fourth hit, he realized they were going to get too close before the ice magic killed them. He mentally directed his magic drone to fly in and distract them.

The drone swooped in from the sky, directly in their line of sight. When it was about twenty feet away, Luke caught the shimmer of mana in the air. His connection to the drone was severed and it immediately crashed to the ground. Luke was briefly confused and then he connected the dots. 

“Oh shit. Run, run, run,” Luke said and turned around.

He aimed for Shepard and activated Frictionless Side twice in a row. His feet locked in place and he slid across the ground, up and over the monster bodies without pause. Less than two seconds later, he was pulling Shepard up.

Shepard came along willingly, and it was only after they had caught up with the rest that he turned to Luke and said, “What was that about? I thought you had them.”

“They are Voidsoul Turtles, it’s not just a name. As soon as my drone got close, it literally ripped the machine soul out of it. It’s not an attack you can dodge. Eamon is right, there is no fighting them.”

Eamon looked back from the head of the pack and gave him a single nod. “Good that you realized that I am always right before you lost your soul.”

Luke rolled his eyes and ignored the kid. He gave Vanessa a smile and made sure Jinx saw that he had caught up with the group.

It didn’t take long for them to arrive at the northern edge of the estate village. Eamon kept running until after they passed the low wall surrounding the homes. Then he stopped and turned to watch the Voidsoul Turtle’s approach.

The monsters had kept up with their prey, running at their maximum ponderous speed. As soon as the last member of the squad crossed the boundary of the village, the turtles slowed. They kept moving forward out of inertia, but seemed confused. They looked all around them, even behind themselves.

“Hey, Eamon. Can we attack them if we don’t cross the wall?” Luke asked.

“If you are quick, sure,” Eamon replied offhand.

Luke grinned and focused on the closest monster. He started firing ice bolt after ice bolt at the insubstantial monster, with Bumblebee joining in moments later. Together they managed to take down one of the turtles.

Before they could move on to the next monster, a bright light speared out from the top of the metal tree behind them. One of the monsters fell dead. A second later, three more lights speared out and killed the remaining Voidsoul Turtles.

Eamon said, “You can go retrieve the core from the one you killed, but the other four are property of the lord. The Radiant Archer is one of his defenders. Do not touch those bodies.”

Luke agreed and hopped over the low wall and walked up to the bodies. He made sure to walk up to the correct corpse and knelt to examine its mana. The body was fading away, becoming more and more insubstantial. That made it easy for him to plunge his hand into the goop and pull out the large monster core.

It was tier five or six, probably the most valuable one he had ever had. If he remembered correctly, a tier six core was worth a hundred thousand dollars on Earth. His heart beat fast as he tucked it away. He tried and failed to walk nonchalantly back to the village. There was a blur in the distance that sped towards them and a young elf appeared in front of the group.

“The lord’s protectors thank you for bringing a bounty to the walls, but request that you give them more advance warning in the future,” the elf wearing gold and silver said. 

Eamon brought his fists together and bowed. “We all work for his honor.”

The elf turned to the humans and said, “Is Luke of Machines among your number?”

Luke stepped forward and flipped up his visor. “I am.”

“You are summoned to appear before your Lord Edobar Falodun this afternoon. He will hold court and you are to present yourself as his new chosen.”

Before Luke could reply, the elf turned on his heels and sped away. He blurred across the streets and up the spiral staircase surrounding the skyscraper tree.

            

    
        Chapter 43: Right There You Have Various Political Motivations

    
    
    
    
                Luke blinked slowly. He hadn’t expected one of the elves to literally have the powers of the Flash. He was almost as surprised about the summoning to the lord’s court. He had been told it was coming, but hadn’t expected it to be today.

“Eamon. Are there special customs for when you present yourself as a chosen?” Luke asked. The young orc had a space warping class, so he must have done this already.

Eamon said, “Yes. There is a strict protocol.” Then he turned and walked away, his two friends following him.

“Wait!” Luke said, surprised at his rudeness.

Eamon waved without looking back, “I’ll report back to my grandfather that you have the artifact. Bring that with you, by the way, it’s your offering to Lord Edobar. I’m sure the Seneschal will send someone to train you. I don’t really care, you are no longer my problem.”

Space warped around him and his friends and they appeared at the end of the block. Luke stood there shocked. This would change his plans.

“Skywalker. We’ve got ten orbs now,” Shepard said and held out a hand. “Sounds like you are gonna be busy for the next bit. You alright if we knock off for the day?”

Luke felt conflicted as he received the marbles. Ten cores was great, well worth the bonus he was going to pay for it. But Shepard had clearly risked his life for them, and Luke didn’t want to encourage that behavior.

“This is wonderful, thank you. I’ll make sure you get the bonus for today. But there are still plenty of hours left in the day. I want you to survey the Crystal Golem caves. Bumblebee’s out of spells, so I’ll keep him with me unless you think you’ll need the help.”

Shepard’s eyes crinkled and he shook his head. “No, my crew works best alone. We’ll get you a headcount of golems and then head home after that.”

Luke nodded and the four of them jogged away. Once they were gone, Bumblebee softly said, “Thanks.”

“No problem,” Luke said. He popped open the casing on his gauntlet and pulled out a dozen round magnets, ammunition for his spell rifle. He handed them over with a smile. 

Bumblebee flipped his visor up so Luke could see him smile back. 

“So, what’s next for us? Can we do some more hunting? That was so fun,” Vanessa said.

Luke turned to see a manic grin on her face. Her Ice Sledgehammer was glowing dimly and white wisps floated from its head. Her left hand gripped the argent rose tightly and blood dripped from her gauntlet.

His heart dropped. She hadn’t mentioned that she was bleeding. Wait. That didn’t make sense. Even if the rose had insanely sharp thorns that pierced her metal gauntlets, it shouldn’t have touched her skin. The palm of the mech’s hand was a foot away from where her actual hand controlled the gauntlet. The artifact was bleeding her through magic of some kind, and probably making her bloodthirsty.

“Hey, Vanessa,” Luke said carefully, like he was walking up to a wild animal. “Did you know you are bleeding? I think the metal rose is causing some problems.”

She glanced down at the blood dripping from her gauntlet. “Of course I know. I think it’s an activation requirement. I felt the prick of the thorns and then I felt stronger and faster. I think the hammer’s magic is working better too. That’s why I want to go hunting, so I can try out the extra power.”

“Are you feeling any different? I’m worried that the bloodthirsty artifact is making you a berserker.”

She huffed and leaned back. Jinx hopped off her shoulder, sensing tension. “Seriously, Luke? Do you think so little of me? I would have said something a while ago if I felt off at all. This is all me, I signed up to be a monster fighter for a reason.”

Luke opened and closed his mouth a few times. Then he shook his head and said, “The only way you can convince me you're not compromised is if you hand over the rose right now.”

“Come on, Luke. You’re being ridiculous. I’m just asking to do what you hired me to do.”

Luke shook his head. “I’m serious. Hand over the artifact.” He held out his hand.

Vanessa huffed in frustration. She stared him down, but when he didn’t budge, she stepped forward and held the rose over his hand. She slowly opened the gauntlet and it fell into his hand. Luke held it by the pedals and put it behind his back.

“There. Are you happy now? I told you that you were being ridiculous,” she said, exasperated.

Luke said nothing, waiting to see if there was any change now that she didn’t hold the rose. She rolled her eyes and him and gestured for him to get a move on. He said, “We’ll go check in with Kruro, I think that’s where the Seneschal will look for us if he wants to give me etiquette lessons. Maybe after the meeting with the lord we can go hunting.”

“Sounds good. Let’s go,” Vanessa said.

Luke eyed her warily and then headed off. Jinx chose Bumblebee as her mount, which made him squee with joy. Then he coughed and looked around. Vanessa chuckled.

As they walked, they passed through the poorer neighborhood, then the rich one, then the metal and glass skyscraper tree, then a rich neighborhood, and back to the outer ring of poorer people. No one was truly poor in the village, they were all employed by Lord Edobar and had enough to eat and a place to stay. It would be admirable if not for the fact that getting fired meant exile and probable death.

Before they turned onto the runewright’s street, Vanessa stopped suddenly. She looked at her left gauntlet and said, “My hand is bleeding.”

“Did it get worse?” Luke asked.

“No, I mean, I didn’t know it was... I mean I knew but.” Vanessa shook her head. “You were right, the rose is cursed. I knew it was cutting up my hand, but I didn’t care. And looking back on it, I was probably more bloodthirsty than normal this morning.”

Luke bit back a 'I-told-you-so' and instead joked, “More bloodthirsty? Does that mean there is a baseline amount of bloodthirstiness?”

“Well, I did force my way into a monster hunting team. You can’t be too surprised that your girlfriend is a little bloodthirsty,” she said with a lopsided grin.

Luke smiled back, glad to have her back to normal. “Come on, let’s get you back to Kruro’s place and I’ll bandage up your hand. I’ve got a first aid kit in here.” He patted his hip compartment with a clang and they walked into the runewright's place together.

“Oh good, you are here,” Kruro said brightly. “Cormac told me you are to present yourself at court today. He asked me to get you ready. Teaching you proper manners will take some time, and we have to dress you appropriately, then there is the matter of the gift you must give him. The better your gift and behavior, the better your gift from him will be. We should get started right away, you do not have much time.”

"What does it mean to present myself at court as Chosen anyway?"

"It gives you certain rights and privileges, for example you will start drawing a small salary. Commoners will defer to you. You will also be responsible to defend our village in the case of a monster wave. But you must give our Lord an impressive gift to start that process."

“I have the gift taken care of already, Cormac’s grandson gave me this, an artifact from the death of the hydra. After seeing what it did to Vanessa, I don’t mind giving it up.” Luke snapped his fingers. “I haven’t introduced you yet. This is my new girlfriend, Vanessa. She’s an excellent fighter and medic. I’m going to bandage her up and then we can get started with the lessons or whatever.”

“An artifact is a mighty gift, let alone a metal flower. Lord Edobar will like it, I am sure of it. But I believe you are underestimating how intricate courtly manners are. We will start your lessons now, you can listen while you bandage your lady,” Kruro said.

“Is it really that important? I mean, I don’t even live here. Do I really care what the lord thinks of me?”

“If he is displeased, he will banish you. So, yes, you care. Also, Lord Edobar has visited Earth many times. He knows exactly what is valuable there. If you impress him, he will gift you an impressive treasure.”

“I guess I do care. I can play a part for an impressive treasure. Thanks for helping out, Kruro, I’ll be a good student.”

She slithered over and held up four fingers. “We will start with names. There are four forms of address in court and the wider world. If you are poor, or of low respect, you are called by your name. If you have a profession, one that directly benefits our lord, you are called by your name and your work. That’s why you were called Luke of Runes. You are now called Luke of Machines because of your class. The aristocracy is always called by their full title by people of your rank, but you will be changing ranks within the court meeting. As soon as the lord gives you his gift, you will need to change.”

Kruro continued on, explaining the intricacies of court life while he worked on Vanessa’s hand. Thankfully the wounds were superficial and she would heal quickly. Once she was bandaged up, he sent her back to Earth with Bumblebee. Jinx decided to stay with Luke, which was inconvenient and sweet.

⚙⚙⚙

Luke paused and took a deep breath outside the entrance to the court. He had just walked up an entire skyscraper. There was an elevator, but that was for the aristocrats. Thankfully, his stats helped him recover in moments. He tapped the door and waited to be let in.

A dwarf opened the door, the afternoon light playing off her opalescent skin. She wore silver clothes with gold trim, the colors of the Falodun house, Luke had recently learned. She stood to the side and stared straight ahead.

Luke walked into the lord’s court, a hexagonal ballroom high above the landscape. There were floor to ceiling windows interspaced with metal panels all around the room’s edge. The stripes of sunlight on the floor gave it a barcode feeling. The view was impressive, but they looked out at the world through a metal cage.

On each metal panel stood a different work of art. Paintings of grand cities, sculptures of gods, and several TV screens from Earth with movies silently playing on them. Luke thought he recognized Judge Dredd and Inception.

There were more than a dozen people scattered through the room, each with an attendant or two. The aristocrats were majority elves, but there were three orcs and two dwarves, including Seneschal Cormac and Seer Theobaldine. Lord Edobar stood at the back of the room on a raised dais. He was wearing a more ornate dress than the last time Luke saw him, only his eyepatch wasn’t shiny. There were three chairs on the platform, but the lord stood.

Luke walked to the left of the room and stood there motionless like Kruro had advised him. This first part was a test to see if he could wait without fidgeting. It was fairly easy to do in a giant mech suit. He just didn’t send any commands to the suit and he was as still as a statue. His twelve foot frame was taller than anyone else in the room, giving him a clear view of the proceedings. He mentally activated the translation app on his cell phone to listen in.

“... I am still saying Instructor Ekiuwa Igoghohon has failed to develop our warriors properly and if we do not reinforce them, we will lose a our staff to the Malamon,” an elvish woman draped in heavy golden robes said.

“Izekor of Runes, you overstep. I have led our lord’s forces to success for two generations before you were born. If we lose the Malamon, it will be because of your failures, not mine. The last time we were called to fight, each combatant had runed armor and two runed weapons. This time, they are lucky to have one each. Our children are dying because they lack the equipment to fight on par with the rest,” Instructor Ekiuwa hotly replied. He was a tall elf with sleek silver armor. It was woven metal with armored plates attached atop. Luke guessed it was mostly ceremonial because it looked very fashionable.

Izekor looked away and softly said, “It is a poor instructor that blames the equipment for his warrior’s failure.”

It looked like Instructor Ekiuwa was about to yell back at her when Lord Edobar interrupted. He tapped his foot and firmly said, “The blades of harvest work together, they should not chip each other. Izekor, double your production. Ekiuwa, promote your latest class.”

Both elves looked like they would rather eat rocks, but instead said, “We all work for your honor.”

“Good. Seer Theobaldine. What is your latest forecast?”

The lecherous dwarf stepped forward and said, “The titan will make landfall, there is no longer any doubt. I estimate it will be between seven and nine days from now. It is still headed towards Fekundaj Kampoj’s beaches, but fate is nudging me to prepare. I believe it may turn towards our peninsula before it climbs ashore.”

There were a few gasps of surprise from the furthest court members, but it looked like the lord’s inner circle had been expecting this.

“Troubling news. Repelling a titan attack is an expense I had hoped to avoid while the Malamon is held. Seneschal Cormac. Do you have the resources available to turn it aside before landfall?”

Cormac stepped forward and said, “No, my Lord Edobar. Our space warping artifact broke turning aside the last titan, and Hunter Darragh’s bait artifact has proven ineffective against seaborn titans.”

An orc on the other side of the room interrupted, “Do not blame me for not solving all your problems.”

Cormac gracefully sliced his hands down, “The Hunter’s artifact has proven itself useful many times over the decades. I do not disparage it today.”

The orc gave him subtle jazz hands and stepped back.

An elf in full knight armor turned towards Cormac and said, “If you are planning on asking me for reinforcements, I will need notice. It takes time to hire and transport Chosen that are capable of dealing with a titan. And of course, I would need your funds because you haven’t given me the budget required for such a task.”

“I may take you up on that kind offer, Captain Zuki. However, I will offer my lord an alternate option first,” Cormac said and turned towards Lord Edobar. “As you know, I have been developing the humans, there is even one being presented today. I believe we can task them with attacking and drawing the titan away from your estate. I will support them and you will not have to spend the platinum required for city Chosen. I understand trusting the humans with such an important task is a risk, but your own class has methods to mitigate that risk.”

Captain Zuki scoffed. “Lord Edobar, please ignore this miser. We need to hire the proper protection as I have been saying for years. The fact that he would suggest you step in when his humans fail is beneath you.”

Lord Edobar glanced between them calmly and said, “Perhaps the time has come for me to see the human myself. We will have him present himself and I will decide afterwards.”

Captain Zuki smiled and turned towards where Luke stood in the corner.

            

    
        Chapter 44: We Presented Ourselves to the Royal Court

    
    
    
    
                The heavily armored elf drew his mace and stepped towards the middle of the room. He tapped a metal hexagon in the floor, which rang like a bell.

“The human Luke will present itself now,” Captain Zuki intoned.

Luke took a deep breath and stepped forward. He was suddenly glad for his high memory stat, he had to get this next part perfectly right, otherwise the lord wouldn’t be expected to give him a return gift.

He stood directly in front of the Captain and said, “War Machine Luke Moore is here to present himself to his Lord Edobar Falodun. He has passed the first threshold and is ready to serve.”

The elf sneered as Luke spoke in English, but the expression fell off his face as the speakers in Luke’s suit repeated everything in Elvish.

Captain Zuki quickly recovered and said, “May we all serve his honor. Present your gift.”

Luke held out the metal box he had bought in the marketplace earlier. He hoped it was nice enough, he was running on fumes since Kalibutan days were twice as long as Earth days. Kruro had let him sleep for five hours, but woke him up to have him clean his armor.

Captain Zuki opened the box and inspected the flower. He grunted and then closed it again. He turned and marched over to the lord, twitching his hand behind him as he went. 

Luke frowned. That was a trap. Captain Zuki clearly intended for him to interpret the motion as an invitation to follow, but Kruro had warned him that this presentation had clear rules. Luke wasn’t to move until he got a specific invitation.

Lord Edobar accepted the box with a disinterested look. That changed when he opened the box. A small smile graced his lips and he stared at the rose with his one eye. “It seems that Cormac wanted his protege to succeed today. A metal flower artifact. Metal for the soul of the elves, an artifact for my position, and the shape of something growing for my personal quirks. A well thought out gift.”

Luke bowed his head. He fought to keep a wide grin off his face. The elf thought this was all according to plan, but that was just the artifact that appeared. It could have been a fart gun and Luke still would have presented it.

“Seer, come, tell the court about this artifact,” Lord Edobar said and held out the box.

Seer Theobaldine walked up and peered into the box without touching it. He stared for a few moments and then said, “This is a Frenzied Rose. It is a fairly rare artifact, but not incredibly strong. In exchange for your blood, it will enhance your strength and corporal magical pathways. It would be a perfect artifact for a warrior with high level skills, however it has a hidden cost. The longer it is used, the more rage filled and reckless the user gets.”

Lord Edobar’s eye grew wide. He held the box further away from himself. Luke was starting to regret giving the lord the rose after he saw what it did to Vanessa. He was more glad than ever that he had forced her to give it up.

Theobaldine glanced back to Luke and then to Cormac. He seemed to be deciding something. After a moment he said, “There is one more thing, my lord. The effects of this artifact are enough to cross the Ihaza barrier. With prolonged usage in combat, it will unlock the Berserker class.”

Lord Edobar smiled and drew the box in close. He examined it again and flipped the box closed. “A class granting artifact is a grand gift. Admittedly a class that isn’t much in demand, but still, I am well pleased. Luke, you may approach.”

Luke took a step forward but Captain Zuki stuck out his hand and firmly said, “None may approach my lord armed. Remove your fighting machine.”

Biting back a sigh, Luke knelt down and opened up the leaves of his mech’s torso. He climbed out as dignified as he could. Thankfully, he had expected this was a possibility and had gotten dressed in the Kalibutan version of formal wear. Funnily enough, that had meant a run back to Earth. The warehouse they were purchasing still had plenty of clothing sized for a human, so he bought flowing golden robes with silver trim.

He stood and smoothed out his robes and took another dignified step forward.

Captain Zuki threw out his hand again and pointed at Luke’s right leg. “All machines must stay.”

Luke looked down at his prosthetic leg. “It isn’t a weapon, I need it to walk.”

Zuki shook his head. “As the captain of the guard, I decree that it is a weapon. Remove it.”

It took all of Luke’s willpower not to throw up his hands and yell bullshit. Was this asshole expecting him to hop over there? The look on the knife-ear’s face said yes. He knew exactly how humiliating it would be and wanted exactly that.

Despite knowing that he needed to do it, Luke almost turned and walked away. The only thing that kept him there was the thought of a gift. Kruro had said that the gift the lord would give him was supposed to match the quality of the gift he was given. And Lord Edobar had just spent the last few minutes praising the gift Luke had given him.

Luke looked at the lord, hoping he would countermand his guard, but the tall elf stood there silently. With clenched teeth, Luke reached down and removed his prosthetic. He let it fall to the ground with a clang.

Then he turned to Lord Edobar and slowly hopped forward. If this had been last month, Luke might have wobbled a bit, but his stats were high enough that he was able to hop forward with grace and surety.

It was still humiliating. Captain Zuki had gained an enemy for life.

Once he was a few feet in front of the raised dais, Luke carefully bent down. He caught himself with his hands and knelt on his one knee. Then he put both fists on the ground.

Then he said, “₼ϧ₹ ⏧ ⍖⏦₹⋢ ⍖ζς Luke. ⏧ ⋥ ⚶ ϧ⋣ȴ ⋤ζĦ ⏣⚗Ʉ ⍕₹ ₼⏦ςϡ.”

If he pronounced everything correctly, that meant, “Lord Edobar Falodun, Luke greets you. I pledge myself to your service and honor.”

Lord Edobar clapped his hands and said something in Elvish to the group. There was a scattered polite laughter. Then he looked at Luke and said something else. Luke was pretty sure he recognized the word for rise.

Carefully, Luke stood back up. He occasionally hopped around his apartment when he was alone, but standing here on one leg in front of everyone was making his face red with anger.

In accentless English, Lord Edobar said, “Welcome to my service, Luke of Machines. You may don your leg and your suit of armor.”

Luke gave him a curt nod and hopped back to his leg. He felt everyone’s eyes on him as he silently moved across the room. He grit his teeth and bent down and grabbed his leg.

Once his leg was back on and he was back in his suit, Luke said, “Luke of Machines greets Lord Edobar.”

“Lord Edobar greets Luke of Machines. I have a gift prepared for you, but I must admit, it feels inadequate now. House Attendant, give him the bottle while I think of an appropriate addition to his reward.”

The same elf that had invited him here walked up to Luke and presented a small bottle with a red liquid inside. It had Elvish writing along the outside of the bottle, but Luke didn’t need to translate it. He knew what this was. A greater healing potion. One strong enough to restore even lost limbs. He could have his leg back.

Luke swayed in place as a wave of emotion hit him like a truck. He could be whole again. After five long years of pain and loss, he could drink this today and have his leg back by the end of the week. Tears dripped down his face and he was glad his visor was down.

He carefully took the bottle from the attendant and placed it in his hip compartment, nestled in his first aid kit so it couldn’t possibly break. The glass was stronger than steel on Earth, but he was taking no chances.

Lord Edobar snapped his fingers, “I have just the thing. Approach, Luke of Machines.”

Luke walked forward, still wearing his suit. Now that he had completed the presentation, he was allowed to get close with it.

Once Luke was close, the bedazzled elf snapped his fingers. A hazy barrier snapped up around him and Luke, cutting off the rest of the room.

Lord Edobar said in English, “Relax. They can’t hear us anymore. Zuki hates it when I do this, so I’m cutting him off as punishment for his stunt with the leg.”

Some of Luke’s tension dissipated, but he was still in front of the most important man this side of the portal. “Then I thank you, Lord Edobar. I must say, I’m not fond of Captain Zuki at the moment.”

The elf smirked and turned away. He stared out the window to the forest far below. They were high above even the giant trees with their grasping branches. Lord Edobar said, “They fear it, you know. Elves, mostly, but the orcs and dwarves flinch when they see it for the first time.”

“Hate what, my lord?”

“My eye. Or lack thereof. Disabilities make them very uncomfortable. They would all like to believe they are immortal, that a healing potion fixes every injury. My eyepatch reminds them that isn’t true. A simple Green Wyvern took my eye and because of the soul poison it wields, no healing magic can restore it.

“People react differently to fear. Most try to distance themselves. There is a reason a Platinum Lord was assigned to this backwater posting. Others offer false pity, reducing me to my disability. Lastly, many react in anger. They hate my very existence and work hard to eliminate me from this world.”

Lord Edobar turned back to Luke and said, “I say all this to let you know I understand the gravity of what I will be saying next. Don’t use that potion I gave you. It’s important you don’t regain your leg.”

Luke blinked slowly. He was just getting used to the idea that he could have his leg back. That he wouldn’t have to save up the four million dollars that greater healing potions cost on the open market. Now this elf wants him to give up on his dream of becoming whole when it was finally in reach?

“May I ask why?” Luke asked, trying to keep the emotion out of his voice.

“Of course. It has to do with your class. No one else on my court recognizes the name War Machine, but I do. About a hundred and thirty years ago, I saw your class in action.”

Luke did a quick mental calculation. Kalibutan years were 3.2 times as long as Earth years. Lord Edobar was over 416 years old. He didn’t look a day over fifty.

The elf continued, “It was during the Silverblood war. A real war, not a Malamon like you have heard about recently. A gnome chosen on our side had the class, she was a force to be reckoned with. Where she drove, death followed. The buffs from her class made her the strongest on the field, and a tactical genius to boot.

“The Riverfork Alliance wanted her dead, naturally. They sent assassins while she was at the war council, one of the few times she wasn’t protected by layers of steel. They assumed that without her machine, she wouldn’t have a buff. They were wrong. She had a mechanical hand, which was enough for the class to give her a buff no matter where she went. She literally punched the assassin’s heads off.”

Luke winced at the imagery. Still, it was a revelation. Clearly, this gnome had figured out how to get Machine Bond to work with a prosthetic. Luke had tried it a few times since he had gotten the class, but it hadn’t worked. Maybe the skill needed to be at a higher level. Luke said, “So, you want me to bond with my mechanical leg so I always have my class buffs? Why can’t I just wear a mechanical gauntlet everywhere, or something?”

“I do not know the specifics, but I believe it’s a requirement of the way your class works. If you heal your leg, you will only have your buffs while wearing that suit.”

“Is that such a bad thing? I don’t need buffs when I’m not at work. I’m not at war, I’m culling monsters. Come to think of it, why do you even care?”

Lord Edobar gestured towards the blurry crowd on the other side of the privacy barrier. “Partly because you are a player in my court’s political maneuverings now. I would hate for you to die because you accepted my invitation to present yourself at court. The larger reason I want you to survive is because I know more about your class than you think I do.” He stepped forward and looked Luke in the eyes. “I know War Machine is a platinum class. That fact alone can get you killed or elevated to the aristocracy. If you help me out, I’ll ensure it’s the latter.”

Luke’s eyes narrowed. “Are you threatening me?”

Lord Edobar laughed, a high, tinkling sound. “No, no. Your class is the source of the threat, not me.” He walked up to Luke and tapped the metal over his stomach. “Monsters aren’t the only ones that drop a core when they die. Your platinum core is worth a lot to the right people looking for a sacrifice for their next threshold. If anyone else but me finds out, they will gut you. However, if I elevate you to a member of my court, you would be untouchable.”

“And all I need to do for this protection is to complete a task for you. Why do I feel like this task will be dangerous too?”

Lord Edobar smiled widely and said, “Ah, I knew you were a smart one.”

Luke smiled back from underneath his helmet. The elf thought he had all the cards here, but Luke recognized an opportunity. Lord Edobar was clearly desperate, jumping straight to threats before he even outlined what he wanted. It was also conspicuous that he hadn't offered any money. Even his gift of a greater healing potion hadn't cost the Lord anything, they made them here. Perversely, by threatening his life, Lord Edobar was showing him just how vulnerable he was. And Luke was going to exploit that.

            

    
        Chapter 45: Blackmail, Oh That Sounds Good!

    
    
    
    
                “What if I walked away instead?” Luke asked the lord, trying to feel out just how desperate the elf was. “If I’m not on Kalibutan, no one will find out about my core and kill me for it. That would be easier than whatever your task is, I’m sure.”

Lord Edobar gave him jazz hands and said, “Yes, that would work. I doubt that’s a realistic option for you though. Anyone that earns a platinum class is driven and motivated. You wouldn't like a boring life on Earth.”

“Maybe, but your portal isn’t the only one on Earth.”

“As far as you are concerned, it is. If you refuse me, I will talk to your government and get you banned from all portals.”

Luke tsked, pretending to be upset. The elf clearly didn’t know how governments worked on Earth. “Alright, what’s your task you want to blackmail me into?”

“Blackmail is such a beautiful word. Succinct and clear, much better than the Thenubian phrase. The task I require of you is to assist my estate during the second phase of the Malamon in eighteen days. My advisors don’t see it coming, but our faction will lose. We don’t have the talent required. I am frustrated that my inner runewright has failed to keep up with demand, but she is right, the warriors of the Shrine of Might are subpar.

“When they fail, there will be a second round to determine whose estate staff will die. That competition will be between Bona Urbo, Monta Hejmo, and Fekundaj Kampoj, which are the three estate villages surrounding the portal you use. I ask that you level up quickly and participate in that competition. When you win, I will elevate you to a member of my aristocracy.”

“Wait, back up a step. An estate’s staff is going to die? As in, everyone that works for a lord is going to die? That’s barbaric.”

“No, the practice of Malamon is far more civilized than what it replaced. Many divine rituals, including the one that powers the portals connecting our two worlds, require souls to operate. In the past, they have waged wars and sacrificed the children of the losing side to their rituals. Now we only sacrifice the adults that lose the Malamon. The people whose lives are at risk have a chance to prove their competence and avoid that fate. It’s only the incompetent that are sacrificed to the gods.”

“Ritual sacrifice? That’s even worse. I’m not going to participate in anything like that.”

“People are going to die no matter what. Your only role will be in saving the people working on my estate,” Lord Edobar said calmly. “Regardless of your cultural hangups, I expect you to save me the embarrassment of losing my staff. Otherwise I will feel no guilt in broadcasting the details of your class far and wide.”

Luke leaned back. “A perfectly clear threat.”

“Indeed. Prepare yourself for the Malamon. In the meantime, the others will wonder what we discussed. I will tell them you asked for a great many things, but we settled on my runewright teaching you three runes of your choosing.”

“The inner runewright? I would love it if she taught me some runes.”

“It’s settled then,” Lord Edobar said.

Luke held up his hand. “No. It isn’t settled.”

“What?” Lord Edobar said, startled that someone disagreed with him.

“You want to blackmail me, but I have a feeling you are the one in a tenuous situation here. There is something wrong with this estate. You are selling healing potions, one of the most valuable things Kalibutan has to offer Earth, you should be swimming in riches. But you aren’t. You are suspiciously poor. You gave me knowledge and a healing potion, gifts that didn’t cost you anything. You should be paying Chosen to cull monsters on your estate, but you are having humans do it for free. The inner runewright isn’t producing enough enchanted armaments, probably because you can’t afford to have weapons made by her. The Shrine of Might has subpar warriors, probably because you haven’t been investing in their training enough,” Luke said, slowly stepping closer as he listed each point. 

Lord Edobar’s eye grew wider and he leaned backward. He sputtered out, “You dare? You can’t... I am your LORD! You will stop these baseless accusations this instant! Your oath compels you!”

Luke smiled, but didn’t bother mentioning that he never swore an oath to this fop. “Fine, no more accusations. Just a question. What are you willing to give me to ensure your little secret doesn’t get out?”

The elf sputtered out more denials, but Luke stared him down without responding. Eventually, the lord said, “I command you not to spread the lies about my fortunes. But I wish that all in my employ are content with their position. Is there something that would make you happier to serve?”

“Now we are getting somewhere,” Luke said. “I obviously can’t ask for artifacts or riches, because you have none. I suppose I’ll ask for the next best thing. I’ll need a few dozen healing potions for when my people get hurt. I want a monopoly on monster hunting from this portal. No other humans can kill monsters here. I want all the cores we collect. If we kill something big, I’m keeping that core too. Also, I’ll need you to give me introductions to the other two lords when I have enough employees to expand into their territories. And, I want you to fire Captain Zuki. No way he gets off humiliating me like that.”

“There is no way I can give you that many healing potions. One a week, at most. Most of our production is spoken for already. The monster culling provisions are easy to agree to. I can even agree to release Captain Zuki from my employ, provided you also swear on your oath that you will fight in the Malamon for me when the time comes.”

“I swear on my oath that if you uphold your end of the bargain, I will uphold mine.” Luke said calmly. He hadn’t sworn an oath to the elf, so it was easy to make an empty promise.

As he said the words, he felt something tighten around his heart. He recognized the feeling of a magical oath. He hadn’t sworn an oath to Lord Edobar, but Luke had sworn an oath to SPEAR to defend America. If he didn’t fight in the Malamon, the government agency would see his oath was broken and assume he had betrayed them. Shit. Well, he would just have to get out of his oath to them sooner rather than later.

Lord Edobar sighed in relief and gestured towards the magic privacy wall. It disappeared in a shower of silver sparks.

Captain Zuki stalked across the floor and stopped just shy of the dais. “Lord Edobar. I have mentioned it before, and I will reiterate again. It is my duty to protect you, and I can’t do that if you lock me out,” he spat out in Elvish.

Lord Edobar nodded in agreement and replied in Elvish, “You are right. Perhaps it is time for me to seek the services of someone who can protect me while not listening in to my private conversations. Someone that doesn't fight with my staff and gossip with my rivals. You are relieved of duty, effective immediately. Guards, escort him out and ensure he leaves my estate before sundown.”

Zuki stood there sputtering in surprise. Three guards stepped from their places near the wall and walked towards the former captain of the guard. They stood there awkwardly, waiting for their former boss to move. Eventually one of them reached out to touch his shoulder. Zuki jerked out of the way and stomped out of the room. He gave Luke an evil look, correctly guessing that he had been behind this. Luke gave him a beatific smile in return.

Lord Edobar ignored the exchange and said, “Seneschal Cormac, I am satisfied that your humans have a chance to divert the Titan. You can back them up if they fail. Send letters to the capitol that I am interviewing for a new Captain of my Guard. Someone over level twenty-four would be best.”

Cormac put his fists together and said, “As you command, Lord Edobar. We all work for your Honor.”

The lord nodded and turned to someone new. “Gardner Reparate, how did the harvest go yesterday?”

One of the dwarves stepped forward and gave him a breakdown of harvested grains and vegetables. Luke took the opportunity to step back to the corner of the room. The court business continued on for a while, but he couldn’t pay attention.

He was still reeling from that high stress negotiation and the revelations before that. He had heard about the Malamon before, but this was the first he was hearing about ritual sacrifice. They always said it was important to respect other cultures, but he couldn’t respect that.

Luke had always suspected that his platinum class should be kept secret, but had no idea that it would put a target on his back like that. Thankfully, he had something on Lord Edobar, so that secret was unlikely to get out. It would be nice if he also knew why the elf was strapped for cash. Maybe he could ask Cormac about it later.

At the moment, his oath was telling him he had to fight in the Malamon. He could probably get out of it if he found the right wizard. Luke was unsure if he wanted to go to the trouble. The ritual competition would certainly be dangerous, probably more dangerous than fighting a random monster. But he did like fighting, and he liked some of the people in this estate, it would be a shame to see them sacrificed.

The court proceedings wrapped up a half hour later. The aristocracy might have been backstabbing bastards, but they were good at their jobs and the meeting didn’t drag on. As they started to file out, Lord Edobar had some parting words.

“By the way, Runewright Izekor, I promised Luke of Machines you would teach him three new runes,” he said casually. “And don’t give me that scowl. I happen to know he is a runic genius. It will not take you long.”

Izekor growled but stopped herself. She put her fists together and said, “We all work for your honor.”

Then she turned to Luke and swore at him. He was impressed that the translation app had so many slurs loaded in. Eventually she took a breath and said, “Be at my office at the hour of the crow tomorrow.”

She didn’t wait for a response and swept out of the room. Luke was nonplussed and didn’t let the insults get to him. He had bigger things to deal with than a speciesist elf.

Luke headed down the spiral stairs, his long legs making good time. He didn’t pass anyone on the way down, only belatedly realizing the aristocracy could use the elevator. It was only the plebeians like himself that had to use the stairs to get to the top of the skyscraper tree.

He collected Jinx from Kruro’s place and picked up a mech suit she had made. She warned him that it was the last one she could make because she was out of materials. He promised to do something about it, but his head was elsewhere. He had several big decisions to make. The first of which was to decide what to do with the greater healing potion in his storage compartment.

As soon as the potions had hit the market, Luke had been saving up for one. He had used those funds to start up Monster Jaegers Inc. Now he didn’t have to save any money, he could drink the potion and be whole again.

Unfortunately, that decision was dependent on his other decision. If he was going to give up on this portal, he should drink the potion. If he was going to fight in Lord Edobar’s war, he should sell the potion and figure out how to bond to his prosthetic leg.

⚙⚙⚙

“Well, I don’t think I can give you useful advice,” Vanessa said and shrugged her armored shoulders.

“Why’s that?” Luke said as he finished buttoning up in the Mark II.

He had gotten to work early this morning along with Vanessa and explained his situation to her while he did some crafting. It was just the two of them for now because Allen was selling monster cores at KaliBay right now.

She replied, “Because it’s too complicated. I don’t want you to risk your life like that. Lord Edobar tried to blackmail you because he knew you wouldn’t agree to it otherwise. But at the same time, if you don’t go, you’ll lose access to this portal, and I would lose you.”

“You wouldn't come with me? I’m sure we could kill monsters in Europe or Australia just as easily as here.”

Vanessa took a moment to respond. “I like you, I really do. I want to stay your girlfriend for as long as you’ll have me. But my family is here. I know you’ve got a complicated relationship with your family, but mine means a lot to me. I wouldn’t leave them.” 

Luke nodded. “Yeah. Sorry. I shouldn’t have asked. We haven’t been dating that long, I can’t expect you to want to uproot your life just because I have to.”

“Maybe there’s an option B, something that doesn’t involve gladiator combat and ritual sacrifice. We just have to find it.”

“Sounds like a plan. We need to keep an ear to the ground and ask around to find a better solution. Thanks for the talk. I feel better about killing monsters now.”

She laughed and they got back to prep. Today was the first day they would have more than one squad. He had called Sandwich in now that they had enough mech suits, so they would be going into the field with two teams of four.

Shepard and his shadows arrived then and Luke walked over to their mechs as they suited up. He said, “Good news, boys. I added some ordinance to your power armor. Each of you now has a spell slinger. It’s that small handle on the forearm. When you pull it back, it cocks the spring and loads a round. Let go and it fires a spell. Davis and Barrow, you have ice bolts, Green you got sawblades, and Shepard, I gave you lightning.”

They hurriedly got into their suit and examined the lever Luke had mentioned. The majority of the spring powered magnet launcher was internal so there wasn’t much to see.

“I can’t help but notice our weapons are not as impressive as your own,” Shepard said pointedly.

Luke cocked his head, “That’s a funny way to say 'Thank you for giving me a ranged weapon, something that I have sorely needed.'”

Shepard rolled his eyes. “Thanks, boss.”

Luke laughed. “I’m just messing with you. Yes, your spell slingers aren’t as long range as my own. But they are dependable. I won’t be around for repairs during the day since I am going to lead my own squad. Sandwich and Bumblebee are coming with me, and Vanessa of course.”

Shepard nodded slowly. “I suppose I can get behind that. As long as you aren’t cheaping out on us.”

“You got your bonus from the last shift, right? We definitely aren't cheaping out on you.”

Shepard rocked his hand back and forth. “Ehh. I looked up the prices for the orbs you have been taking from us. You are making bank from us. I would appreciate a little more of that flowing our way.”

Luke frowned. “I am paying you what we agreed on, triple your previous salary with insane bonuses. You are right that mana cores are valuable, but this business has costs. This small warehouse cost more than half a million. The suits you are wearing are probably worth double that, each. Allen repairs your runes at the end of every day, which costs thousands in mana dust. Trust me, you are being paid well.”

Shepard grunted and looked down at his new weapon. “This thing have a safety?”

Luke nodded and showed him how it worked. He insisted they wait to test it out until after they arrived on Kalibutan. Sandwich and Bumblebee walked in then, and Luke gave Sandwich the same rundown about his new addition. Vanessa listened to the spiel and looked down at her own armor.

“When are you going to give me my own spell guns? I think I would like fire and ice. I’m leaning towards an elemental mage class,” Vannessa said.

“Well, first off, we need to give you proper gun safety training. These might not be Earth style weapons, but they are just as deadly,” Luke said as he packed their lunch.

“They didn’t have to have safety lectures, you just gave them all guns,” Vanessa said and pointed to Shepard and his team.

“They have all had years of weapons safety courses. Years. I’m not going to give you a weapon until I am sure you won’t hurt anyone with it,” Luke said firmly.

Vanessa’s shoulders slumped and she made an exaggerated awww. Luke laughed and gestured for everyone to head out. 

Getting through security was a bit of a hassle because the Norfolk Complex still only gave their company six portal passes. Allen had arranged for Luke to get an owner’s pass, but that still left Vanessa without a pass. Luke had to fill out a long form to take her along with a day pass, something he could do because he was a buisness owner.

Once they arrived in Kalibutan, most of the team hurried to the forest and started firing spells into the bushes. The spell slingers sent their spell about fifty feet, far less than the air rifles Luke had used in the other mechs. But they were still a ranged option that they didn’t have before. They jogged to the estate village and collected the elemental swords so they were fully armed.

Luke cleared his throat and said, “We are splitting up into two squads today, Shepard will take his crew and I’ll lead the rest. We still need to track down the hive wolves and eliminate them. They have been multiplying and getting smarter for too long. At this point I expect we’ll have a battle on our hands when we find them. We've searched just about everywhere by now. There’s only two places on Lord Edobar’s peninsula they could be hiding. I’ll take my crew to check out the Fingers on the northwestern edge of the peninsula, and Shepard, you take the northeastern edge. Check out the sea caves there, but pull out at the first sign of monsters. Don’t engage the Hive Wolves if you see them, we need to have all of us together to take them on. We’ll meet back here at the end of our shift and compare notes.”

Barrow gave him a sarcastic salute and the rest of his squad followed suit. Luke shook his head and waved them off. He had a feeling he was going to fire those guys as soon as the newbies were trained up.

            

    
        Chapter 46: I Want Some Fruit Over There

    
    
    
    
                Luke paused and examined the plants in front of him. Something was wrong with the durian-like growths in the field ahead. The spiky fruits were clustered together in groups of five across the ground. The ground was disturbed like they were planted there. He hadn’t seen plants like that on Kalibutan before. And new was usually dangerous.

“What’s wrong?” Vanessa said as the group slowed to a stop.

“Hey, Sandwich, does that look normal?” Luke said and pointed to the fruit clusters.

Sandwich tapped his chin with a clang. “That looks familiar, but I can’t place it. We should go around.”

Luke nodded. The weird durians covered an area perhaps three hundred feet long. It wouldn’t take long to walk around it.

They turned away, but Bumblebee stayed for a moment, staring at the clusters. He raised his arm and gave one of the clusters a parting shot. The ice bolt missed and he followed the group.

The ice magic spread across the ground and as soon as it touched one of the durians, the spiky fruits burst out of the ground. The entire cluster of growths were attached to long stalks and a bulbous body. It slurped out of the ground and slid across the ground on a thin film of slime. It was like an eight foot tall slug with clubs on the end of its five eye stalks.

Bumblebee yelped as the monster slithered towards him. He fired ice bolts as it approached, the first going wide, but the other hit its center mass. The monster slowed as frost covered its body. It swung its tentacles at him, but he jumped behind a tree just in time. The club on the end of its stalk blasted a chunk out of the tree, the next one doing the same.

By then, it slowed down enough that its attacks weren’t fast enough to damage the tree anymore. It froze solid moments later. Bumblebee walked up to it and kicked it, shattering the slug to pieces.

“Flail Snails! That’s what they are called,” Sandwich said. As he talked, the ground rumbled. “We should probably run. Those flails can easily break our armor.”

All across the clearing, Flail Snails were slurping out of their holes in the ground. There were about fifteen of them. They didn’t have any visible eyes, but they clearly knew where the humans were and were gliding across the ground towards them.

The humans broke into a run. Their long strides easily opened up the distance between them and the monsters. Luke fired his spread of spells, each one hitting a different monster. The ice bolt spread frost slowly across the monster. The buzzsaw spell was actually blocked by one of the monster’s flails. It cut halfway through the durian, but the monster was otherwise unharmed. The lightning orb made the monster go haywire and every spiked ball went a different direction, one even hitting a nearby monster.

Luke had an idea. It might be a stupid one, but he had used the first half of Repair Craft earlier, he could afford to be a little reckless.

“I’m gonna try something,” Luke said and slowed down. “Be prepared to back me up if this doesn’t work.”

“If what doesn’t work?” Vanessa asked.

Luke didn’t answer because he had already started running towards the monsters. They had arranged themselves in a line, chasing the humans. About eight of them had bunched up together in the middle of that line and he targeted them.

With a wide grin on his face, Luke started to activate his skills, one after another. He used Overcharge and was instantly stronger and more agile as the runes in his suit glowed brighter.

The lead monster paused and swung its flails at him in a wide arc. Luke used Frictionless Slide at an angle to avoid the hit and dash closer to the middle of the pack. He fired all three spells, spread out to cover the group. The forest boomed and flashed as overlarge spells decimated the Flail Snails. Three of them were cooked in a dome of lightning, two more were flash frozen, and another three split apart as a ten foot wide blade cut them through the belly.

Luke’s arms started burning, that much magic pumping through the runes had fried his spell rifles. He mentally slammed the second half of Repair Craft and sighed with relief. He deactivated Overcharge at the same time.

The awareness that came with Machine Bond warned him that a Flail Snail was approaching him from behind. He ducked in a roll and came up shooting. The lightning spell stopped it in place and his buzzsaw spell split it in half top to bottom. He fired an ice bolt at the one lagging behind it, and turned to face the two Flail Snails he had passed to get at the group.

Bumblebee and Sandwich had joined the fight, firing their spells at the two monsters. Sandwich had fired his lightning bolt and locked his monster down, and was finishing it off with his flame sword. The one hit by Bumblebee’s ice bolt was slowing down, but it was already up in his face. He activated Evade and Rush to dart out of the way of the swinging flails. Vanessa slipped around him and came up on the Flail Snail from behind.

It somehow saw her and swung its tentacles behind itself. She was able to tag it with her Ice Sledgehammer before it could protect itself. Vanessa laughed as she danced back and then darted in for another attack. Each hammer strike bounced off harmlessly, but imparted a bit more freezing magic.

Their monster shattered a few moments later. Sandwich discovered that Flail Snails had flammable secretions and stumbled back as it went up in a bright conflagration.

Vanessa laughed darkly and said, “I wanna use the fire sword next.”

Luke chuckled nervously and turned back to the stragglers. Four more spells and the last of them were down. The system agreed that combat was over and threw a few notices in his face.
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Frictionless Slide has advanced to level 4 
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Overcharge has advanced to level 3 
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Repair Craft has advanced to level 7 









That was a nice bunch of skill level ups. Luke made a mental note to use his skills together more often. The only thing that could have made that fight better would be a level up in his class.

Once he was sure they were out of danger, Sandwich said, “Sorry, Vanessa. As much as I would love to see you go all pyromaniac, you can’t use it without these gauntlets. Your suit doesn’t have the runes needed to power the sword.”

“Oh. Why can I use the ice hammer then?” she said and looked at her weapon.

Luke walked up and pointed at the hilt. “It’s the hilt, remember? I put a mana core in there that powers it directly. It’s kind of a waste of money since they go for 4k each, but I didn’t want you to be defenseless.”

“Aww, you are so sweet,” Vanessa said and blew him a kiss. “Can you make me a fire hammer next?”

“Maybe later. I’m meeting with the Inner Runewright today. I can ask her to teach me how to inscribe an Adept Fire rune. Or a master rune if that’s an option.”

Vanessa mimed throwing a ball. “You get a fireball, you get a fireball, everybody gets a fireball!”

“Hey, bossman, can I have fireballs too?” Bumblebee said and gestured towards his forearm. “I got one free arm, I think fireballs will give me the rizz I’ve been missing.”

Luke shook his head, “There ain’t enough fireballs in either world to give you rizz.”

Bumblebee threw out his arms in mock outrage while the others laughed. 

Sandwich cleared his throat. “Since no one else is gonna say it, let me ask. What the hell, Luke? How did you make the Flail Snails explode like that? Is your class insanely powerful or is that something you made with runes?”

“Both and neither. I figured out how to overcharge the runes for a single shot. It totally fries the runes and ruins the suit. Uses a quarter of the mana core’s lifetime, too. Luckily, my class can reverse the damage to my own power armor. It’s like a last ditch Hail Mary, but I can do it more than once,” Luke half-lied.

Sandwich slowly shook his head, “I wouldn’t mind having that class.”

Luke snapped his fingers and pointed at him. “Speaking of which, this is the first time I’ve been able to ask you without others overhearing. You got a class, right? Tell me all about it.”

Sandwich shuddered and stepped back. “I don’t have a class. I don’t know what you are talking about.”

Bumblebee stepped up. “Nah, man you don’t have to lie to us ‘cus of that oath. It’s easy to get around. Watch. My ‘friend’ has the Driver class. He has the skills Rush and Evade. See, it’s easy.”

“What oath? You guys are being weird,” Vanessa asked.

Luke waved his hand. “We can’t talk about it, magic bindings. You’ll find out about it yourself in a few days, once your assessment period is over. For now, we can only talk around things.”

“Wait. Vanessa’s getting a class too?” Sandwich said and shook his head. “Shit, just when I thought I was special.”

Luke nodded. “Yeah. I think that’s the main reason...” his throat closed up. He was about to say that one organization had them swear oaths. Apparently that was too close to revealing the existence of SPEAR and the oath stopped him from talking. He shook his head, “Nevermind. Anyway, tell us about this friend of yours.”

Sandwich threw up his hand towards the devastation Luke caused. “It’s not as impressive after seeing what you can do. But I guess I can tell you about my friend’s class. His class is called Soul Summoner. He is only level one for now but his skill is called Echoes of the Dead.”

“Like a necromancer? That’s so fire,” Bumblebee said in awe.

“Not exactly,” Sandwich said and rocked his hand back and forth.

“You can show us,” Luke said and gestured. “You can’t tell them about your class, but you can use your class when Kalibutan natives can’t see, right?”

“No I... wait. I guess I can. That’s a weird loophole."

Bumblebee nodded. “Yeah, the people are low-key amateurs. They don’t have their shit together.”

Luke said, “No, well maybe, but no. I bet they did it that way because they want people to level up. When their scientist or loader jockey gets a class, they are gonna sneak off and try it out, get stronger. That would be impossible if other humans couldn’t see it.”

Bumblebee tilted his head back and forth. “Maybe, but that makes the whole oath thing kinda dumb.”

“I’m sure there is a plan. Whether or not it’s a good plan is up in the air,” Luke said. He gestured towards Sandwich. “Come on, make with the magic.”

The blond guy flipped up his visor and stretched out his hands. He took a deep breath and entoned, “Echoes of the Dead.” 

A pale pink light rose up from the body of the nearest monster. It slowly formed into a semitransparent Flail Snail. Sandwich pointed to a nearby tree and said, “Knock that tree down.”

The pink Flail Snail slithered over to the tree and started wailing on it. It took some time for it to do appreciable damage to the tree. Every second flail passed right through the tree, and even when the spiked ball damaged the tree, it was not nearly as strong as the original monster.

Luke walked over to the pink summons and said, “I’m assuming it costs mana to keep it summoned?”

“Yeah, it costs him one mana every thirty seconds or so,” Sandwich said, basically talking about himself in third person. “Oh hey, skill up. Nice.”

“Ooh, that’s pretty efficient. Is this a Silver or Gold class?”

“Silver.”

“Aw man. Outshined again.” Bumblebee sighed. When Vanessa gave him a look he said, “Bronze. It’s the lowest level. You get lower stats and fewer skills. Bronze classes can only keep two skills at once. My friend even had to give up a skill when he hit level twelve. Luckily, Evade is a badass skill.”

“I think I saw that!” Vanessa said. “You almost got clobbered and then you just slipped out of the way. It was like your suit got all bendy for a second.”

“Not my suit, space. I’m... He’s literally bending the universe over here.” Bumblebee said and struck a silly pose. 

“Sandwich, how many pink ghosts can you summon at once?” Luke asked to bring things back on track.

“It’s not a ghost, it can interact with the world. I call them specters,” Sandwich said firmly.

“Ok, how many pink specters can you summon at once?”

“And do they have to be pink or is that just your vibe?” Bumblebee interjected.

Sandwich flipped him off and turned to Luke. “I don’t know. I haven’t tried.”

The sound of rustling leaves made Luke whip his head to the left. He focused on Machine Bond and pushed mana into the vision enhancing runes. Three large somethings were coming this way.

“I think now is a fantastic time to try and raise more specters,” Luke said while backing up. “Like right now, now.”

            

    
        Chapter 47: Aim For the Trolls! Kill the Trolls!

    
    
    
    
                Sandwich didn't understand Luke's suggestion at first. Then he heard the rustling bushes. He cursed and ran over to the monsters they had just killed. He held his hand over them and chanted Echoes of the Dead over and over again.

One after another, three pink specters rose up from the bodies and resolved into semitranslucent Flail Snails. He tried to raise more, but he couldn’t.

“I’m almost out of mana. I can keep these guys up for ninety seconds and then I am out,” Sandwich said.

Luke said, “That’s fine. This should be over quick, the monsters are heading right for us. Set up your snails as our frontline. We’ll try to kill the monster with our ranged attacks. Vanessa, watch our backs.”

Sandwich gestured and the snails moved to obey. As the four humans huddled together behind the line of pink specters, he said, “This is all your fault, Luke. If you hadn’t exploded the snails with your overpowered spells, the other monsters wouldn’t have heard us.”

“Yeah, maybe. But it’s not like we can’t handle the new monsters. We’re professionals,” Luke said with more confidence than he felt. He didn’t have enough mana to cast Repair Craft again so he would be in real trouble if they couldn’t kill these monsters from a distance. 

The monsters broke through the underbrush then, barreling directly towards them. Each one was a fifteen foot tall humanoid with pebbly skin that writhed as they ran. They had indentations instead of eyes and a mouth that stretched across its entire face. They were naked and every step jiggled their form out of place for a moment before it slurped back together.

“Trolls!” Luke yelled. “Fire works best. Sandwich, get your sword out.”

Sandwich grabbed the Fire Sword off his hip and handed it over to Luke. “Here. I have to concentrate on the specters.”

Luke gratefully took the sword. He didn’t want to be in melee range of the monsters, but at least he had a melee weapon now. Up until now he only had his spell rifles. He checked his mana. Ten points. That meant he could use Frictionless Slide five times or the Fire Sword for forty seconds.

The three trolls thundered across the ground. Luke, Bumblebee, and Sandwich fired their spells as one. The two lightning shots played across the monster’s skin, burning small bits that sloughed off immediately. The trolls were made up of small individual parts, they couldn’t shock the whole with lightning.

The monsters didn’t even pause. The ice bolts were more effective, freezing basketball sized chunks. One stumbled as its foot froze to the ground, but it just left it behind and reformed the leg. Another had been hit in the shoulder and didn’t even pause as it left a chunk of itself behind.

The trolls hit the pink Flail Snails like a car crash, slamming together with an ugly violence. The fake monsters slammed their spikey balls into the real ones with a resounding thud. The impact echoed across the forest, but didn’t stop the trolls on the left and right. They stumbled back and attacked again. The biggest troll avoided the summon’s spiked balls and stomped down atop the center Flail Snail. The pink construct held up for an instant and then was overwhelmed and popped. Sandwich fell to the ground, clutching his head.

The pink summon dissipated into a cloud that distracted the big troll for a moment. Luke and Bumblebee continued to fire spells at it, one after another. It growled and ripped the chunks of frozen flesh out of its body and stomped forward. The holes in its torso closed shut in seconds and it shrunk slightly.

Luke dashed forward, igniting the Flame Sword at the last moment. He started counting in his head as he slashed down from above. Tight, controlled flames burst out of the edges of the sword, just in time to impact the monster. It interposed its forearm to block the hit, but Luke's strength stat helped the Flame Sword cut the monster’s hand off. The flames burnt the hand to a crisp and created a stump.

The troll reformed the arm and sent both arms forward as if it was trying to give him a bear hug. Luke activated Frictionless Slide and slipped out of the unfriendly embrace. He canceled the skill early so he was just outside the monster's range. While it was still figuring out how it could have missed him, Luke leaned in and sliced off both arms this time.

The regenerating monster didn’t seem to care that it kept losing arms. It just regrew them, its form having shrunk a bit. Luke used that regrowth period to slice the monster’s head off. He knew from experience that it could survive without a head, but it would be slow and uncoordinated for a bit.

Luke used that narrow window to strike down from above, cleaving the troll from neck to groin. It would take even longer to recover from that. He moved in to burn the remaining pieces, but something caught his eye.

The monster on the left had beaten Sandwich’s pink summon and tried to bash Luke when he wasn’t watching. It would have succeeded if Luke didn’t have his buff from War Machine. His perception gave him a sense of what was all around him within a few feet. As soon as he felt something coming at him, Luke retreated with a quick use of Frictionless Slide.

He fired a sawblade spell at the troll, but it was entirely useless. The cutting line separated the monster for a moment, but it repaired itself without pausing. A pair of ice bolts to the feet locked it in place long enough to knock it prone.

Luke checked his mana. Four points left. He ignited his sword again and sliced off the arms it was trying to use to stand back up. When it faceplanted, Luke stabbed its head and drew a fiery line across its back. 

Trolls one and two were down, and would take a minute to reform, small enough that he trusted the others to handle them. Luke turned to the final standing troll. It was being attacked by everyone else. Bumblebee and Vanessa were freezing parts of it while Sandwich’s last Flail Snail summon was slamming its flails into the icy sections and shattering them.

Luke started to relax and turned his attention back to the trolls he had taken down. He used his last two points of mana to turn the troll parts in front of him to ash. A small core appeared among the cinders.

The troll the others had been working on fell then, and didn’t get back up. Luke started to relax when he realized there was no mana core in the ashes of the first troll he hit.

“We got a runner! Anyone have eyes on a tiny troll?” Luke asked as he scanned the forest.

“There’s something in the bushes over there,” Bumblebee said and fired his ice bolt towards a rustling bush.

He missed his target but it alerted Luke to the toddler sized troll trying to run away. At this distance, Machine Bond allowed him to hit anything he could see. He froze it solid with two ice bolts.

Luke ran over and held his breath as he broke apart the troll ice sculpture. An explosive sigh of relief left him as he found the monster core inside. There wasn’t another tiny troll they had missed.
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Luke smiled at the notice. This skill was advancing faster than his previous skills had. There was something about it that just made sense to him. He hadn’t even known he could cancel the skill early, and had done it in combat without pausing. 

They waited there for a moment, but no more monsters appeared. They collected the spoils from the fight, fifteen tier one cores from the snails, and three tier three cores from the trolls. It was a lucrative day for Monster Jaegers Inc.

Sandwich told them that his friend had leveled up three times from the fight. Luke counseled him on investing his points into Memory first so he could summon more specters at once. Then he could add to Acuity and Perception to make the summons easier to control and less painful when they were dispelled.

After he advised his employee, Luke turned to his own stats. He had leveled up again in the fight. He had two free stat points and already knew he wanted to put them into Acuity or Strength. They were both close to the next threshold and would have outside effects with an investment.

Acuity would be good so his mana would refill faster and so he could think faster in combat. According to the book Cormac gave him, adding to his Strength might have a multiplicative effect when he was in his power armor. It didn’t have a listing for War Machine, but the druid's wooden armor was sort of similar.

Both choices had merit, and he would pick them both eventually. The only question was which one would be useful right now. Faster thinking or stronger muscles.

Eventually he chose to put both free points into strength and brought it up to six. The temptation to get stronger without years of gym was too strong.

He felt the change wash over him, every muscle contracting slightly and releasing. Even the muscles in his scalp got the treatment. When it was over he felt stronger, much stronger than he had expected. He felt like he was on the moon. Every move was effortless and he didn’t feel like he was even wearing his power armor.

He hopped in place to get a feel of his new strength. To his surprise, he jumped four feet. His Twelve foot frame might have leaf springs in the legs, but it was still half a ton of metal and chitin. It shouldn't be so easy to get it off the ground.

Luke eyed the tree Sandwich’s summon damaged earlier. Could he knock it the rest of the way down with a punch?

As tempted as he was, he knew his suit hadn’t gained any durability, so he might mangle the gauntlet. And his hand if he hit hard enough. 

Maybe he should devote a level up to constitution sooner rather than later, then he could afford to test his limits.

Speaking of limits, his Frictionless Slide was level five now. The skill description said he could slide 2.1x yards. Now that he was level five, that translated into 31.5 feet. That was some serious distance. He checked to see how much mana had regenerated.
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Five points was enough to experiment with. He aimed himself away from the trees and over the bodies they had just looted. He wanted to see how it handled the obstacles. With a mental flick, Frictionless Slide activated and he slid across the ground like he had been shot out of a slingshot.

His Acuity wasn’t high enough to fully register the journey, but he sensed it when he suddenly bounced up and over the bumps on the ground that had once been monsters. He didn’t feel the change in elevation, he just saw his vision wobble a bit before he came to a stop thirty feet ahead.

“Hell, yeah, bossman. That’s an awesome skill. Almost as good as mine,” Bumblebee said. 

“Just wait. I’m gonna try something else,” Luke said.

He excitedly moved to a tree he had seen earlier. It was dead and had hit another tree when it fell. It was at a forty-five degree angle now. He grabbed stones and dirt to build himself a quick ramp to the tree. Then he lined himself up and activated Frictionless Slide. 

He zipped across the ground and up the ramp and onto the tree. He was fifteen feet above the ground when his skill cut out. The sudden change in momentum caught him off guard this time and he stumbled. He placed a foot out, which caught only air. He tilted to the side and saw the ground rushing up at him.

His dexterity stat came into play and he threw himself into a ball as he fell, twisting around so his legs would land first. He slammed into the forest floor with all thousand pounds of mech and man. Metal complained, but held. He took deep breaths as he realized he was fine.

“Whoa. That was epic,” Vanessa said. “You almost broke a leg, but it looked magnificent.”

She walked up to him and patted him on the back with a clang.

Sandwich shook his head. “Heavy metal machines don’t do well with heights, for future reference.”

Luke nodded and didn’t refute the point. He really should have waited until he had Repair Craft loaded before he experimented like that. It had just been too tempting. Magic was fun.

“Alright, let’s head out. I got an appointment at the estate I need to keep,” Luke said.

“We were just waiting on you to finish playing on the jungle gym, bossman,” Bumblebee said with a smile in his voice.

Luke didn’t respond and started jogging. Everyone else fell into line and they headed out through the forest. They made good time, the monsters they had killed must have been the only ones in the area. The tall grasping evergreens transitioned into rolling hills and scraggly trees. The new trees were short and had twisting branches that didn’t seem to know which way was up.

They avoided them just in case they were some new danger and made it to a tall bluff overlooking the fingers. They were a set of four long landmasses stretching out from the main peninsula. Each one had a sharp ridgeline running through its center and thick blue and gray trees. They were a shorter version of the ones in Blue Valley.

“Are we going to search every finger? Do we even have time before your appointment?” Vanessa asked.

“No, I was planning on doing a little investigation. If the fingers are hiding enough Hive Wolves to cause a problem, there will be tracks into and out of the area. We just have to find them,” Luke said.

Sandwich pointed out towards the leftmost landmass and said, “I don’t think you have to play Bear Grylls and sniff dirt. There’s a Hive Wolf over there. It’s just standing there, staring at us.”

Bumblebee pointed to the rightmost finger and said, “There’s one over there too.”

They quickly realized that there were Hive Wolves on every finger. They stood motionless, staring up at the mechs, until they turned as one and disappeared into the brush.

“Well, that’s not ominous at all,” Sandwich said drolly.

Luke clapped his gauntlets together with a clank. “Welp. Nothing can be done about it now. There is no way I’m taking on four fingers worth of Hive Wolves with just the four of us. Let’s head back to the estate village.”

If the Hive Wolves let them see four of them, then it probably meant there were dozens, if not hundreds of them tucked away among the small blue trees. Luke decided he would have to spend tomorrow creating some heavy magical ordinance. This looked like it was going to be a battle worthy of his War Machine class.

Luckily, he would have three new runes to use in his crafting session, because his appointment with the inner runewright was in a few hours.

            

    
        Chapter 48: You Have Surpassed the Expectations of Your Instructors

    
    
    
    
                Inner Runewright Omosefe Izekor sat at her desk, wearing her ceremonial robe covered in softly glowing runes. She had gray-blond hair and a severe expression. She was about six feet tall but looked small in relation to her huge desk made of gray crystal. The office was spotless and minimalistic, only a few shelves of knickknacks on the back wall to give it character.

She looked up from her fruit pastry and scowled at Luke. “You are early.”

Luke checked the Kalibutan time app on his phone. “You said the hour of the crow, and that’s right now.”

She glanced over to a small cylinder behind her desk. It had different animal silhouettes slowly rotating around an ornate frame. Right now, a bird silhouette was in the center of that frame. “Fine. Let’s get this over with. Kneel down on that pad and recite the oath.”

There was a padded mat on the rightmost floor of her office. It was next to a floor to ceiling window. Luke walked over to look at the view. It really was a nice view, her office was in the outer ‘leaves’ of the estate’s skyscraper tree. If only it wasn’t so small, Luke would think she held an honored position in the court.

The runewright’s office was sized appropriately for an elf, but that meant it was too small for orc-sized visitors. Luke had to leave his mech suit outside, which was particularly annoying because it meant he lost his buff from his class. He had tried to use Machine Bond on his prosthetic leg after the conversation with Lord Edobar, but he couldn’t get it to work yet.

Luke knelt on the mat and looked at the small piece of parchment in front of it. Predictably, it was in Elvish so he used his phone camera to read it. It seemed like a standardized oath people took when learning runes. The people on Kalibutan treated knowledge of runes as a currency and the oath would prevent him from spreading the information wide and devaluing the rune. All of that made sense. But the end said that he was to tell his ‘master’ everything about his class so she could best help him. He bit his lip.

He couldn’t do that even if he wanted to. The oath to SPEAR wouldn’t let him. Somehow he knew that talking about himself in third person wouldn’t work. The organization really didn’t want Kalibutan natives to know the true power of the human chosen.

“I apologize, but I cannot swear this oath. It conflicts with another one I have sworn.”

She huffed and stood up from her desk. “What part offends your human sensibilities?”

“Not sensibilities, magic bindings. I cannot tell you why this won’t work, only that my oath prevents it,” Luke said. If push came to shove, he would would have to give up on the opportunity to learn more runes.

Izekor put a hand to her forehead. “Do you want to learn? You must swear the oath. A human like you may not understand the full implication, but I cannot teach you without an oath.”

“You can’t or you won’t? Because I have a hard time believing an inner runewright like yourself is bound by the same chains that bind the children with fresh classes,” Luke said calmly.

The provocation seemed to work. Izekor slashed her hands down. “No, I am no longer bound by journeyman oaths. I may gift my knowledge to whoever I choose. I simply choose not to teach you runes without an oath.”

“Now that we established you can fulfill the request of our Lord Edobar, let us discuss next steps,” Luke said. He ignored her sudden frown and continued. “I would like to learn three runes and I promise it won’t take you long. What kind of favor can I do for you that would make obeying your lord easier?”

She glared at him. Luke didn’t say anything, just let the question hang in the air. After a full minute she said, “You are far too devious. Humans must negotiate with their mothers for breastmilk. I worry if I asked you for a true favor, you would somehow turn it against me. On your next visit, bring me a variety of Earth seeds. Fruits and vegetables, preferably ones that grow quickly. Promise to do this, and I will teach you one rune today.”

“I can do that, no problem.”

“Of course you can, that’s why I asked for it. Be forewarned, knowing these runes without an oath will cause Lord Edobar problems if you are found out. As his servant, you are oath and honor bound to keep that a secret. Now, what rune do you want for today’s session?”

Luke had already decided on this one. “I would like to learn the Adept Fire rune you used on the Fire Sword you gave to Kruro.”

“Adept Scintillating Fire. It’s a hotter fire than its twin, suitable for penetration instead of spreading fire. I will attempt to teach you this. I make no promises about your ability to learn. And in case it needs to be said, don’t tell the snakeman about this. The outer runewright is forbidden from fire for a reason.”

“I won’t tell her, I promise to act as if I had sworn the oath. What was that about runes having twins?”

She raised an eyebrow. “You want to attempt an adept rune and you don’t even know the basics? Perhaps you should have negotiated a primer on runes instead of three runes you have no hope in learning. But it’s too late for regrets. We walk the path you chose.”

Izekor sat back on her desk and started writing something out on a piece of parchment. The stylus had more in common with a chisel than a pen, but she scratched out the rune with flowing grace. She clearly had more dexterity than he did.
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Luke recognized the fire rune he had been trying to learn over the last several days. He already had every character memorized, it was just the intents he was missing.

“This is the rune you are attempting to learn. Adept Scintillating Fire. Adept because it has three intents. Scintillating because it burns hot, not big.”

“And what are those three intents?”

“You should practice the rune a dozen times or more first. You need to get the form down before you attempt the intents,” Izekor said and handed over the parchment.

“I’ve already done that. It’s the intents I am missing. I haven’t been able to discover the correct ones yet.”

She sliced her hands down. “That’s because you can’t discover something so precise.”

He nodded but didn’t say anything.

She sighed and said, “The three intents are as follows. The first flame of a hearth fire on a cold day. The deep orange center of a blacksmith’s fire while making a cauldron. The bright sparks of the dawn dragon’s breath as it cuts a shield in twain. Those are your intents. You need to understand them completely and then hold them in your head simultaneously while you carve the rune perfectly without a single misstep.”

Luke was starting to understand why people thought runes were so difficult. They made everything over complicated because it was difficult to convey precise concepts in a pre-technological society. The first intent was clearly the base concept of fire. Simple. The second intent would have been difficult if he hadn’t watched so many seasons of Forged in Fire. The TV show taught him that deep orange fire was 1100 degrees. The dragon one was a little more difficult to interpret, but the mention of sparks reminded him of the sparks that flew off an angle grinder cutting metal. He decided to go with that.

It took him longer to get used to the elf’s stylus than it did to interpret the intents she gave him. Dexterity helped, but he still had to figure out its quirks before he could trace out a rune on the parchment she provided. It didn’t help that she expected him to work on the floor. At least he could kneel on the padded mat. A few minutes later he had the first version of the fire rune ready for testing.

He flipped up the parchment and showed her the completed rune.

Izekor looked up from the letter she was writing. “You are a competent runist at least. Crisp lines, no errors. Intents are the hard part though. You should have access to mana from your class. Push a tiny bit into the rune and test it out. When it fails, spend at least an hour meditating on the three intents I gave you before you try it again.”

Luke pinched the edge of the parchment and held it away from himself. He was confident in his work even if she wasn’t. He pulled a tiny tendril of mana from his core, the smallest amount he could control, and sent it into the paper.

It immediately went up in a conflagration of bright fire. The fire consumed the paper in its entirety, singeing his fingers. He sucked on them for a moment, but then forced himself to put his hand down on his lap. His health points would heal it soon enough. He wanted to focus on giving the inner runewright a smug look.

Izekor’s mouth hung open and she placed her hands on the desk to steady herself. “By Kolerego’s balls. I don’t think I’ve ever seen someone without the runewright class learn a rune that fast, let alone an adept rune.”

Luke shrugged, less impressed with himself that she was of him. “I do have a class, with the extra stats that come with it. You could say I’m cheating.”

She sliced her hands down. “No, you are talented. Do not drop counterfeit coins.” She walked around her desk to stare at the small bit of ash on her office floor.

“Does this mean we can move on to the next rune? I had a few ideas, but I wanted to get your advice on what would be the most useful,” Luke said and stood up from where he had been kneeling in the corner.

She absentmindedly waved the question away. “I can’t complete the exchange today, it would be seen as rude. It must take a minimum of three days or it will be seen as me attempting to insult Lord Edobar by rushing your training.”

Luke nodded. “Yeah, can’t offend the lord.”

“Not when I don’t want to, anyway,” Izekor said flippantly. She seemed to have recovered from her earlier shock. “Now, what rune were you thinking of learning for your next session?”

“I figured out how to make a flying construct, but it’s fairly mana inefficient. I was hoping you could help me redesign the propulsion. The runes work fine for my drone, but I want to make my mech fly.”

She sliced her hands down. “I saw that blocky monstrosity. You can’t lift that thing off the ground without a dozen new runes. Even then, you would go through an entire tier two core every hour. It wouldn’t be worth it. If you wish to fly, purchase a set of angel wings and leave Lord Edobar’s territory. That way when a dragon comes to snatch you up, you don’t disturb our afternoon.”

Luke held off on a sigh. Her respect for his skills hadn’t lasted long. “Alright, if flight is off the table, can you offer me any advice for improvements to my mech?”

She smoothed out her sparkly runewright robes and pointed to the door. “Show me.”

Luke slid the round door to the side and gestured at the empty mech that knelt there. “I decided to have an internal rune system so it could take a few hits and keep going. The central power core is here.” He continued on to explain how everything worked.

She tapped her chin. “Reversing the runes for integrity was a good idea. However, you didn’t align the power flow correctly. It needs to be connected to the third nodule, not the first. Switch it and your efficiency will double. Speaking of efficiency, your lodestone spell rifle is a novel weapon, but very inefficient. I assume that lodestone is inexpensive on Earth?”

When Luke nodded Izekor said, “Then let me offer a suggestion for mana efficiency. If you add a containment rune here, you will save half a point of mana with every shot. You will also be able to briefly charge shots to double their efficacy.”

“I don’t know a containment rune. I assume you can teach me an Adept one?”

“Indeed. It will also help you hide yourself from monsters that hunt with mana vision.”

“That will work. I can learn that one tomorrow. Do you have any advice on a master rune I could learn? I know it’s a bit above my current skills, but I want to test myself, you know?”

“I will think on it. Perhaps I will find a useful rune that will take you more than a handful of minutes to learn. Until tomorrow, Luke of Machines.”

Luke was in a good mood as he met back up with everyone at Kruro’s place. Shepard and his crew handed over ten tier one cores and Luke asked them to survey the slimes before heading home. Kruro was in a good mood because she was already done with her work for the day. Since she hadn’t been repairing the power armor for a few days she had gotten caught up.

Kruro slithered over to Luke and said, "Congratulations again on your successful debut yesterday. I heard from Theobaldine that you were with the inner runewright this morning. Did it burn her to have to teach a human her ways?”

Luke chuckled, “Yes it did. She was particularly upset that I learned the rune so quickly. I can add a firebolt to my mech now, so I’m happy.” 

Jinx was rubbing up against his metal leg so Luke bent down. She hopped up, but fumbled the landing. Luke helped her steady herself. Her prosthetic legs must need adjusting again because she had grown once more. At this rate she was going to end up panther sized.

“The Seer also hinted that he knew something about you and the Malamon,” Kruro said. She looked across the shop where Vanessa, Sandwich, and Bumblebee chatted. “I do not wish to spread unfounded rumors though. I will investigate and get back to you.”

Luke glanced over to the rest of his squad. “If you are sure. I’d rather hear whatever people are talking about if it involves me.”

“I’ll look into the rumors and get back to you tomorrow either way.”

Luke agreed and they headed out for the day. It meant that his squad had a shorter day, but Luke was excited to install the new rune he just learned and wanted to get to crafting.

When they arrived on Earth, a woman in a black suit walked up to him in the portal room. He knew now that she worked for SPEAR, but he still thought of them as the Men in Black.

She said, “Mr. Moore, Mr. Simmons, and Mr. Jones. The three of you are required to report into room 311 in building B.”

It took Luke a second to remember that Bumblebee and Sandwich were actually Eugene Simmons and Mike Jones. Once he realized, Luke asked her, “What’s this about?”

She shook her head and said, “You’ll find out in person. Ms. Staggers, this has nothing to do with you, so you may go.”

Vanessa waited until they were alone in the corridors of the portal building to say, “What was that all about?”

“I dunno,” Bumblebee said, trying too hard to be casual.

Luke shook his head. “We can’t tell you yet. I promise I’ll tell you everything as soon as I can.”

Vanessa grumbled but said nothing. When they left the building, she headed straight for their warehouse and the men walked over to the neighboring building.

It was a four story office building, the second one built for the complex. Up until now Luke had assumed it was related to taxes and record keeping, but now he knew at least the third floor was devoted to SPEAR.

“Wouldn’t it be funny if we walked in there with our power suits? The spooks would be gagged,” Bumblebee said.

“Tempting, it really is, but I don’t think the building is rated for suits this heavy. We might break through the floor,” Luke said. He knelt down in front of the building and climbed out of his mech.

The other two followed suit and headed inside. Once they reached room 311, Luke knocked on the door and they heard a voice he recognized.

“Come in, gentlemen,” Agent Brown said. 

Luke walked into a small boring office with furniture from the 90’s and actual file cabinets in the corner. There wasn’t enough seats for the three of them so they had to stand.

“I’ll be brief. Monday our instructor will be in town. He’ll give you our newly classed training. Be ready for a full day of activity. If you don’t completely disappoint him, you will have training on Tuesday as well.”

Luke shook his head, “That’s not good for me. We are training our new hires then. Any way we can push this off to Thursday or Friday?”

Agent Brown gave him a flat look. “That wasn’t a request, that’s an order.”

Luke felt his oath tighten around his heart. “Fine. I'll be there.”

Luke realized he had made a mistake. He had sworn that oath to SPEAR to keep secrets, which was annoying but not really a problem. But now he realized that he was trapped by the oath. He had to obey this asshole as long as he wanted access to the portal.

Agent Brown tapped a folder on his desk. “One more thing. I am adding a team member to your monster killing group. He’s a former SEAL, good guy. He can join your new hires on Wednesday.” 

Luke’s heart started hurting again. It was different this time though, and he realized things might not be as bad as they seemed. He had an idea on how to make his life much easier.

            

    
        Chapter 49: I Can Negotiate

    
    
    
    
                “So, in addition to controlling my schedule, you want to tell me who to hire?” Luke asked.

“Do you have a problem with that, loader jockey?” Agent Brown said mockingly.

Luke smiled. His heart didn’t hurt anymore and he realized something about the oath he had sworn to SPEAR. The magic binding him was a literal magic. It didn’t work off intent, or they wouldn’t be able to get around it by talking about their “friend's” classes. It didn’t work off what he thought was the truth, it worked off what the magic decided was true. 

Based on what his heart felt like right now, Agent Brown’s order wasn’t covered by the oath. It must not be a lawful order. This guy he wanted to add to Luke’s Jaegers wasn’t something his supervisors had ordered. Agent Brown was trying to hook up a friend or work his own agenda. Either way, Luke had the power now.

“No, I don’t have a problem with hiring a former SEAL that will follow my orders. But speaking of orders, I think we both know that wasn’t one,” Luke said.

Bumblebee and Sandwich gave him a look. Agent Brown scowled and said, “Mr. Moore, I am ordering you to hire Daniel Rusznyak.”

Luke leaned in and put his hands on his desk. “No.”

Agent Brown sputtered and said, “What do you mean, no? You have to obey.”

Luke shook his head. “No, I have to obey a lawful order from SPEAR. I don’t have to do whatever you want. This pet project of yours isn’t a lawful order.”

A realization came over his face. “Who told you?”

“No one told me. I can feel the oath, and it isn’t pushing me to obey you.” Luke held up his hand. “Now, I’m not saying I won’t hire your guy. I’m just saying if I do, we will have to work out some concessions. After all, it's incredibly expensive to employ a Jaeger. And I'm not just talking about the generous salary I pay. Each set of power armor is probably worth a million bucks on the open market. Maybe more. Just the maintenance on that is worth thousands a day.”

Agent Brown sat back and folded his arms. He was silent for a long while. Luke didn’t blink. Eventually the agent waved Sandwich and Bumblebee away. “You two can go. I think we all know who’s the smartass in your organization.”

They quickly left, heading back downstairs. When it was just the two of them, Agent Brown said, “What do you want?”

“In exchange for hiring your buddy and not telling your bosses about it? I want a lot. But I will settle for what you can give me. First off, tell me the truth. What is up with SPEAR and the oaths? What are they really up to? The whole thing seems so shady. Are you really even a government organization?"

Agent Brown scrunched up his face like he smelled something terrible. "You have some nerve, Mr. Moore. Yes, we are a real government organization. Officially sanctioned and everything. I was even on a zoom meeting with the president once."

Luke rolled his hand. "Come on, tell me the details I want to know. You are trying to get me to do a favor here."

"Oh, you want me to spill my evil plan like this is some sort of movie? Grow up. This is the real world. Sometimes we do mildly unpleasant things to protect our families. Deal with it." When Luke didn't reply, Agent Brown said, "I've never lied to you. SPEAR is a government agency, but our authority only stretches as far as Norfolk Complex. You leave the complex, we can't touch you. Our mission is to protect Earth, but so far our only orders have been to build a database of magic classes. We are the second line of defense, not the first. If Kalibutan ever attacks, the Marines have special forces teams with classes that will do the fighting. You'll be called in to support them. That's all the details you want to know, honest."

That was good to know. Luke couldn't help but be slightly disappointed that the truth was so mundane. They were just one of many government agencies, his oath to them wasn't a deal with the devil. Assuming he trusted Agent Brown, anyway.

Luke said, "I guess I'll have to accept that answer. Now, for the favor. If I hire your buddy, I want you to look out for me and my company. Put your ear to the ground, help us out if your leadership gets too interested in us. You'll be my man on the inside. I get that I need to do training and defend the Earth if we are attacked, but other than that, I want you to take care of everything, protect us and your friend,” Luke said. He stood back up and folded his arms, mirroring the agent. “You make my life easy, I make your life easy.”

“You know, blackmail of a government official is illegal.”

“This isn’t blackmail, this is office politics. You scratch my back, I scratch yours.”

Agent Brown was silent for even longer this time.

Luke kept staring at him. This wasn't a big ask. Agent Brown might not like the loss of control, but he needed to suck it up. It wouldn’t be too difficult for the official to leave him alone. Maybe. Whether it was hard or easy, Luke suspected there were other initiatives coming down the pipe that he really didn't want to bother with.

“Alright. We’ll play it your way. But just so you know, if you piss me off or step out of line, it won’t be hard to get an official order to make you my personal bitch,” Agent Brown said.

Luke held out his hands. “Now, no need for threats. This is a friendly talk. Now, tell me about Daniel. Is he your personal spy or what?”

“What kind of monster do you think I am? Daniel’s a friend. He’s had a rough time since leaving the service and he needs to find his purpose again. A third of everyone entering that portal is getting a class. If he gets one, I know he’ll pull himself together.”

Luke nodded. That seemed reasonable. He wasn't going to trust Daniel as far as he could throw him, but it wasn't like he had a lot of secrets in the first place. “Alright. As long as he doesn’t have PTSD that would endanger the rest of us, he can join.”

Agent Brown nodded and Luke relaxed. He didn’t want someone unstable on his team, but he knew how hard it was for people in the military to transition to civilian life. Getting back out on the field should be good for Daniel.

The meeting ended shortly afterwards and Luke walked downstairs to meet up with the others. They grilled him about what happened later, but Luke told them not to worry about it. He was hiring the former SEAL and it would be good for the company.

That night at home, Luke pulled out his first aid kit. Carefully, he pulled the greater healing potion out from where he had hidden it. If he drank this now, he would wake up in the morning with two legs. But if he did that, Lord Edobar would do his best to make sure Luke never visited Kalibutan again.

These past five years, Luke had gotten used to having a prosthetic leg, particularly after he inscribed it with runes. But he never forgot what he had lost. He missed being able to feel his foot. To be able to go to the bathroom in the middle of the night without having to wake up fully. To have his right leg’s balance be unconscious instead of a constant focus. To not have that feeling of loss and grief when he looked at his stump.

To go out in public without seeing looks of pity from strangers.

That last one was possibly the worst. He hated it so much. They thought he was somehow lesser, they categorized him as broken with a look. If he didn’t take this potion, he would be stuck with that look of pity for the rest of his life.

On the other hand, magic. Killing monsters got his blood pumping, he loved every second of throwing magic around, zipping across a clearing, and repairing his mech with a thought. If he took this potion, he would anger Lord Edobar enough that he would get banned from this portal at the very least. Maybe even the other US portal. Luke would have to leave the country to get his fix of magic and monsters. His life was here, friends, family, girlfriend. He didn't want to move. 

Unable to make up his mind for now, Luke tucked away the potion and went to bed.

⚙⚙⚙

“Ah, thank the gods that’s done.” Luke said and leaned back. 

He had spent the day crafting weapons for the fight against the hive wolves tomorrow. He started with a Fire Spear for himself and a lightning hammer for Vanessa. Then he started on the big stuff.

Luke’s plan was effective, they would have a horde of monsters to fight all at once. They needed way more firepower to make that happen. Literally in this case because he had liberally used his new Adept Scintillating Fire rune.

He had added it to his own mech, the Mark II. Then he added it to both arms of Vanessa’s mech, making sure to include a safety. She had been in a gun safety course all day, but he was still nervous about accidental firebombs. He wouldn't have installed them so soon, but they were pretty sure that tomorrow was the last day of her assessment period and she was gunning for an elemental mage class.

Next, he repaired his magic drone the Voidsoul Turtles had killed. It was mostly intact, but he had to replace the mana core. Then he added two downward facing airguns with a long magazine. It should be able to rain down fire and lightning with impunity now.

He finished preparation with a new weapon design, one he had cribbed from his National Guard training.

“I hope these magnets work,” Allen said as he walked in with a large Amazon box. “The big ones you ordered are expensive, way more expensive than the little ones you usually use.”

“They should work, yeah. I won’t know for sure until I test them. I’m headed over to Kalibutan in a minute. Do you want to come with?”

“Eh, I wanna go, but monster hunting isn’t my idea of a fun time.”

Luke said, “Don’t worry. We won’t be fighting monsters, just throwing around magic spells. You can use a suit of power armor to keep yourself safe. No one else is using them today since it’s an off day. In fact it would be a big help if you suit up and come with. We need to test the gauntlet mana linkage to the new weapons I built.”

A smile blossomed across Allen’s face. “I’ll go get a pilot suit on!”

Allen was dressed and into a suit of power armor before Luke even got up from his workbench. He hurried to join his friend and jumped into his own suit. Luke was just as excited to visit Kalibutan, but instead of seeing a magical world for the first time, he was looking forward to the havoc his weapons could wreak. 

Once he was suited up he knelt down near Jinx and said, “We’re headed over to Kalibutan for an hour or so. Do you want to come with or stay here?”

Jinx raised her head and gave him a slow blink. Then she lay back down and snuggled into the pile of bandages she had torn out of their packages earlier. Luke chuckled and stood up to go.

“Alright, you can stay here. I know you are still adjusting to the new legs I made for you. Give it time and they will feel normal again.” 

She twitched her ears. The humans headed out then, walking across the Norfolk Complex with long strides. Luke had stayed nearby in case Allen needed help getting used to the mech. Then he realized he was being dumb. Allen had piloted power loaders for years, and he had been doing touch ups on the mechs for two weeks now. Of course he could easily pilot the power armor.

Getting through security was as easy as always, the guards were used to his contraptions by now. Allen was a bit nervous to walk through the event horizon of the portal, but once he was through, his fears vanished.

He happily rushed forward and onto Kalibutan. Luke chuckled as his friend went on and on about the trees, the peoples, even the sky.

“It’s blue, but like a darker blue than on Earth. It’s like the color of mana,” Allen said as he stared up at the sky.

Luke gave the heavens his own considering look. “Maybe it is. Not all mana, but maybe the sky is bluer here because of the ambient mana in the air. Anyway, can we go now? I really want to test out my new weapons.”

“Yeah, I imagine the guards wouldn’t like it if we started throwing around explosions here.”

Luke chuckled and headed over to the stairs leading down from the stone plateau. He paused at the top and looked back at Allen. This was the spot where both he and Vanessa had gotten the notice that the system of the world was assessing them.

Allen paused and looked around. Then his shoulders slumped and he shook his head.

Luke winced and said, “That wasn’t your last chance, it just means that you are going to have a boring next few days. The system only pays attention to people who are going to be there when shit hits the fan.”

Allen affected a disinterested attitude. “Whatever. Tell me about your weapon. Why does it look so weird?”

“Mostly because of the treaty,” Luke said and led him south of the portal.

Civilization was North, East, and West, but South was devoid of anyone that could be hurt by enthusiastic testing. There was a rocky section at the foothill of some nearby mountains that would be a good testing spot.

“You mean the part about guns?”

“Exactly. Most people from Kalibutan are bulletproof anyway, but they understand the danger of a sniper rifle. If I want to kill a whole mess of monsters, I gotta make something new.” 

“A mess of monsters? What are you, a cowboy?”

“Nah, son. Iffin I wanted to yammer like a cowboy I woulda said, ‘A whole passel o critters’.”

“No, man, don’t torture me like that.” Allen laughed and shoved Luke.

He shoved back, making Allen stumble to the side several steps. “Sorry ‘bout that, don’t rightly know my own strength.”

Allen looked down. “Yeah, ‘cus you literally have triple the strength stat you started with.”

Talk of magic classes made both of them uncomfortable so Luke said, “Anyway. Back to the weapon. It looks a lot like a mortar because it basically is.” He pointed to the lever on the side of the cylinder. “You load up a magnet and then pull this back. It compresses an industrial spring and connects the powering runes. From there you sight it in and push a bit of mana from the gloves into the activation rune here.”

“This seems like a lot of work to make a crappier version of the arm cannons you already have installed in your mech.”

“They are for different purposes. Watch.” Luke raised his arm and fired his new air rifle. The runes added a spell to the magnet and it was launched far into the broken scree. The bright fireball exploded in a flash as it hit, leaving an orange spot on the rocks that quickly faded.

“Now, you try,” Luke said and pointed to the magical mortar.

Allen loaded and pulled the lever back, something that was slightly difficult even with his robotic assistance. When it was ready, he put his hand on the trigger. Nothing happened. He turned to Luke and said, “What am I doing wrong?”

“You have to push intent through the gloves into the mortar.”

Allen turned back to the mortar he held in his hands. He stared at it for a moment and then the runes ignited all at once. The spring shot the magnet through the air in a high arc. A fireball twice the size of the first one formed around the larger magnet, trailing fire like a comet.

The magnet hit the stones and bounced once before coming to a stop. It was still burning brightly, long after it hit. Luke had discovered that with enough mana pumped through the runes a big magnet would capture a long lasting spell. The fire went out after just under a minute, leaving a smoking hole and softly glowing rocks.

Luke started dancing. That had been perfect. The new weapon was exactly what he needed, the final step of the plan to exterminate the Hive Wolves. He would put his plan into action tomorrow.

            

    
        Chapter 50: Commence Operation Firestorm. Send Everyone.

    
    
    
    
                Eight modern marvels of technology and magic walked out of the portal and into the pre-dawn light. The stone plateau was quiet, with only minimal guards around the portal. Trade wouldn’t start for another few hours. The nocturnal monsters had gone to sleep not too long ago, and the diurnal ones hadn’t gotten moving yet. It was a quiet time.

For now.

It was about to get very loud. Luke had plans to bring down destruction and ruin on the heads of every single Hive Wolf on the peninsula.

“Are you sure about this plan, Luke?” Shepard said. “From what you said earlier, there are a ton of wolves out there.”

“Skywalker. Bossman’s name is Skywalker,” Bumblebee interrupted.

“It really isn’t,” Shepard said, exasperated.

Luke rolled his hand. “Be that as it may, while in the field I don’t want any confusion. Call me Skywalker during this mission.”

Shepard shook his head in disbelief, but said, “Fine.”

“And yes, I am sure about this plan. Because we aren’t fighting a ton of wolves. We are fighting one Hive Wolf. We only have to convince that one mind to commit everything to the fight, and after that it will all be over. My lure will bring in the majority of the Hive Wolves, and once we have killed enough of them, the rest will attack like mindless beasts.”

Bumblebee patted the large bundle of scale hide he and Sandwich were carrying. “Is that what this is, a lure?”

“Yeah, I got the idea when I was talking to the Seer. He said it should work. Well, he said the idea is sound.”

“You aren’t exactly instilling confidence, Skywalker,” Shepard said.

“We went over this, you know that we won’t even be close to the action and we have everyone here to protect each other in case things go sideways. This is as prepared as we can get.” Luke said confidently.

Internally, he wasn’t as confident. This was his first fight against intelligent monsters. He had developed a plan A and B, but plan C was to run. Hopefully it wouldn’t come to that.

The eight of them walked through the forest, arriving at the estate village as dawn light was warming the copper roofs. Waking Kruro to collect the enchanted weapons took longer than expected. Apparently naga don’t like to get up at dawn. After knocking on the door for a few minutes, Jinx walked through the walls and down to her burrow to wake the runewright.

Luke tried to convince Jinx to stay, but she wasn’t having it. She knew something was up and wanted to come with. Since he literally couldn’t stop her, he was forced to let her come with. He sighed and patted his shoulder.

They headed out then. Luke sent his magic drone ahead to scout out the route. He saw a few monsters along the way, but directed the group around them. They didn’t have time for fights right now. He wanted to start the attack early enough in the day that the Hive Wolves were still sluggish.

⚙⚙⚙

“Sighted in, ready to go!” Bumblebee said and gave Luke a salute.

“This isn’t the military, you don’t need to salute.”

“I know bossman. But since this isn’t the military you can’t order me not to salute,” Bumblebee said with a grin. He shut his visor and drew his Acid Sword.

Luke shook his head, but ignored the backtalk. “Whatever. It’s time to get going. Extend those legs into running position and go catch the attention of some Hive Wolves. It’s time to start.”

Bumblebee activated the extending mech legs on Mark I and bounced in place for a bit. He waved and said, “Be right back.”

Then he practically disappeared, racing down the steep side of the bluff. He was showing off what he could do with Rush. The rest of them stayed at the top and manned the positions Luke had assigned them.

Shepard, Barrow, and Green were on the right side, and Sandwich, Davis, and Vanessa were on the left. Luke made sure his magic drone was in position, as high up in the air he was allowed.

Bumblebee raced across the scrub brush and arrived in front of one of the ‘fingers’. The four thin landmasses were almost certainly full of Hive Wolves, but he only needed to catch the attention of one of them.

He slowed down and held out his sword, activating it and letting it drip acid onto the sandy ground near the scraggly bushes. Luke told him to get their attention, but it looked like Bumblebee wanted to play a part. He stalked forward, acting like he was hunting monsters. 

A single Hive Wolf jumped out of the bushes near the ridgeline of the landmass, nine inch claws outstretched. Bumblebee bent space and slid out of the way with Evade. The monster was still realizing it had missed when he sliced the Acid Sword down onto its back. He cut deep, the acid worked deeper. Within seconds, the monster was dead and almost cut in half.

He snuck forward again, pretending he was still hunting for monsters. Luke cursed him, all he needed to do now was to run. He was going to get himself killed by stalking deeper into their territory.

Bumblebee walked forward, disappearing behind the stone outcropping that was the start of the finger’s ridgeline. Luke clenched his fists and sent his magic drone after him. If he had to, he would reveal its presence to save the idiot.

Moments later, Bumblebee raced back towards them, with more than a dozen monsters on his heel. He was flinging acid behind himself, injuring and enraging the monsters. Luke’s heart beat faster as the reckless kid ran towards the target site.

Bumblebee stopped in front of a large form. It looked like the body of a large monster, hydra skin stretched over tentpoles with rotting meat inside. That strong smell was accompanied with a carefully cracked tier three monster core. The heavy smell of mana on the air would make it seem like there was a tier eight or nine core within the body.

Once the monsters following him caught scent of the body behind him, Bumblebee spun and attacked the Hive Wolves. As much as Luke hated it, the action worked perfectly. The hive mind of the monsters had caught a whiff of a delicious core and now there was a chance the human would kill the outriders and take it.

Dozens of wolves streamed from every finger, aiming directly for the mech in front of their meal. There were also a handful from the north and south, ones Luke hadn’t even known were there. Bumblebee laughed and spun on his heel and raced away. He put on speed with Rush and made it up the steep side of the bluff.

The monsters surrounded the lure as he ran away. They were pawing at the scales, but the monster hide was too tough for even their long serrated claws.

“That was dumb, you just needed to lead them over to the hydraskin tent, not risk your life,” Luke said.

Bumblebee caught his breath and said, “It worked, didn’t it?”

It had worked, maybe a little too well. There were now more than a hundred Hive Wolves assembled in front of the bluff, surrounding the scaled lure and sniffing the mana rich air. Luke had planned for thirty monsters, max fifty. His plan might not work with this many.

After a moment of indecision Luke decided to go ahead. Even if this didn’t work today, he needed to reduce their numbers. He barked out, “Fire!”

An instant later, the sounds of magic mortars went off, mostly silent. Six huge flaming balls of fire arced through the air, traveling hundreds of feet to land near the gathered monsters. None of them hit the beasts, instead they formed a rough circle around the Hive Wolves. Huge flames rose up from where the magnets landed and the monsters backed away. 

“Again!”

Six more balls of fire flew through the air, landing in a circle around the monsters again. Just as planned. They had sighted in the magic mortars without mana earlier, just magnets. Once they had the range correct, they sprung the trap. 

The Hive Wolves moved as one, away from the fire around them and towards the hydra skin in the middle of the target zone. A few of the Hive Wolves broke through the tent then, discovering it had been hollow inside.

Luke pressed a button then, activating the tiny actuator next to the cracked mana core. It connected a series of runes, ones that attempted to create an impossible power feedback. The small crack turned into an explosive decompression. A flash of blue was accompanied by a deep thump they could feel in their chest, hundreds of feet away. The mana detonation shot outwards, killing the monsters nearby. It was just as destructive as Vanessa had said that day with the hovertruck accident.

In an instant, more than twenty monsters died in the core vaporization. Of the survivors, many of them were injured and barely moving.

“Fire at Will!” Luke yelled and the others tilted the magic mortars slightly and loosed fireballs again.

The third, fourth, and fifth rounds decimated the remaining monsters. The fireballs were spread out, making it difficult for the single hive mind to react to simultaneous attacks. The fifth launch exhausted their ammunition for the mortars, but it had done exactly what he wanted it to.

Dozens more monsters had died, leaving only twenty or so alive in a burning field. Luke ordered his drone to fly in then and start picking off the survivors. It swooped in from the sky, using the airguns he had installed yesterday. Lightning froze the escaping monsters, and fireballs finished them off.

Luke had to bite his lip to keep himself from maniacally laughing. It was working so well. He hadn’t even fired a shot.

The monsters must have sensed him gloating.

“Behind us!” Vanessa yelled and pointed.

Less than a hundred feet away were about twenty Hive Wolves. They had been sneaking up behind them, probably since before Luke started the attack. The hive mind had been trying to counter-ambush them. Once the monsters realized they had been spotted, they raced towards the humans, blurring across the ground.

Luke raised his arms and fired all four arm cannons at once. Fire, ice, lightning, and sawblades sped through the air and killed two monsters. The survivors spread out, juked and jumped as everyone else added their own spells to the mix.

Another three monsters were cut down, and then the Hive Wolves were too close for spells. Luke pulled out his Fire Spear and activated Overcharge. His vision sharpened, his agility increased and a feral grin spread across his face.

They thought they were ambushing the humans, but they were just serving themselves up for him. He used Frictionless Slide to jerk forward, slicing into and through two monsters. He spun his long spear and brained a third one trying to sneak up on him from behind.

Three monsters were giving Sandwich trouble, and Luke slid twenty feet over to help him out. He stabbed his spear in and out like a flaming needle. He didn’t need to stop to make sure they were dead, nothing survives a spear through the head. Instead he raced on, helping others with their fights and killing stragglers.

Jinx followed his example, phasing in and out of fights to deliver the killing blow. Her newest set of prosthetics were big enough to let her jump more than five feet in the air with every attack.

Vanessa didn’t need any help, she had killed two of them on the approach and was bashing Hive Wolf skulls in with her lightning hammer now. When the last one was down, she looked around and seemed disappointed there weren’t more.

Luke glanced back to the other Hive Wolves. Most of them were dead, but the magical fires had gone out. Five of them had survived and were racing towards the humans. There weren't enough monsters left to form a hive mind smart enough to realize they should be retreating.

He grinned and shot a single spell into the air. Overcharge was still active, so a massive fireball shot out of his forearm, melting the barrel as it flew. The conflagration screamed through the air, impacting the center of the monster’s formation, killing four of them with the single spell. The magic drone flew in and finished off the last one.

He deactivated Overcharge and activated the second half of Repair Craft so he would be ready for anything. Luke looked around for further targets, but found none. The System of the World agreed that the fight was over and gave him a bevy of notices.
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He pumped his fist. That had been a very productive fight. Profitable too. Even if only half of these monsters had a tier one core, there was a goldmine in that smoking field. War Machine hadn’t leveled up, but that wasn’t a surprise. His class level was locked behind his skill levels. Since his highest skill was level eight, he couldn’t raise his class above level eight.

He glanced around. It looked like Sandwich had taken damage on his hip, but could still walk. Shepard had lost his helmet and had a nasty scratch on his forehead, but he waved away Luke’s concern.

Vanessa was flipping her hammer and looking around for more victims. Luke was going to make a joke, but then he saw something that made his heart drop. Jinx was laying on the ground, breathing hard.

            

    
        Chapter 51: Oh, After You, Kitty Cat

    
    
    
    
                Luke rushed over to Jinx’s side and knelt down. She was laying down near a dead Hive Wolf, her chest rising and falling but was otherwise unmoving. One of her back legs had been broken off, tiny pistons leaking fluid onto the ground.

“Jinx, are you alright?” Luke said. He opened his mech and climbed out. He didn’t want to pick up an injured cat with his bulky metal hands.

Once out, Luke gently lifted her up and turned her over. Her physical body was scratched but mostly unharmed. With the health points from her class, she should be healed soon. She glanced up at him and meowed once. He got the impression that meow meant that she was fine, just tired.

That interpretation might have been wishful thinking, but Luke still felt relief. He pulled her to his chest. Jinx would be fine. The prosthetic legs would need to be replaced, but that was going to happen anyway when his cat continued to grow.

He glanced back at the storage compartment on his mech. Jinx would need new prosthetics often, unless...

Unless he gave his greater healing potion to her. The gift from Lord Edobar would be more than enough to give Jinx her legs back. It would mean spending a potion worth 4 million dollars on a pet, but that didn’t give him a moment of hesitation. What made him pause was what it would mean for himself.

He would just have to give up on getting his own leg back. This world regularly made greater healing potions, but he couldn’t hope to afford one. If he gave this potion to Jinx, it would mean he was throwing in his lot with Lord Edobar, keeping his prosthetic so he could bond with it and play whatever political games the royal elf had planned.

Actually. Now that he thought about it, the monster hunting business was profitable. He might be able to afford his own greater healing potion in two or three years.

Lord Edobar had presented the choice as an either/or. But he could have both. He could play the elf’s game for now, while saving up his money to buy a potion to restore his leg. He had lost the leg five years ago, what was another few years?

Luke smiled, his mind made up. Both of them were going to get their legs back, starting with Jinx.

He opened his storage compartment on the mech’s hip and pulled out the first aid kit. He set Jinx down and took off her prosthetic legs. Pulled out and opened up the potion worth 4 million dollars. He had a slight moment of hesitation, but then poured it into the lid of the bandages container.

He held it in front of Jinx and said, “Drink up, little lady. It’ll make you feel better, I promise.”

Jinx sniffed it but didn’t drink.

“Jinx. If you can understand me at all, I need you to drink this potion. Please,” Luke said earnestly.

She turned away again. Luke shook his head and sat back. Of course. Now that he had decided to give her the potion, she wasn’t going to drink it. He closed his eyes and tried to find his center. As much as he wanted to scream out in frustration, it wouldn’t help things.

Breathe in, breathe out. Breathe in, breathe out.

His attempt at meditation was interrupted by the sound of lapping. He cracked an eye to see Jinx was lapping up the greater healing potion. A grin slowly spread over his face. Of course. She was a cat. She would never do what he asked her to do. It had to be her idea.

The scratches on her side and the knick on her ear healed as he watched. 

“Did you seriously give a healing potion to your cat? Those things cost thousands of dollars,” Shepard said.

Luke looked up to see Shepard out of his mech, holding a bandaged arm. Luke hadn’t even noticed that he had been injured. Vanessa was putting away her first aid kit, clearly the one who had bandaged him up. Shepard must be pissed that he got bandages while the cat got a healing potion. Luke wondered how Shepard would feel if he knew it was a greater healing potion. Vanessa walked up to him and gave him a light slap.

“Don’t talk like that. Jinx is part of the family,” she said.

“Oh come on, it’s an animal, not a person.” Shepard huffed. “You can get a new one at a shelter for sixty bucks.”

Luke stood up and looked up at Shepard. “First off, don’t disrespect pets, Shepard. That’s a shitty attitude to have when you know people genuinely love their pets. Second of all, Jinx has a class. With every level up she gets bigger and smarter. She’s going to be hunting with us for years. Don't make yourself an enemy. Please apologize to Jinx the Spectral Stalker.”

Shepard bristled and said, “Don’t be all holier than thou, dickwad. I was just talking.” He bent down and sarcastically said, “Sorry Jinx. You are totally a real person and it’s not a waste of money to give you a healing potion that could have gone to a human.”

Luke rolled his eyes. Even if Jinx didn’t understand words yet, she sure as hell understood the tone. He didn’t bother to correct him though. That was a mistake Shepard was going to have to live with.

“Whatever. Take Barrow, Green, Bumblebee, and Davis down to the target site and start collecting orbs. Vanessa and Sandwich will collect orbs up here. I’ll keep watch for any monsters drawn in by the fighting. Come back here when you are done,” Luke said.

“Giving yourself the easy job while the rest of us do the hard work?” Shepard scoffed.

“What is with you today, Shepard? You know I’m not lazy. I literally spent all day yesterday building the weapons for this. I am the only one with an eye in the sky. Of course the guy with the magic drone is going to keep watch.”

Shepard just grumbled and walked back to his power armor.

Vanessa stood with Luke while they watched him collect the others and walked the long way down from the bluff.

“Thanks for taking on the first aid. It’s great having a medic with us, even if something is up Shepard’s butt.”

She said, “I think it’s ants.”

“Huh?”

“Ants in his pants. That’s what got into him today.”

Luke and Vanessa laughed.

Jinx was done with the potion by then, and Luke picked her back up. She couldn’t walk on her own yet since the greater healing would take time to restore her legs and her prosthetics were broken.

He didn’t want to get into his mech yet because that was all hard metal and edges. But as much as he wanted to baby Jinx right now, he knew that it would be safer for everyone if he climbed back in. Reluctantly, he climbed back into his power armor and picked Jinx back up. She complained a bit about being manhandled, but Luke opened up a can of catfood on his palm.

While she scarfed the food, Luke kept watch on the surroundings with his own eyes, and the camera from his magic drone. If he could send it higher, he could keep a better watch, but he didn’t want to anger dragons any more than Lord Edobar did.

Harvesting the cores from that many monsters took time. Not every Hive Wolf even had a core, which made the process longer. Luke almost hoped for a distraction in the form of a monster attack, but that never happened.

Sandwich raised a few Hive Wolves with Echoes of the Dead. The pink summons helped him extract mana cores with their long claws. Their half spectral nature meant that sometimes they could pop the core out in one go, and sometimes they had to absolutely savage the body before they found a core. It was mildly entertaining to watch, but got old quickly. 

To fill the time, Luke started focusing on his leg. He had decided to go with Lord Edobar’s plan for now, and the first step of that process would be to figure out how to bond with this prosthetic. Clearly the competition the lord wanted him to compete in wouldn’t allow him to enter with his mech. If he could keep his War Machine buffs even when he wasn’t in the mech, he would be a formidable fighter.

He removed the Machine Bond from his power armor and tried once more to force the skill to accept his prosthetic leg instead. He pushed his awareness into the mix of metal, plastic, and magic. He felt the familiar hum of the mana-infused components, a subtle thrumming against his residual limb that always felt like a second heartbeat.

He grabbed the tendrils of mana that made up the skill and pushed them towards his leg, over and over. He tried a variety of different methods, forcing it, pulling it, trying to convince the skill with words. 

If he didn’t already know it was possible, Luke would have given up at this point. Lord Edobar had been very sure, so Luke kept trying. Finally, he felt some incremental progress.

Machine Bond couldn’t quite grasp the leg, not yet. The more he meditated and focused, the more he felt like he was metaphorically bringing the two of them together.

He gave himself a break and checked his mana. It had gone up while he kept watch, but his experimentations were using mana. He had twenty out of twenty-four mana, enough to use the first half of Repair Craft and to continue his experimentations with Machine Bond.

Before he dove back into his mana core, Luke checked in with his magic drone. He saw out of its camera, and sadly saw nothing approaching the group. The Hive Wolves must have cleared out the area of monsters in their bid to multiply enough to spread across the land.

Checking in with his drone knocked something loose in his mind. He was controlling the flying platform with a charge of his Machine Soul. Maybe that resource would be useful in his experiments.

He already knew he couldn’t use Machine Soul to animate his power armor or prosthetic leg. The resource required a machine capable of acting on its own. But Luke could still study that link between himself and the magic drone. It was like a thin string, one that didn’t stretch in any particular direction, but still threaded directly towards the drone’s location in the sky.

Maybe he needed to help his skill along, point towards his leg in that same metaphysical way.

Machine Bond fought him at first, but then it seemed to slip through his mental fingers and click into place. He felt the skill take root in his leg and all of a sudden he could feel his right foot again. It wasn’t a sense of touch, but it was there.

He felt connected and whole for the first time in five years. A tear dripped down his face. He may be made of flesh and metal, but it was all him now. He was whole.
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“Finally!” Vanessa said and stood up.

Luke took a second to collect himself. He cleared his throat and asked, “Done harvesting already?” 

“Nope. My assessment period ended. It says I have a choice between three gold classes.”

Luke walked over, loving every step. He wanted to tell Vanessa all about it, but this was her moment. Besides, he was supposed to keep the bond with his leg a secret. “Excellent. I knew you were special. What choices did you get?”

“The first one is Passionate Brawler. It’s kind of like a berserker class, where you get stronger when you fight angry. But it works with any other strong emotion. Joy, fear, lust.” she paused to wiggle her eyebrows at him.

Luke chuckled, remembering when he wiggled his eyebrows at her last.

She continued, “The second one is a wildcard. Elemental Pitcher. I can grab elemental spells and throw them at stuff. I would be happier with this one if it said I could create and throw spells, but it only says throw. I can’t tell from the skills list if I’ll be able to create my own elemental spells.”

Luke shook his head. “I’m not sure if you would want that class even if you could create spells. Your mech already has fire bolts built in, they are faster and more accurate than anything you could throw.”

“Maybe. On the other hand, I’ve wanted elemental magic since I was five.”

Luke nodded and rolled his hand.

“The third one is Iron Sawbones. It’s a combat medic class, stabilizing people after large injuries and quickly healing minor ones. Broken bones are easy to repair, which is nice for a healing class. It also says it can do minor equipment repair, which sounds like it would work on our power armor.”

“That one sounds perfect. Every adventuring party needs a healer.”

“They all seem good. The list of skills all sound fun. But I think I’m going to eliminate Iron Sawbones. I actually don’t want to be a healer.”

“Are you sure? It was your job for years. You are good at it and you have a caring personality.”

Vanessa looked away. “Sorry Luke. I know that’s the class you want me to choose, but I really don’t want to spend my second career doing a magical version of my first one. I want something different.”

Luke opened his mouth to protest, then closed it again. He did want her to choose the healing class, he had been expecting it since he heard she was in her system assessment period. He really didn’t want her to waste a class choice, but it was her choice. He forced himself to be chipper and said, “So the choice is between Passionate Brawler and Elemental Pitcher. Which one are you leaning towards?”

Vanessa turned back with a smile. “If the elemental class has the ability to create magic as well as throw it, I think I’ll choose that one. Do you think Kruro will know?”

“I don’t know how knowledgeable she is about classes. Cormac might know, but it doesn’t matter. The System of the World wants you to choose quickly. Cormac told me that if you don’t choose quickly, it will choose for you.”

Vanessa’s shoulders slumped and she swore, stretching out the word. “So I have to take a risk on a class that could be a dud, or go with rainbow berserker?”

“I guess, yeah.”

She swore again.

            

    
        Chapter 52: Thanks For the Advice. -Well, That's Free.

    
    
    
    
                “Can I give you some advice?” Sandwich asked. He had walked over when she started listing out her class choices.

“Sure,” Vanessa said. “As long as it is quick. Luke says I gotta be quick.”

“You have at least twenty minutes,” Sandwich said. “I asked around about classes for a while before I actually got one. All of the chosen have different philosophies about their classes, but one thing everyone agrees on is that you should choose the class that calls to you the most. Something that feels like you on a deeper level.

“You’ll be stuck with this class for the rest of your life. Don’t choose something permanent to solve a temporary problem. Don’t choose what you think you should choose. Pick what you want to pick, and the practical considerations will fall into place later.”

Luke nodded along, that was good advice.

Vanessa tilted her head to the side and then turned to Luke. “Would you be ok if I ended up with a terrible class? ‘Cus, I think the Passionate Brawler is the better monster hunting class. It’s all about fighting and the skills will help me hit harder. The Elemental Pitcher, though. It might be useless, worse than the arm cannons you made for me.”

“Sounds like you want to pick Elemental Pitcher anyway, otherwise you wouldn’t be conflicted. Go ahead. This monster hunting thing might last for a year or ten. But your class is with you for life. Sandwich is right. Pick the one you really want.”

“Ok. I’m gonna do it.” She clapped her gauntlets with a clang and hopped in place.

She stared off into space and Luke knew she was looking at the system interface. She stood motionless for a little while, her eyes darting around like she was reading something. After a moment or two, she doubled over and held her stomach.

“Ugh, that felt weird. Almost like period cramps. Why didn’t you warn me?” she said.

Luke saw a slight fuzziness around her stomach. He said, “Looks like you just got your mana core. It felt weird, but not painful, right?”

“I guess not. But still, weird. I wanna say invasive, but that’s not right. It’s part of me now. It’s like suddenly discovering I have a tail. All these new sensations.”

“It’s something else, that’s for sure. What skill choices did you get?”

“I didn’t get a choice. It just gave me a skill. It’s called Power Juggle. I can grab and well, juggle, energy. Like lightning and fire, but not poison and ice. Not yet. I think I’ll be able to grab them when I have more levels in the skill.” Vanessa held out her hand. “I wanna try it now. Hit me with some lightning!”

“No way. If you aren’t able to catch it you’ll be seriously injured, maybe die. We aren’t going to test out Power Juggle by risking your life every time.”

Vanessa’s shoulders slumped and she exaggeratedly said, “Awww. But I wanna.”

Luke chuckled and said, “We’ll talk to Kruro after we get back. I bet she knows some novice elemental runes that would be safe enough.”

“Well then, let’s go!” she said and started walking south. 

“Wait, wait, we gotta pack up first,” Luke said with a laugh.

They grabbed all the magic mortars and everyone gave Luke the monster cores they had harvested. He had brought a bag for them, and was glad now that he had been optimistic. They ended up with 53 tier one mana cores. It was the biggest haul they had ever had.

They hurried back to the estate village. Luke had the drone scout ahead so they could avoid monsters on the way back. Vanessa wanted to try out her new class, Luke needed to learn his new rune from the inner runewright, and everyone else got the rest of the day off.

As they entered the city, Shepard turned to Luke and said, “So, how many bonuses do we get for today? Five, right?”

“What? No. One bonus for the day. I should split the 10k bonus between all eight of us, but I’ll be generous and give everyone 2k each.” Luke replied.

“That’s bullshit. We brought you over 200k in cores. You can afford to spread the wealth, don’t try and deny it.”

Luke frowned. “That’s assuming we get full price, this many cores may tank the market. But you don’t need to worry about the company's financial strategies. I’m giving you more than the daily bonus we agreed on. You are right, you brought me a lot of cores, but that’s basically all you did. I’m the one that gathered information, made the plan and bait, built the mortars and killed most of the monsters from their ambush. You are getting a short day and 2k on top of your salary for a little bit of harvesting. Which, again, is more than you were promised.”

“Oh, so you get to get rich off our work and you say that’s fair?” Shepard said. He swore and shook his head. He glanced back at Barrow, Green, and Davis and they gave him a nod. Shepard turned back to Luke and said, “We quit. We are tired of you taking advantage of us. We have a better offer elsewhere.”

Luke stopped walking. “What? Who’s giving you job offers?” 

Shepard flipped up his visor and gave him a wide grin. “Wouldn’t you like to know?”

Luke rolled his eyes. “Don’t try to be all mysterious. You clearly plan on working for one of the other estate villages. I was just wondering which one.” He flipped his hand. “Anyway. I accept your resignation. You’ll still get your pay for this week, and today’s bonus. We won’t miss you.”

Shepard kept smiling. “You keep thinking that. Come on, boys.”

Luke cleared his throat. “Aren’t you forgetting something?”

“What is it now?” Shepard growled out.

“Those mechs aren’t yours. They are company property of Monster Jaeger Inc.”

“Uh, no. These four are the ones Kruro made. You don’t own them. I’ll talk to her about buying them off her, don’t you worry your little head about it.”

“That’s where you are wrong. Cormac gave me all of the mech suits when I took over.”

“Bullshit, you are just making that up,” Shepard said, his voice wavering.

Luke gestured towards Kruro’s shop. “Ask yourself. When she tells you that you made a huge mistake, then go ahead and leave the mechs at the back of her shop. I’ll have Bumblebee and Sandwich escort you back to Earth.”

Shepard mumbled some nonsense words and hurried into the runewright’s place. It wasn’t long before the workshop exploded into yelling and cursing. Luke did his best to remain professional as they flipped out.

It would be a little inconvenient to have the extra mechs here instead of on Earth, but Luke thought this would be best. Getting them to relinquish the mechs here was easier than on Earth when they could just lie about who owned them and walk off. Here they had Kruro weaving her tail around the mech’s legs and giving them a little extra motivation to give up the machines. It took some convincing, but eventually they left the mechs and were escorted out.

Luke admitted to himself that he felt a great deal of schadenfreude watching them go. Shepard and his friends were jerks and he had already been planning on firing them. This way, they couldn’t claim unemployment. Training the new hires would be a little harder now, but at least they wouldn’t have a bad influence.

“Sorry about them, Kruro. At least this will be the last you see of them,” Luke said after Sandwich led them out.

“I hope so. You should have exiled them when they let Bumblebee get hurt,” Kruro grumbled.

“Yeah, probably. Anyway, that’s the last we will see of them,” Luke said. “Oh, by the way. You mentioned you wanted to talk to me about a rumor involving me. Did you hear more about that?”

“I did. It seems the seer believes you are being groomed as Lord Edobar’s Malamon champion should we lose the first phase.” She looked at him to gauge his reaction. Luke did his best to nod noncommittally. She continued, “If that were the case, that would be very bad for you.”

“I’ve heard a little about Malamons. I understand some of the staff could die in the event of a loss, but the combatants weren’t in danger. Was I wrong?”

She slashed her hands down. “No, warriors are not sacrificed to the gods. The only danger is accidental killings. The fights are always intense. The only reason I mentioned the rumor is that although the warriors don’t get sacrificed, the champion does. He’s the one that leads the trial and is the first to be sacrificed in the event of a loss.”

Luke grimaced. “Kruro, hopefully your coalition wins, but if not I will make sure not to accept any champion title.”

She slashed her hands down again. “This is something that is covered by your oath to Lord Edobar. If he assigns you the title, you must compete.”

“Ah. So if I hear you lose the first phase, maybe I should go on vacation or something, huh?” Luke said. He hadn’t actually sworn an oath to obey Lord Edobar, but since everyone believed he had, he might as well play along.

Kruro looked away. “I would never suggest going against our lord’s wishes. If I hear for a fact that he wants you as champion, I will do all in my power to make sure you lead the Malamon for him.”

“Ah. Well. Ok.” Luke said awkwardly. “Um. In other news, Vanessa got a class just a few hours ago. She would love to tell you all about it, particularly if you have some weak elemental runes you can show her. I would love to stay and help out, but I have an appointment with the inner runewight I am late for,” Luke said.

He jogged off, bringing Jinx with him. She didn’t have her back legs right now, so he didn’t want to leave her until the greater healing potion gave her legs back. Besides, maybe Izekor would like to meet his cat.

 ⚙⚙⚙

“I have to admit, it pleases me that it took you two times to learn the Adept Mana Containment rune,” the inner runewright said and sighed. “But I must still admit that humans seem to be particularly well suited to inscribing runes. You did well.”

“Thanks,” Luke said.

He gave Jinx a rub behind her ears because she had been so good while he worked. This containment rune would be fantastic for improving his spell rifles, and generally making his mech less noticeable to monsters.

Once Izekor pointed it out, he realized that several different types of monsters had set up ambushes for his team because his suits leaked mana. The wizard leeches, hive wolves, kobolds, and lightning bats had all snuck up on them because they sensed the human’s mana. He would install a version of this new rune on all of his suits.

“And the next time you come, please do not bring a dangerous unbonded animal into the tower,” she said and pointedly looked at Jinx.

“Aw, she wouldn’t hurt you. Nevertheless, I will respect your wishes anyway and not bring her next time. Speaking of which, do you have some suggestions for what the last rune would be?”

“You wanted a master rune, yes?”

“Yes, I want to see what the highest quality runes are like. Hopefully a rune I could use on my mech,” Luke said and gestured to where the power armor sat outside the office.

She gave him jazz hands. “Yes. I have a few suggestions. First off, does your language have a word for ζς₹⚶Ϡ₺?”

“Evidently not. What does it mean?”

“It’s a complex concept, which is why I thought to ask in the first place. It is related to symmetry of retribution, but not. Regardless, if you do not already know the word, it won’t be a suitable rune to learn. I will keep thinking on it. Until tomorrow.” She waved him away and went back to her pastry on her desk.

Luke rolled his eyes at her casual dismissal. She clearly thought that elves were better than humans. But the fact that he was able to learn runes so quickly was messing with her mind.

He collected Jinx and headed back to the outer runewright’s place. The difference in architecture was reflected in company. Cold and indifference made way for warmth and friendship.

“Luke! Look what I can do!” Vanessa said excitedly.

She bounced over to Kruro’s obsidian workbench and pressed a small device. A light lit up above the bench, glowing brightly. She reached over and plucked it out of the air. Then she threw it up into the air and caught it again. With one hand she kept throwing the ball of light into the air, and the other hit the light device. She produced another ball of light and tossed it into the air as well, juggling both balls of light with one hand. She added a third ball of light and Luke had to squint. It was brighter inside than outside in the sun.

“This is basically effortless. I don’t have to think about it, juggling the light balls is so easy with Power Juggle,” she said with a ‘bright’ smile.

“That’s really impressive. I’m glad you can practice with something so safe. Thanks, Kruro.” 

“Yeah, thanks, Kruro. You are the best,” Vanessa said. “But it’s not completely harmless.”

She lowered the height of the throws until she had all three balls of light close together. Then with a quick snap of her wrist, she sent them streaking through the air towards a thin plate of metal in the corner. They hit the metal with a staccato burst, the pings of impact almost overlapping.

Luke blinked to clear his vision and saw the metal was dented and blackened. “You did that with light? That’s amazing.”

“Yeah! Isn’t it great? The longer I juggle something, the more oomph I can put into it. And that’s just with light. Can you imagine fireballs?”

“I’m sure we won’t have to imagine for long. You look like you have this elemental manipulation down. Should we move on to like, electricity next?”

“There are safer options to practice first,” Kruro interjected. She slithered over to the center of the room. “Sound for example. Then you can work up to heat, sparks, and then finally fire. Electricity should be saved for one of the last because it is a wild element, you need to work with tame spells at first, Vanessa.”

“Whatever you say, beautiful snake lady. You are the best,” Vanessa said and gave Kruro a half hug.

Luke laughed at Kruro’s uncomfortable expression. “How about you teach me a few of those elements and I’ll inscribe something on Earth so we can practice there. I’m sure you don’t want us to practice with fire in your workshop, right Kruro?”

“Yes,” Kruro quickly said, happy for the out. “I will teach you a few novice runes. It will not take you long to learn.”

She quickly sketched out a series of simple runes and sent them on their way. Once they were out of the village, Luke said, “I think you made Kruro uncomfortable with the compliment and hug.”

“What? No.”

“I saw her face. Either she has a crush on you, or she doesn’t like being touched,” Luke insisted.

Vanessa turned to him. “Don’t joke about her love life. I get the feeling it’s a sore spot for her. But either way, I’m going to have to talk to her about the hug next time I see her. I don’t want to make her uncomfortable.”

“For sure. She’s great. But for today, let’s see if we can’t make some elemental runes for you. I really want to see what a ball of sound looks like.”

“We won’t stop there though, right? I don’t think I can call myself a wizard if I don’t throw some fireballs.”

Luke nodded, glad that the company warehouse was mostly metal.

            

    
        Chapter 53: Break Every Oath You Have Taken As Warriors

    
    
    
    
                The man in the black suit tucked away the glowing piece of parchment and said, “Thank you, Ms. Staggers. Now that you have sworn the oath, you will need to report for training at building B on Monday. You are lucky, most newly classed have to wait a month or two before they can get training.”

“Thanks, I guess,” Vanessa said.

The man in black was an agent of SPEAR and his mana detector had gone off when Vanessa walked through the portal. Unlike Luke and Bumblebee, her class was always active and was easy to detect. She had to swear the same modified oath to the secret government agency in order to keep going through the portal. She readily agreed, having been warned by Luke earlier.

Once their business with the agent was over, Luke and Vanessa clomped back to the company warehouse. She was quiet for most of the walk.

When they were almost there she said, “Can you feel it?”

“Feel what?”

“The oath. I think I can feel it, like threads around my heart.”

“That’s a good way to describe it. Yeah I can feel the oath, particularly when I think about breaking it. It feels like the threads are contracting, about to cut me apart.”

She pointed at him, “Exactly! It feels so invasive. Why didn’t you warn me?”

“I thought I did. Sorry if I wasn’t clear enough.”

“Maybe you did, I don’t know. It’s different than I thought it would be. The way you talked I assumed it was a promise backed by magic. This feels like... I don’t know, a monkey on my back with a knife.”

Luke chuckled, “Yeah. At least it’s a stupid monkey. Intent doesn’t matter. The oath doesn’t care what you are thinking, only exactly what you do. You can get around it.”

“I don’t want to get around it. I want it gone. Do you think there is some anti-oath magic on Kalibutan?”

Luke reached over and pulled her into a hug. “A woman after my own heart. Not even a half hour after you swear an oath, you are already thinking of ways to get out of it.”

“I’m fine working with SPEAR. It’s the oath that I don’t like.”

“Trust me, I get it. I’ve been thinking about it off and on. There has to be some way to break the oath, but the only ones that would know are on Kalibutan. My first thought was to ask Kruro, she likes us. But I think after what she said today about her loyalty, we shouldn’t even bring up oaths around her. The Seer Theobaldine almost certainly knows how to get rid of the oath, he’s just that kind of slimy guy. But for those same reasons, I don’t trust that dwarf.”

“Totally. My gut says steer clear from him.”

“I think our best bet is Cormac. I think he knows how to get around the oath. He’s lying to Lord Edobar about his class core working, so that’s a hint he might have broken his oath. Also, he was supposed to make us swear an oath when we started working for him, and he didn’t. I thought at first he just forgot, but it might have been intentional.

“But I haven’t brought it up with him yet because what if he really is loyal to Lord Edobar? If he really did just forget to swear me in and I remind him, he won’t let me leave without swearing an oath. Then I will have two oaths on me, not just the one.”

Vanessa clapped her gauntlet on his pauldron. “Yolo. I say you do it.”

“Yolo? Do people still say that?”

“Of course they do. I said it. Just now,” she said with a smile in her voice.

Luke laughed and said, “I should totally tickle you for that. I think we need to get you out of that mech.”

“Oh, really, Mr. Moore? You want me to undress so you can get your hands all over me?”

“Now I do. Come on, I think there’s a couch in the office.”

She slipped out of his arms with the sound of metal on metal. “No, no. You aren’t distracting me like that. We can try out the couch after you inscribe some elemental runes for me.”

“Well then, what are we standing around out here for? I have some inscribing to do.”

⚙⚙⚙

Luke closed up his mech’s gauntlet and sighed with satisfaction. Now that he could use Machine Bond on his prosthetic leg, he had his War Machine buffs always active. Inscribing runes was easier than it had ever been before. He had blazed through creating four different runes for Vanessa to use for her Power Juggling practice. She said she had already gained four levels in the skill. 

Since the warehouse wasn't empty, they decided against getting amorous. Vanessa practiced and he worked on his mech. He made improvements with the Adept Mana Containment rune, not only improving the efficiency of his mech, but also improving his four spell rifles. He couldn’t wait to test it out. Vanessa was using a piece of sheet metal in the back of the warehouse for target practice, but he would have to wait until he got back to Kalibutan to try things out. His spells were too powerful and that was before he charged them up.

“Hey, Luke, you got a minute?” Allen asked.

“For you, buddy? I got all the time in the world.”

“Great, ‘cus I have a few company things I want to talk about,” Allen said and flipped his laptop around.

“Oh, wait. I just remembered, I gotta do this thing. You know, the thing with the thing. It’s very important. I’ve got to go now,” Luke said and got up to go.

“Har har. Sit your butt down. We got important shit to discuss,” Allen said. “First off, All of our new hires passed their security clearance. I let them know we moved their first day to Wednesday instead of Monday. No one seemed upset.”

“Thanks for that. It’s gonna be tough teaching them without Shepard and his crew, but I think we will be better off without them.”

“Speaking of which, I paid their bonus and a full week’s pay. That dug into our cash reserves.”

“Good thing I literally handed you 53 new mana cores. That should help with the money woes, right?”

“Well, yes. But that’s what this chart is for,” Allen said and pointed at the laptop screen. “The demand for tier one mana cores is going down. We are flooding the market. I’m going to slow down our sales so we can keep the price high.”

“Is cashflow going to be a problem?” 

“Not yet, no. Most new companies are deep in the red at this point and we have no debt and a few hundred grand in the bank. I’m just bringing it up so you know to focus on higher tier monsters. The demand for the larger monster cores is still strong, so that’s where we need to focus our efforts.”

Luke nodded. “I’ll keep that in mind. We can’t always choose which monster we want to fight, but when we can, I’ll take on the big ones.”

“Thanks. And we should reconsider the bonus for more than ten cores. It’s a huge expense and I feel like Shepard and team were just quitting after they hit ten.”

“I’ll think about it. But an extra motivator might be necessary for newbies, you know, to keep them motivated.” Luke said. “Anyway anything else you wanted to talk about?”

“Tomorrow’s Sunday and I think we should take it off. You have that mysterious thing you have to do on Monday and Tuesday, so maybe give yourself a break first?”

“Sure. No one works tomorrow. Do you want to get dinner at Grey Rock?”

“Hell yeah, I love that place. You should bring Vanessa. I want to get to know her now that she’s your girlfriend and our employee.”

“You bet. I’ll invite Bumblebee and Sandwich too, it’ll be fun. Also, we can put the dinner on the company card. It’s a team building experience.”

Allen laughed and agreed.

The next morning started at 6AM as usual, but unlike a normal day, Jinx wasn’t in his face. Instead, Luke was woken up by the sound of clattering tin cans in the kitchen. He patted the bed where he had left his cat, but she wasn’t there. She wasn’t in the room at all.

He carefully walked into the kitchen and saw a beautifully terrible sight. Jinx had fully regrown her legs in the night. She was whole once more. But her accelerated healing must have left her hungry. She had opened the cupboard that held the stacks of canned cat food and knocked over a half dozen of them.

As he watched, her front claws glowed and she swiped across the top of a can. The lid flew off and splatted on the tile. Jinx started munching away happily.

This was horrible news. His cat could get into the food at any time she wanted. Nothing was safe from her now that she had her spectral class. 

“Jinx, if you eat everything in the apartment, I’m going to have to stop keeping food here. You don’t want that, do you?”

She ignored him and kept eating. Luke decided to let her eat as much as she wanted today. Maybe she needed it after the healing. But he needed to get that artifact the Seer had talked about. Once he could bond with Jinx, they could talk to each other and maybe he could get her to see reason. Maybe.

⚙⚙⚙

“Yo, Luke. I get that we are in Colorado. But did you have to pick the most white-ass sports bar in existence?” Bumblebee said and sat down. He had a point, he was the only black guy in the restaurant. 

“Hey, I like this place,” Allen said.

Bumblebee plopped down on the last open seat and said, “I had no idea you were so basic, Allen.” 

Allen frowned but Luke put a hand on his shoulder before he could say anything. Luke said, “You get to pick the restaurant for the next company lunch, Bumblebee. We’ll judge your taste in restaurants next.”

Bumblebee looked surprised and Allen grinned. Luke was already looking forward to their next meeting.

“Sooo, Luke said there was a story behind your nickname, Sandwich. But he didn’t know it,” Vanessa said and put her chin on her fist. “Tell me all about it.”

Sandwich ran his hands through his long blond hair. “That’s a boring story. Lemme tell you about Bumblebee. This kid’s insane. He’s out there risking his life, fighting monsters all the time, you’d think he was badass. Nope. When we have downtime, he watches kids cartoons. His nickname’s from Transformers. You know, the yellow car?”

“He’s more than that. He’s yellow with black accents and has the best drip out of everyone. Optimus Prime’s the leader, but Bumblebee’s the heart of Transformers. Without a heart you die,” Bumblebee said and nodded sagely.

Sandwich laughed. “Dude. It’s a kids cartoon. Don’t act like it’s all deep.”

Bumblebee quietly swore and said, “It’s deep. Just because you don’t get it, doesn’t mean you can shit on it. But you are just trying to distract everyone. Don’t think I forgot about your nickname. I bet everyone wants to hear all about it.”

Sandwich was suddenly uncomfortable. “The Transformer Bumblebee is mute, right? Why don’t you act like your hero and shut up?”

Bumblebee laughed and slapped the table. “Hell no. You poked the bear, now you get the storm.”

“That’s not a saying.”

Bumblebee ignored him and turned to Vanessa. “This was before I was on the job, but the second week Sandwich was on Kalibutan he forgot lunch. He got hungry.”

Sandwich groaned and covered his face.

“So he gets his first paycheck from Elwood Staffing. He’s amped. The crew at the time convinces him that it’s tradition to buy everyone dinner with your first paycheck.”

Vanessa smiled. “I take it that’s not actually tradition?”

“No, it’s cap. But that’s not even the funny part. Ellen, she was Degenerate later but at the time she was Ellen, convinced him to take the crew to Bistro Nautile, it’s this bougie French restaurant where all the menus are in French." Bumblebee's grin widened as he talked. “It must have been hilarious to see these dirty-ass chumps walk into a high class joint like that in their cheugy outfits. But it gets better! Ellen knew French, and she told the boys how to order expensive seafood beforehand. Mike, that’s Sandwich’s real name, didn’t get any help. He heard everybody order in French, they’re fluent as far as he knows. Then everyone turns to him and stares him down. He just picks something from the middle of the menu and says he’ll have that. The waiter tries to help him, but he just confidently says ‘No, I’m sure I want a Jambon-Beurre’.”

Sandwich groaned again but didn’t look up. “It was a mistake, ok? Let it go.”

Bumblebee ignored him and and leaned forward, gesturing with his hands. “The food comes a little later. Lobster over here, Clam bake over there, Seabass over there. Last comes Mike’s dish.” He paused for effect then said, “It was a ham and butter sandwich on a baguette.” He laughed and slapped the table. “This man paid a few hundred dollars and all he got was a sandwich.”

The table laughed, except Sandwich himself. He grumbled and muttered, “It was a pretty good sandwich though.” When the laughing continued, he added, “I got them back later.”

Vanessa said, “Do tell. Did you ever get Bumblebee?”

Sandwich brightened. “I did!”

They continued to talk about pranks they pulled on each other for the rest of the afternoon. When the waiter came, Sandwich ordered a steak, and Vanessa couldn’t help but suggest a steak sandwich instead.

After lunch, Luke made sure to send a letter to the inner runewight. She was expecting him today and he wouldn’t be there. Allen had been right, they all needed the day off. Luke's letter mentioned that he wouldn’t be there the next Kalibutan day either. The training SPEAR was giving them would take a few Earth days. 

The next morning the four of them with classes met on the ground floor of Building B of Norfolk Complex. They were led to a large warehouse connected to the backside of the portal building. It was mostly empty, only Agent Brown and a new guy stood in the cavernous room.

Luke had plenty of time to examine the strange assemblages of items stacked along the periphery of the room. Over there were four wheelers, mopeds, scooters, and tricycles. A dozen leather dummies stood next to a dozen more steel ones. Three different sizes of trampolines were stacked against a nearby wall. Other random objects were ignored by the strange sight on the back wall.

On the wall closest to where the portal would be were a row of cages. Most of them were empty, but two held live monsters.

            

    
        Chapter 54: Training for What?

    
    
    
    
                The buff man in an army green jacket without rank insignia stood next to Agent Brown. Luke would have assumed he was active military, but his man bun clearly made that impossible. He clapped his hands loudly, the sound echoing in the spacious warehouse.

“Alright, time to get this party started. Line up, Eugene Simmons, Pilot level 13 over here. Mike Jones, Soul Summoner level 4 next to him. Vanessa Staggers, Elemental Pitcher level 0. Lastly, Luke Moore, War Machine level 8,” the man said.

The four of them lined up left to right as he indicated. Luke couldn’t help but blurt out, “Are you a Seer?”

The man ignored the question and turned to Agent Brown, who was writing out something in his notebook. “That about what you expected?”

Agent Brown nodded and said, “Just about. We’ll need a report on Soul Summoner and War Machine when you are done today. Elemental Pitcher’s a gold class though, so make sure she gets the full two days of training. We want our gold classes leveled up as much as possible.” He turned to the rest of them. “This is Specialist White. He’s SPEAR’s top trainer and he will help you level up and get the most out of your class. Do exactly what he says and the next two days will be very profitable for you.”

Luke felt his oath tighten and then loosen. That was close to an order, but not quite. He didn't have to do exactly what Specialist White said, but it was probably a good idea anyway.

Agent Brown gave the specialist a nod and started walking away. He paused before he got far and said, “Be completely honest with Specialist White. The more you tell him, the better he can help you grow.”

Specialist White nodded and waited for the agent to walk away before he started talking. “Over the next day or two you will do exactly what I say and you will get dozens of skill ups. There is a method to the madness and you’ll be learning how the system thinks so you can do this on your own as well. I’ll even show you how to get the most out of your stats.”

“Why?” Luke asked.

The specialist paused, confused that he had been interrupted. “What?”

“Why are we doing this? All of us had to swear oaths to SPEAR but we don’t even know what SPEAR’s goals are. Why are you training us to get stronger? Are we planning on fighting soon?” Luke asked.

Bumblebee snapped his fingers and said, “That’s right. SHIELD was infiltrated by Hydra. How do we know SPEAR doesn’t have Hydra agents at every level?”

Specialist White rolled his eyes. “Because that's fiction and this is real life?” He shook his head. “Listen. I know the oaths are a bit heavy handed, but brass believes they are necessary for now. I personally know most of the leadership of SPEAR, they are good guys. They’ve served for years and they genuinely want to do what’s best for the nation and the human race. We’re the good guys.”

Luke raised an eyebrow. He glanced back to where Agent Brown had just shut the door to the warehouse. “You sure about that?”

“Ok, sure. Brown’s a jerk. But he is good at what he does and he’s got a valuable class.” White paused. “Listen. I’ve indulged your curiosity but our time together is limited. Let’s get into things.”

He stepped to the side and pointed at a device at his feet. It was the size and shape of a mini refrigerator with vents on every side. There was a densely packed rune array on the top with a round divot in the center.

“One of the secrets of the system is that it works much better in high mana environments. Skill ups and level ups come faster when there is more ambient mana. Since we are on Earth, we’ll have to supplement. In a moment here, I’m going to place a mana core worth twenty-two thousand dollars on this device. It will boost the ambient mana to four times what you are used to on the other side of that portal. But it will only last nine hours. You will have nine hours to practice in this warehouse and I want you to be improving every second of it. Don’t waste it.”

Luke’s eyebrows went up. They were going to suck a tier three mana core dry just so they could level up faster. Apparently there were some benefits to being part of SPEAR.

“We’ll start with the easy one. Pilot Eugene-” Specialist White started.

“Bumblebee. Everybody calls me Bumblebee,” he interrupted. 

“Ok, fine. Bumblebee. Anyone else want to use a nickname?”

“They call me Sandwich.”

“They call me Skywalker.”

“Just Vanessa.”

White rolled his eyes. “Ok, fine. Bumblebee, Sandwich, Skywalker, and Justvanessa.”

“No, it’s Vanessa.”

“You’ll get your turn, Justvanessa. First, Bumblebee. Pilot is a well known class so I have a good idea how to train you up. Congrats on being level 13 already, by the way. That shows initiative. I assume you got Rush as your first skill, what’s your second?”

“Evade.”

White tsked. “Boost is better. It has some synergies with Rush that really let your class shine. Consider sacrificing Evade at your next threshold. For today, I’m gonna have you master every vehicle in the warehouse. The more variety you have in vehicles, the faster your skills will level up. Go make sure everything along that wall is gassed up or charged.”

“Yes sir!” Bumblebee said and gave him a goofy salute before running off.

The specialist moved on to the next in line. “Sandwich Soul Summoner. Say that five times fast. I’ve met exactly one other person with your class. We’ll have to go over what you did to unlock the class later, find some commonalities. I assume you have just the one skill, summon the dead, right?”

“Echoes of the Dead.”

“Ah, right. Show me what you can do. I wanna see it in action.”

Sandwich looked away. “I can’t. I have to have a recently killed monster.”

“What gave you that impression? All you have to have is a monster core. You should have a few on you at all times. They take a few days to recharge though, so make sure to swap them out for new once every time you go out. For today, head over to the cages and watch how the Spider Ape moves. I’ll want you to think about possibilities for attack vectors. I’ll grab some cores from the vault in a bit.”

“Alright,” Sandwich said and slowly walked towards the cages along the back wall.

“JustVanessa Elemental Pitcher. Congrats on getting a gold class. That means you’ll get two stat points most level ups. Your skills are going to be stronger than theirs too. Since you are level zero, I assume you just got your class. Good timing. That means I don’t have to beat bad habits out of you. What skill did you start with, Quick Toss?”

“No, Power Juggle. Also, it's Vanessa, not Justvanessa.”

White shook his head. “That’s not how nicknames work, Justvanessa. Power Juggle is gonna be interesting. It's a goofy skill. It’s powerful, don’t get me wrong, but you’ll have to learn to juggle for real to get the most out of it. The southwest corner has some baseballs and tennis balls. We’ll add the knives later. Go grab them and come back here.”

Vanessa stood there for a second before turning and jogging off.

“And finally we have Skywalker War Machine. Never heard of that one, I bet your unlock story is a hoot. Did you kill a monster with an Abrams tank or something?”

Luke chuckled. “No, I made a mech and killed a giant spider.”

“A mech? Like Pacific Rim?”

“No, not nearly that big. It’s really power armor, but bigger than that so I call it a mech.”

“Do you need it to use your skills?” 

“Yeah, my class skills only work when I am bonded to a machine,” Luke half lied. He did need to bond to a machine, but now he could bond to his leg so he could really use all of his skills now.

“Then go get it. Even if it takes you an hour, you need it. We can talk about your class skills when you get back. We’ll be working by the time you get back, sorry we can’t wait for you to start training. Just make sure you close the door quickly when you get back. Don’t want to let the mana out.”

Luke nodded and jogged off. When he was out of the building, he bonded with his leg for the buff. It was just as hard as before, the skill really didn’t like him doing that.

Once he was done, he raced across the Norfolk Complex, running faster than should be humanly possible. He wanted to get back soon so he could take advantage of the training. But really, he just liked running fast.

As he ran, he thought about what he wanted to tell Specialist White about his class. He didn’t want SPEAR to know the full extent of his powers, he didn't want the attention a platinum class would bring. But at the same time, he knew if he didn’t tell the trainer about his four skills, he would be wasting the training.

He was still mulling over possibilities when he arrived back at the training warehouse. He ducked through the doorway and made sure to shut the door quickly behind him. A faint hum started up when the door latched. They must have some sort of magnetic field in the walls to keep the mana inside. Or at least slow the dispersal into the area.

Bumblebee was driving a four-wheeler around the warehouse, following snaking lines on the floor. Vanessa was giggling while she juggled a ball of light and a baseball. Sandwich had a pair of pink summoned monsters and he was yelling orders at them. Luke jogged up to Specialist White, enjoying how the man’s eyes went wide when he saw the power armor’s twelve foot frame. 

“Hello Specialist White. I had a quick question before we got into things. How confidential are the details of my class? I want to tell you everything, but I’m worried about what certain assholes would do if they found out.”

“Oh, is War Machine a gold class? I guess I’m lucky to have two of them in the same training class,” White said. “And as far as secrets go, you won’t have a lot of them left after we are done training, whether you want to tell me or not, my class is for information gathering. I’m going to find out. To put your mind at ease though, Agent Brown can’t give you orders. He’s only allowed to relay direct orders from his boss.”

Luke bit his lip. He was hoping they could work something out, but it seemed like White was going to tell the leadership everything no matter what he said. “That isn't exactly filling me with confidence. They're the ones that decided on the oath in the first place.”

“We are not the bad guys, son. I’m going to do my best for everyone in SPEAR.”

Luke frowned. That wasn't as reassuring as he thought it was. Real good guys didn't have to constantly point it out. “I guess I'll have to trust you. War Machine is a gold class. I’ve got two skills. Repair Craft, which is a two part skill that reverses time to repair damage. Then there is Frictionless Slide, which is my movement skill.”

It was too bad he wouldn't get training for his other two skills, but this was for the best. His two obvious skills would get training, and no one would know how powerful he really was.

Specialist White tilted his head. “Anything else?”

“I get a class buff whenever I am in my mech.” That extra detail should help gloss over any signs that he had too many stat points for a gold class.

“What stats does it buff?”

“All of them.”

White swore softly. “What are your stats now?”

Luke pulled up his stat screen to check.
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Luke was sitting pretty. But, those beautiful numbers weren't quite high enough to let him do whatever he wanted. "If it's alright with you, I'll keep that to myself. You shouldn't need to know in order to help me out."

“I'll find out anyway. I told you, my class is an information gathering one.”

Luke shrugged awkwardly. “We'll see about that. So, what now?”

Specialist White grinned widely. “Now I get to see if I can make you work so hard that you puke.”

⚙⚙⚙

Bumblebee was heading directly at him, riding an electric scooter. Luke activated Overcharge again and jumped over him. At the apex of his jump he tucked his knees in and rolled, just barely avoiding two of the three fireballs Vanessa had thrown at him. The third one hit his arm and splashed clinging fire across his body. As he landed, a pink spider ape appeared in front of him, hands outstretched to grab him.

Luke activated Frictionless Slide and dodged to the side. Sandwich yelled in frustration as his monster swung at empty air. Luke bent his slide to head north again, getting twenty feet closer to his goal before it cut out. He leaned forward, running with all he had. The fire was still burning, so Luke activated Repair Craft to put it out. The time skill removed the fire from existence and ate up most of his remaining mana. He was left with just two points.

Just enough for another use of Frictionless Slide. He mentally slammed the skill, sliding across the concrete and over the various obstacles they had thrown in his way. The trampoline was particularly insidious because his mech was too heavy to take a single step on the mat. Luckily, his skill lasted long enough to pass right over it. 

He was ten feet away from his goal when White appeared from nowhere and swung a baseball bat at his ankles. Luke’s Acuity worked overtime, speeding up his processing power just enough so that he was able to jump over the impossibly strong metal bat. The first strike missed. The second didn’t.

Luke was sent tumbling through the air and rolled across the finish line with the sound of screeching metal. He didn’t bother getting up, he just lay there and caught his breath. He hadn’t thrown up yet, but the exhaustion combined with an empty mana pool was threatening to make it happen.

While he recovered, the system showed him some love.
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Specialist White hadn’t been kidding. Intense training in the presence of huge amounts of mana was a great way to level up your skills. Unfortunately, he wasn't kidding about discovering Luke's secrets either. He had already told Luke what he thought his stats were, and was within two points on every stat. He also figured out that he had two more skills that Luke wasn't telling him about. Luke lied and said it was related to his class buff, but he was pretty sure Specialist White didn't believe him.

“Great job, Justvanessa, you timed that attack perfectly,” White said somewhere nearby.

Vanessa hopped over excitedly. “I did! And I got a skill up from it too! Level eight, baby!”

“Just wait until you get your class over level six. You’ll get a skill that will let you create your ammunition and then you’ll be unstoppable.”

“I can’t wait,” she said happily. “Skywalker, you alright over there?”

Luke slowly sat up. “I’m alive. I got some level ups too.” he slowly sat up. “White, you saw me use my repair skill, why did you still hit me? Now I gotta manually repair my leg before we can practice again.”

“Yep, but I’m pretty sure you are out of mana and you have to wait to recharge. Might as well use the time to repair the leg and reflect on the fact you can’t lose track of enemies on the battlefield.”

Luke groaned and lay back down. They still had two more hours of this and it seemed like Specialist White was going to make every minute torture.

White continued, “Oh, by the way, did you get a level up in Machine Bond yet?”

“How do you know that name?” Luke asked, dread creeping through his bones.

He chuckled "No one ever believes me when I say I can find out their secrets. Don't worry, I really am here to help you out.”

That feeling of dread intensified.

            

    
        Chapter 55: Suspect Is In a Black Humvee, Heading West on California

    
    
    
    
                The next day Luke was met with a surprise that literally made him cry.

Tuesday morning he had shown up for training with Sandwich and Vanessa. Bumblebee’s class was well understood so he got an email instead of individualized training. The other two were brought into a smaller room and given specific exercises. Specialist White led Luke outside, all the way to the rear fence of the complex. Just outside stood three large vehicles.

A M1126 Stryker, an Abrams tank, and a M1151 Humvee.

“I figured since your class is called War Machine, I’d pull a few strings and get you some time with some machines built for war,” White said.

“I take back everything I ever said about you, Specialist White,” Luke replied and activated Overcharge.

The runes on his mech glowed brightly and Luke jumped over the fifteen foot tall fence. He was too excited to go the long way around. The three drivers from the army flinched as a thousand pound mech cleared the tall fence. Luke ignored their reactions, he knew from practice yesterday that he could jump that high with Overcharge activated. The benefits of a high strength stat and enhanced runes.

He quickly climbed out of the mech and said, “Which one do I get to drive first?”

“Start with the humvee. It’s got the device already loaded up, you just need to activate it. Take it with you when you switch vehicles. The Army sent some Privates with each one to help you if you need it, but they aren’t cleared to know anything. So don’t talk to them.”

Luke glanced up to the M240 machine gun mounted on the humvee. “Do they come with ammo?”

“Did you want to shoot up the Norfolk Complex?” White asked with a raised eyebrow. “I’ll have to disappoint you. They are all loaded with one or two blanks. Just enough for you to test your remote fire capabilities. Blanks are still dangerous, so don’t point the guns at anything.”

“Yes sir. Who’s my copilot for the humvee? Private Gibson? Ok, gimme the keys, let’s go!”

Luke hopped inside the humvee and turned on the mana diffuser. He turned the ignition and basked in the deep rumble of the engine. Then he placed his hands on the dash and attempted to bond with the vehicle. Machine Bond didn’t like it at first, the vehicle felt hollow and dry since it wasn’t magical. But the extra mana from the diffuser was enough to overcome that limitation and the skill snapped into place.
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Specialist White knew what he was doing. It was more than a little creepy that the man had discovered the name of a skill Luke hadn't shared. At least he was helping him train it. The man was doing what he promised he would. Luke couldn't do anything about White's information gathering class, so he might as well have fun. He slammed down on the gas pedal.

Private Gibson grabbed a handhold while Luke bounced them up and down around the scrub brush near the complex. Luke juked and jived, going all out from the beginning.

“Our orders are to stay within three miles of the complex, sir,” Gibson said, his voice tight.

“Don’t call me sir, I work for a living!” Luke said with a maniacal laugh.

He spun the wheel to the left and drove parallel to the fence. He checked the position of the machine gun above them and then pushed his intent into Machine Bond. He felt the skill thread through the machinery and instinctively knew where the weapon was pointing. The emplacement swiveled left and right.

He could move the gun around with just a thought. He fired twice, the gun loud despite being loaded with blanks.

Gibson flinched and said, “How are you doing that?”

“I’m pretty sure he said you weren’t cleared to know.”

The Private shut up for the rest of the ride. Luke tried out everything he had ever wanted to do as a boy and couldn’t. At one point, he steered hands free.

Eventually, the lure of the Abrams Tank called to him and he returned to the fenceline. He hopped into the beast of a tank and flipped switches for the fuel and ignition.

“Specialist White said you have had some training from the Guard, but these tanks are a lot different from the glorified truck you just drove,” Private Jones said.

Luke put his hands on the metal around him. “Very different, you are right. It doesn’t matter though.”




	
Skill Up!





	
Machine Bond has advanced to level 12 









He laughed and sped away, the tank treads throwing up dirt behind them. He drove up and over hills and through dry creek beds. It took a little more work, but he was able to rotate the turret and fire the big gun once. He felt that one deep in his chest.

The M1126 Stryker ended up being his favorite. It had eight large wheels and was able to handle any terrain the Abrams could. It had a Mk 19 grenade launcher and a M240 machine gun on the upper turret. The machine gun was basically the same as the humvee’s armament, but the grenade launcher was a beast.

He aimed it at a distant bush and fired. To his surprise, a deep thump sounded and the bush exploded.




	
Skill Up!





	
Machine Bond has advanced to level 13









“I thought he said they were loaded with blanks!” Luke yelled.

Private Weyland’s eyes were wide and he looked like he was about to cry. “It was supposed to be a blank. I checked it out myself.”

“I won’t tell if you don’t!” Luke cackled with laughter. He laughed so much tears streamed down his face.

When he returned to the fence, the other two Privates had a hushed conversation with Private Weyland, but Luke ignored them. The mana diffuser had been loaded with a tier one core and it was already out. Fun was over. He grabbed it and climbed into his mech.

When he met up with Specialist White he asked about the explosion, but Luke pretended not to know what he was talking about. Instead, Luke asked, “Do you think you could pull some strings and get me into a Black Hawk? I know the Guard has a few.”

“We’ll see. If I can swing it, I doubt you’ll be able to take it off the ground. Way too many things could go wrong.”

“Still. It would be so awesome. I want to try out all the vehicles.”

“Maybe. We’ll see what I can arrange over the next few months. I won’t be back until November. I have some other ideas for things you can work on instead.”

“You have proven by now you have good ideas. I’ll do whatever you suggest.”

“First off, you are going to level up pretty quickly after you get back to Kalibutan and I want you to be smart about your stat distribution. You said you wanted to focus on Strength and Memory, but I think you should bump your Acuity up more. It speeds up your thinking, particularly in combat. After that, Dexterity and Perception will help you make the most of higher Acuity. Memory is good, it will help you get a larger mana pool, but get your Acuity up first.”

“I get why you didn’t mention Constitution. If something makes it through my mech’s armor, I’ve already messed up. But what about Strength? The book I read and the experiments I did show that I get more out of the Strength stat than most classes.”

White shook his head. “That may be true, but your fighting style doesn’t focus on melee. You have four spell guns, use them well and it won’t matter how strong you are because your enemy never gets close.”

“I guess that makes sense.”

“Speaking of spell guns, there’s no reason they should be embedded into your gauntlets. Your class requires that they be part of the machine, but they don’t have to be part of your arm. Add some over the shoulder rifles like the other War Machine. You know the one from Marvel?”

“I’ve literally watched every Marvel movie. Even the shitty ones like Eternals. I’ve thought about a big old gatling gun like that before, but the treaty says I can’t bring guns to Kailibutan. If I walk up to the portal with those babies, they’ll have me arrested.”

Specialist White waved away the concern. “No, spell rifles aren’t guns. The treaty is precise. A gun has to use gunpowder. Besides, you don’t have to have the guns out all the time, you can make casings so they are hidden, right?”

“I guess. It would take a while to get the mechanisms right, and they would be easy to snap off afterwards.”

“This is where Repair Craft comes in. You can afford to make flimsy guns, because you can easily repair them. Same thing goes with armor. Ablative armor is perfect for you. Normally having armor bits that fall off would be wasteful, but your skill negates that downside.”

Luke sighed. “Sounds like I’ll have to make an all new mech.”

“Power armor. Think Iron Man, not Gundam. If you are focusing on mobility like I recommend, your next set of armor needs to be sleeker, less bulky.”

Luke tilted his head back and forth. “You have some good points, but I don’t think I’ll ever give up on my dream of owning a Gundam. Either way, I have to survive long enough to get rich enough to construct a Gundam. A faster and more mobile suit of armor would be a good idea. For now.”

“We can revisit your plans for giant robots when I come back.”

“What are you up to, anyway? There are only two portals in America, does the other branch of SPEAR really need that much help?”

White smiled faintly and said, “I’m doing my best for the human race, same as everyone. Now, I’ve got to get back to Sandwich and Justvanessa. My spidey senses are tingling. I think they’re slacking.”

The specialist jogged off and Luke shivered when he thought about the torture he was about to inflict on them. It wasn’t quite lunchtime, so Luke decided to get started on his new power armor. He went back to the warehouse and checked in with Allen before throwing himself into the work. 

The first thing he did was to redesign the pilot chassis. The old style was a bulky roll cage type thing, but he would need to make a smaller version if he wanted his Mark IV armor to be sleeker.

He lost himself in the crafting process, only coming up for air to take Vanessa out for dinner. By the end of the day he had an all new chassis design and had sketched out plans for ablative armor. The only problem was that the layered armor required much more material than the old style and he didn’t have enough monster parts. He decided he would have to hunt Stone Beetles for their wing casings tomorrow.

That would have to happen after he started new hire training, and after he learned his final rune from the inner runewright. Tomorrow was going to be a busy day.

⚙⚙⚙

Allen finished helping the last new recruit into his padded pilot jumper and gave Luke a thumbs up. He nodded back and walked to the front of the warehouse.

He clapped his hands together. “Congratulations, everyone. You made the cut. Two rounds of interviews resulted in an elite fighting force of badass men and women. You should be proud of yourself. You deserve this.”

He walked over to his Mark II armor and slapped the metal. “Soon enough, you will be running around in one of these, killing monsters and making bank. But not quite yet. Now is the time for humility and a teachable mindset. For the next few days, only the original crew will be killing monsters and you will be watching us and learning how it’s done. This work is dangerous, and several people have died. I expect immediate obedience while we are out in the field.”

Sandwich stepped up, wearing a set of power armor and looming over everyone. “Not only do we want to keep you all alive, we want to make money. These suits of armor are worth millions of dollars, if you break one our CEO and CFO will have to take time out of their schedule to fix it. Don’t be that guy. Treat these marvels of magitek with the respect they deserve.”

Allen joined him and said, “You just heard Sandwich call me the CFO, which is true. I’m in charge of the company’s finances and your pay. I’m also head of HR. If you have any complaints and don’t feel comfortable talking to one of the squad leaders, you can come to me and I’ll help out. I’m also the guy you need to contact when you call out sick or need to use your vacation days.”

Luke joined him at the front of the warehouse and said, “Some companies talk about how they are a family. I think that’s bullshit designed to make you work harder for less money. That’s not who we are. We aren’t here to exploit you, we are here to make a lot of money together. The better you are at your job, the more all of us make money. We are going to invest a lot into your training, safety, and well being. Your hard work is going to make all of it worth it.” He paused and then said, “Everyone get ready to go, we head out in five minutes.”

They broke up then, grabbing their bags or taking a last minute bathroom break.

Allen turned to Luke and said, “I think that went well.”

“Yeah. Maybe it was a bit much for seven new recruits, but I feel like a real businessman today.”

“Me too.”

Vanessa stepped forward to stand between them. She folded her arms and said, “Yes, business, business, business. Numbers.” Then she stage-whispered, “Is this working?”

“Yes. Very professional.” Luke nodded seriously.

“Yay!”

Luke laughed and climbed into his power armor. Vanessa and Bumblebee followed suit. Soon enough, the four mechs were walking across the complex with the new recruits following them like little ducklings.

The guard near the entrance to the portal building was used to the four people in power armor and quickly scanned their passes. Then he turned and said, “And who do you have with you today?”

            

    
        Chapter 56: I'll Meet the Team In, Uh, In Four Hours.

    
    
    
    
                “The lanky guy with the buzz cut is Daniel Rusznyak,” Luke said, pointing towards the ex-SEAL that Agent Brown had asked him to hire.

The agent had tried to make it an order, but Luke had realized it wasn’t one and gotten some concessions for it. So far, Daniel seemed competent, but time would tell.

“The woman to his left is Gina Harthane,” Luke continued.

She was a short woman with long brown hair, one of Luke’s friends from DnD. Her stature made people underestimate her, but she had beaten guys twice her size during the interview/tryouts. She knew Vanessa from LARPing and was hoping to get a magic class just like her.

“The twins are Dom and Ivan Kurmaic.”

The brothers were fraternal twins from Croatia, one with long blond hair and the other with short brown hair. They were by far the most heavily muscled of the bunch. Luke hadn’t known them before the interviews, but their competence was undeniable. They were in their late thirties and had a distinguished career as bodyguards for celebrities as they traveled the world. Luke had high hopes that their training would help them spot monster ambushes before they happened.

“Jeff Brink is the bald one,” Luke continued, pointing at the tall Swedish guy in the back.

He was one of the recommendations Luke had gotten from his Guard contacts, someone who had just left the service and was looking for a new career.

“Hey!” Jeff interjected, “I’m tall too. You don’t have to point out how follically challenged I am.”

Luke laughed and continued, “Max Durand is the handsome devil leaning on your desk.”

The Asian guy was obsessed with his hair, always making sure it looked perfect. Luke was also 80% sure Max was gay and interested in the guard. Luke was happy to play wingman if there was actually something there.

“I’m handsome too!” Jeff said and put his hands on his hips.

“Sure you are,” Gina said and patted his elbow condescendingly.

Luke shook his head. “And finally, we have Angela James.”

He had saved Angela for last because he didn’t feel comfortable saying she was the tall black woman. He didn’t want her to get the impression he was reducing her to the color of her skin. She was a grim warrior and he was a little scared of her. There was something about her expressionless stare that gave him the creeps. Of all the people here, she was the one he least wanted to encounter in a dark alley.

The guard nodded with each name and picked up a stack of day passes. “Alright, sounds good. Everyone hand over your driver’s licence and we’ll be good to go. Also, Mr. Moore. We can’t do day passes all the time, if you are going to have your monster hunters in often, they’ll need regular passes.”

Luke nodded, “We asked for more passes last week, hopefully they’ll approve them soon.”

The guard nodded and processed everyone through security. The group of eleven monster hunters walked through the snaking corridors until they arrived at the portal. Luke had chosen a time when there wasn’t a lot of traffic in and out of the magic gateway, so his new employees would have time to adjust to the idea they were going to walk to another world.

It turned out that he needn’t have bothered. Sandwich and Bumblebee walked through when the light above the portal was green, and everyone followed. Angela showed her pass to the portal guard and walked through without pausing. The twins and Max followed closely behind her. Jeff and Gina hesitated a bit, but they still walked through together before Luke had a chance to tell them to take their time.

Luke turned to Vanessa and shrugged. “I guess we picked brave monster hunters.”

“Maybe you know what you are doing after all,” she replied.

Luke smiled and walked through the portal. The corridor between worlds was as beautiful as always. His high Perception let him see billions of stars around them. Then they were on Kalibutan, following the other humans across the stone plateau.

As agreed, Sandwich and Bumblebee paused at the top of the stairs leading down. They all glanced around the seven new hires. This was where everyone had gotten the notice that the system was observing them.

Luke said, “Remember the thing we talked about on Earth and totally shouldn’t discuss here? Raise your hand if it applies to you.”

At first, no one moved. Then the twins, Dom and Ivan slowly raised their hands. When they saw their brother had been chosen too they laughed and relaxed. Angela raised her hand for a moment and put it down as soon as Luke saw her.

“Alright, good to know. We’ll be splitting up groups accordingly. To the rest of you, that wasn’t your last chance. Sandwich here didn’t get to raise his hand until he had been fighting monsters for years. Be patient, statistically, your time will come.”

Jeff gave him finger guns and said, “You got it, boss. I’ll be patient. So patient, you won’t even believe how patient I’m being. You might have to remind the rest of these rabble, but not me.”

“Gina, smack him,” Luke said.

Gina happily complied, giving him a strong smack upside his head. He protested, but she just laughed.

Luke smiled slightly and headed down the stairs. He gave them an overview of the trade through the portal, what everyone was doing and what products the two worlds exchanged.

“By far the most valuable product to go through the portal is healing potions. Your job is going to impact that trade. One of the key ingredients of a healing potion is a red slime. They are fairly weak and our job is to protect them from the other monsters. We do the same with other valuable monsters. You could say our job is to be a monster rancher and we kill pests trying to eat our livestock.”

He pointed to the shrines they were passing. “These are the shrines to the gods of Kalibutan. They are real deities with real powers, but they ask for too much in exchange. It's the official company policy to never pray to one of their gods.”

“I heard they could give you magic. Why don’t you want us to have magic?” Jeff asked.

“I had the same question,” Angela intoned.

Luke had to stop himself from shivering. He was in a twelve foot tall mech and she was only six feet tall. Still, Angela spoke like she was the one in charge.

Sandwich stepped forward to answer. “They don’t give you magic, they give you the chance to ask for magic. They only dispense magic when they feel like it. But every time you pray they take your life force and your emotions. You have those emotions for a reason. The one and only time I prayed, I lost three of my friends. Trust me, the policy has a reason.”

The walk to Bona Urbo was a quiet one. Well, Luke was walking, the new hires didn’t have mechs yet, so they were jogging to keep up. He had sent his magic drone ahead and used it to keep watch of the surrounding forests to make sure they were extra safe.

When they were halfway to the estate village, Luke stopped them and pointed. “Looks like today’s a good day for us. Stone Beetles in the trees ahead.” He knocked his pauldron. “They make for great armor. They are pretty dangerous though, so everyone get behind a mech while I take them out.”

Luke waited for everyone to bunch up behind Vanessa and the others then he activated Frictionless Slide.

The skill blasted him sixty feet across the forest floor in an instant. He held up both hands and fired as soon as he arrived. He knew the sawblade and fire bolt spells wouldn’t work against their hard exoskeleton so he only used ice and lightning.

Two of the four monsters were caught before they even realized he was there. The other two spun around and aimed at him. Luke fired again, two more monsters were hit. The one that was hit by lightning twitched its jumping legs and flopped to the ground. The last monster was hit by an ice bolt, but the magic was a second too slow to stop it. The Stone Beetle rocketed across the clearing, aiming directly for Luke.

Half by instinct, Luke activated Frictionless Slide again, zooming sideways ten feet. He was just in time to see the monster fly by his face. It continued on another twenty feet before it slammed into one of the giant trees of the forest. The tree swung its grasping limbs around in agitation.

The Stone Beetle didn’t get back up, the ice magic having done its job. Luke fired two more ice bolts at the monsters that had been hit by lightning so they didn’t get back up when the shocks stopped.

Luke spun in place, looking for other targets, but there were none. “All clear.”

Vanessa and the others repeated, “All clear,” as well. 

Although the fight had been short and easy, Luke’s class core rumbled inside him. He had leveled up War Machine. He must have been close to a level up already and those four monsters were just enough to tip him over the edge. He smiled to himself and pulled up his stat screen.
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Specialist White had recommended he focus on Acuity for now, so Luke went ahead and put both points into there. Next level up he would do Dexterity and Perception.

As soon as the choice was complete, Luke felt like the world slowed down for a moment. He had passed the Acuity threshold and the stat was way more effective now. It was only for two seconds of his subjective time, but he felt like he had bullet time for a moment there. Thinking faster was a rush, but left him with a slight headache after.

Luke turned his attention to the others and waved them over. “Come watch this, you won’t get a better chance to see a mostly bloodless core extraction.”

The ten of them walked over, most of them excited to see the frozen monsters. Despite Jeff’s bravado, he stuck to the back of the pack and kept glancing around.

“So, we are currently in slime territory, and normally we won’t harvest monster cores here. We leave them so the slimes can eat them and bud more slimes. But I figured you would like to see what the extraction process is like.” He grabbed a beetle and pulled it over to them. “The wing casings are magically stronger than most anything you’ll see out there, but if you flip them over, you can easily dig into their guts.”

He matched word to action and punched his hand into the monster’s frozen guts. It shattered and revealed the small tier one monster core he knew was there. “That’s what we are here for. Monster cores. We sell them back on Earth to people that want to make something magical.”

“How did you know where the core was?” Gina said and leaned over the corpse.

“My visor has some inscriptions that let me see concentrations of mana. The monster core is sometimes behind the brain stem, or sometimes below the stomach. You’ll see a stronger glow closer to the core. Although, when it isn’t frozen solid, you might have to root around a little bit.”

He stood up and clapped his hands. “Let’s get going again. I want to get everyone some practice time with power armor. We don’t have enough sets for everyone, so we’ll be rotating through them.”

The eleven humans continued their journey through the forest. When the estate village appeared in the distance, several of the new hires gasped in surprise at the beautiful copper roofs and the organic design with glass and steel.

When they arrived at Kruro’s place, Jinx hopped off Vanessa’s shoulder and phased through the door. Which elicited more gasps of surprise. Luke chuckled and rolled the door to the side.

“Good, you are here. Luke, I have three messages for you, you are a popular man,” Kruro said. She eyed the new hires and subtlety flexed her tail, the coils sliding across each other.

“I guess so, who wanted to contact me?”

“The Seer sent an updated forecast to everyone, the Titan he is watching will arrive early in the morning in three days. Cormac wants you to visit his office to discuss plans for diverting the Titan. The inner runewright replied to your letter saying she expects you at her office today at the first hour of the crow.”

“Thanks for the messages. I hope you don’t mind being the main contact between me and Lord Edobar’s people.”

“We all work for his glory,” Kruro said with a dismissive wave.

“Thanks all the same. I’ll get these suits of armor out of your workshop. I’m training the new hires today. Everyone say hello to Kruro and give her a bow.”

The seven of them did as they were told and Kruro laughed quietly. “I’m an outer runwright, not inner. You shouldn’t have them bowing to me.”

“You deserve the respect, trust me.” Luke turned to the others. “Time to get these mechs outside. Dom, Ivan, Max, and Daniel. You four suit up. We’ll help you if you need it. Be careful! It takes time to get used to the magic augmenting your movements. For now everyone has to move very slowly.”

They walked over to the suits and the experienced people helped them into the power armor. Max didn’t want to mess up his hair, but Luke made him wear the helmet anyway.

Daniel, the ex-SEAL, was the first to get a hang of it and could walk unaided. The other three slowly joined him in basic competence. Luke led them back out of the city to the fields just outside the farms. They wouldn't be in danger from nearby monsters because the village was still in sight and they kept the nearby land cleared.

“Sandwich, Vanessa. You two are in charge of training and drills. Keep them moving like we discussed, switching out every so often. I’m going to go learn a new rune. Bumblebee, you are in charge of keeping watch for monsters,” Luke said and headed back to the estate village.

            

    
        Chapter 57: InertiaI Damping's Going Off.

    
    
    
    
                Izekor tapped the paper on her desk and said, “I have found the perfect master rune for you. Perhaps too perfect. You may owe me a favor after you learn it.”

“Now you have me intrigued.” Luke said and glanced down at the rune. It looked different from any other rune he had learned.

“If you can learn it, this rune is perfect for keeping you safe in that metal box. The first hurdle is seeing if your language has a word for inertia.”

“Inertia? I know that one. An object in motion tends to stay in motion, an object at rest will stay at rest unless acted on by an outside force,” Luke said.

His mind was already racing. An inertia rune would be perfect for creating an inertial dampener. It was the only way he could survive half the things that people in power armors did in the movies. Iron Man should have gotten brain damage after the first time he was thrown through a wall, and turned into jelly when Thor hit him. An inertial dampener would let Luke walk off a hit from a giant.

“A crude understanding of the word, but sufficient for our purposes.” She slid the paper over to him. “This is a master rune. It seems simple, but it is anything but.”

ϧζς₹₼ϡ⍖

“This is the Thenubian word for inertia. It doesn’t look like a rune because it has no connector characters. You have to create those out of intent. So, in addition to the four intents to power the rune, you’ll have to learn how to create metaphysical linkages. I know you expect to leave here in a quarter hour, but I would be surprised if you are done learning today.”

“Well, then. I guess I can’t waste time. What are the four intents?”

“The first intent is the feeling of weightless floating as you fall off a cliff. The second is jumping off a moving cart and rolling to a stop in the dirt. The third is the thudding impact of a falling boulder on thick mud. Finally, there is a theoretical number, a point product of each infinitesimal mass element and the square of its distance from the axis of rotation.”

Luke tilted his head to the side. That last intent sounded very different. Instead of the usual flowery analogies, that sounded like something straight from his physics textbook.

Izekor laughed when she saw his expression. “That is why I told you that master runes are much more difficult than the other ones. I had to take a month long class from a magister before I could understand what is needed for inertia.”

“I was surprised because the translation my device gave me sounded exactly like the year long class I had. It was like it was directly from my college physics book.” Luke said and shrugged, “So yeah, it might take a class to understand inertia, but I already had that class.”

The inner runewright smirked. “Perhaps. Perhaps not. We shall see. If you learn this rune today, I’ll teach you its twin. This one removes inertia, the other adds it. 

Luke smiled back at her and said, “Challenge accepted.”

He took out his inscriber and spun it in his hand. Inertia. He could do this. Maybe even in a quarter hour like she said was impossible. He translated her flowery intents into the concepts of weightlessness, differential inertia, a heavy mass impact, and the formula for inertia: I = ∫r²dm.

He got to work and didn’t let up for hours. Both of them were disappointed. Luke didn’t figure it out as fast as he expected, and Izekor was again frustrated by his quick learning.

Reluctantly, she taught him the Master Inertia rune’s twin, which was almost the exact same thing with a few symbols changed around. A half hour later he knew how to temporarily add inertia to objects. Izekor was no longer surprised at his speed.

Before he left, he got advice on where to add the inertia rune on his newest mech. He couldn’t add it to his current mech without a complete redesign, but he hadn’t inscribed his Mark IV design yet. If everything worked like he expected, the inertia rune would remove his inertia briefly whenever he moved too fast. It would be a mana hog, but it could save his life.

On the way back down from her office, Luke stopped at Cormac’s office. An elf was just leaving, wearing the house colors of silver and gold and grumbling to himself.

“Ah, Luke, good to see you. I got your message that you took care of the hive wolves. Thank you very much. That is a boulder out of my path,” Seneschal Cormac said and waved his meaty orc hands to invite Luke into his office.

“You are welcome,” Luke said. “Is everything ok here? That last guy seemed upset.”

“Do not concern yourself with him. The final day of the Malamon is tomorrow afternoon and everyone is on edge. But I called you here to discuss a different worry. I trust you heard about the updated arrival of the titan?”

“I did. Three days, right?” Luke said and sat his armored form down across from the head orc.

The seneschal’s office desk was considerably more crowded than the last time he was here, it was full of paperwork and scrolls of parchment.

“That is correct, early in the morning of the third day. And as discussed, it will be your responsibility to divert the titan. I looked at the map, and it looks like our best plan is for you to meet it on the beach and catch its attention. Then draw it north and escape into the tidal caves there. Theobaldine hasn’t told me what kind of titan it is, but it is a large one. It won’t be able to follow you inside the caves.”

“So you just want us to distract it? Not kill it?”

“No, it would be very impressive if you were able to kill it, but no one expects it. I am only asking you divert the titan away from the estate village so our lord is not forced to fight. Lord Edobar could kill the titan of course, but it would be unseemly for him to stoop that low.”

“Damn. I knew he was powerful, but I didn’t know he was ‘kill a titan’ powerful. I guess I should be glad that royalty doesn’t fight, otherwise I would be out of a job.”

“No need to fear, the aristocrats rarely deign to do actual work, regardless of the social mores involved.”

Luke chuckled, “Well then, I am thankful for laziness as well.”

Cormac smiled and they discussed the plan in more depth. The orc went over different types of titans in the area, each of them sounding like a lovecraftian horror. They made plans to meet up early that morning and head out to the eastern beach.

Luke headed back out of the village. He found the rest of his company near the edge of the forest. Vanessa had devised a crude obstacle course and was running it alongside four others. Despite having more practice than the others, it looked like one of the new hires was keeping up with her. As he walked closer, he realized it was Gina nimbly jumping over logs in the bulky mech.

“Bossman! You’re back,” Bumblebee said excitedly. “Some of the newbies are talking smack and I think we need to show them what a GOAT operator can do.”

“Sounds like a good idea. A benchmark that everyone can measure themselves against.”

Bumblebee walked to the start of the obstacle course made of fallen trees. Luke joined him and grinned as he got into position. The younger guy might have class skills perfect for this, but Luke’s Machine Bond was the highest it had ever been. 

“3, 2, 1, Go!” Vanessa yelled.

They burst into action, each trying their best. Bumblebee started to pull ahead as they leapt over seven foot tall fences and threaded through twelve foot tall posts. His Evade made it easy for him to flow around the obstacles. 

Luke caught up when it was time to go under then over then under fences. His higher strength and dexterity made it easy for him to slide, roll, and leap over the obstacles. The rickety bridge over the pond might slow others down, but he put on more speed and simply leapt over the twenty foot wide water hazard.

They were neck and neck for the final obstacle, a twisting tunnel crawl. Luke dove and slid forward a bit before he started scrabbling forward. He couldn’t go all out since the “tunnel” was a trench with branches across the top.

When he crawled out and rolled to his feet, it was just in time for Bumblebee to run across the finish line. Luke laughed as he crossed a few seconds later.

“And, time! That’s 23 seconds, about three times faster than the rest of us,” Vanessa said. “I guess that means you haven’t gotten as fast as humanly possible. Imagine that. Well, back to training then, huh?”

She was met by a chorus of groans and the four newbies in suits picked themselves up off the ground. Luke chuckled and shouted encouragements as they lined up again.

They kept at it, stopping for lunch and then back to training. Later in the afternoon, Sandwich led them through sword forms with tree branches. Luke was happy to join in for that part, he hadn’t ever had formal training before.

A few hours before it was time to head back, Luke held up a round magnet. “Everyone has a spring powered elemental attack built into your forearm. Lightning or Ice. It’s the perfect ranged weapon for swarms or breaking up a charge. Today you are going to get some range time in, and Vanessa will get some practice catching and throwing. You’ll fire the spell, she’ll catch it and throw it back at you, which you will dodge, of course.”

Luke saw some concerned looks on their faces and chuckled. “I will be dialing down the spell power drastically so no one gets hurt. All the same, once I hand out the ammunition, no one is allowed to take off your helmets or get out of your armor before I declare an all clear.”

Vanessa loved the practice, the others not so much. She quickly learned how to snatch the elemental spells out of the air, even when it seemed like it would miss. She threw the spells back at them with a speed that would make professional pitchers cry. She hit her target ninety percent of the time. The new hires only managed to tag her twice when they teamed up and fired as one.

After the shooting practice, Luke led everyone back to Earth at a leisurely pace. They brought all the sets of power armor, but that still left three people to jog unassisted and he didn’t want to make them sweat.

“Good job, everyone. I’m impressed with your skills and quick learning. We are going to do more training over the next few days on Earth, same 9 to 5 schedule,” Luke said.

“When are we going to kill monsters?” Angela asked.

“Once everyone has a bare minimum of competence, we will split up into two squads and take shifts on Kalibutan. It will be every other day, including weekends.” Luke replied. “Sandwich and Bumblebee will take Max, Jeff, Gina, and Daniel. Vanessa and I will take Angela, Dom, and Ivan. I hope I don’t have to explain why I split the teams up like that.”

Jeff raised his hand timidly.

Luke rolled his eyes. “Those three are in their system assessment phase. That means the system expects them to have an exciting and dangerous time sometime in the next week. I want to be there for them to keep them alive.”

“What does that mean, exactly? Is the system going to throw things at us, or does it predict the future? Is the future predestined?” Angela asked, the longest stretch of words she had used all day.

“Cormac, the seneschal in charge, says the system is very smart and predicts the future. Nothing is predestined, because sometimes the people in the assessment period die, and sometimes they don’t do anything impressive and don’t get a class,” Luke replied. “Basically, the system watches the entire world all at once, and the three of you are statistically likely to do something impressive soonish. It's not an exact amount of time because the assessment only progresses on Kalibutan. There isn't enough mana on Earth for the system to run, so spending a few days training back home will only help you survive.”

Angela nodded but didn’t say anything.

Once they were back on Earth and the power armor was stowed away, everyone headed home. Allen stopped Luke before he left.

“We have a problem,” Allen said and held up a piece of paper.

“What’s that?” Luke said and took the paper. It was some sort of official document.

“The IRS is auditing us.” Allen said and threw up his arms. “Which is going to be a hassle and a half, but we will pass the audit just fine. You kept receipts for paying taxes at the portal, and KaliBay has easy records for our sales. That’s not the problem.”

Luke dropped the paper to the table. He knew exactly where Allen was going with this. “The problem is that we haven’t been a business for long enough to deserve an audit. Audits happen after you pay taxes, not well before even the first quarterly tax is due.”

“Exactly. Someone is targeting us. Someone with some serious pull.”

“If they are telling government officials what to do, it can only be one guy. Atticus Adelson.”

Allen nodded. “Yeah. You’ve pissed off a billionaire and they are gunning for blood. When we pass the audit, he’s going to throw something else at us.”

“I didn’t antagonize him if that’s what you are saying. I didn’t let him have my mechs, and that’s it,” Luke said and shrugged. “Besides, you are acting like we are doomed now that he’s going after Monster Jaegers Inc. It's not like we can't fight back.”

Allen wobbled his hand back and forth. “I’m not sure what we can do against a billionaire. I’m not saying we give up. But I think our focus is to weather his attacks. Trying to get back at him will only invite more retaliation.”

“Maybe, maybe,” Luke said and tapped his chin. “But I have a feeling his riches only grant him power on this side of the portal.”

“So? We live on this side of the portal. And don’t suggest we move, there’s no internet on Kalibutan.”

Luke chuckled. “I’m not going to suggest we move. I was just pointing out that his power isn’t absolute. There might be ways to fight him on even terms.”

            

    
        Chapter 58: A Census Taker Once Tried to Test Me.

    
    
    
    
                “You want to take on a billionaire? Need I remind you our company has earned just over one million dollars? It’s like a gnat fighting an elephant.”

“We won’t be fighting him on Earth. I have that arrangement with Lord Edobar, I have a lot of power on the other side of the portal. We just need to decide on what we should do.”

“How much power do you have? Could you send him a tax audit too?”

Luke rapped the desk with his knuckle. “A Kalibutan tax audit? I like that idea. I don’t know if they do audits there, but I’m pretty sure I can arrange something similar. Who do we target? Do you know which companies Atticus Adelson owns?”

“He owns the purple coats, the scientists, and about half of all power loader traffic through the portal. I can get you a list.”

“Yes, totally, print me out a list.”

Allen slid over to his computer and started typing. “Thanks for including me in the planning. I feel left out sometimes.”

Luke put his hand on Allen’s shoulder. “Don’t worry. I know we are in this together. Just because I’m the one crafting mechs and killing the monsters, doesn’t mean I don’t realize how vitally important your sales and financial skills are. Your organizational skills are going to make this audit a breeze.”

Allen smiled “True, my skills are vital. But I think I’m going to drag out the audit. Pretend like it’s hard to get together all the documents. If they think their first attack is working, they won’t try anything else. It will give us time to shore up our defenses, maybe find people on Earth to ally ourselves with. Fight fire with fire.”

“Fantastic idea. I knew there was a reason I went into business with you,” Luke said and gave him finger guns.

Allen laughed and shook his head.

Luke left feeling optimistic about the situation. Jinx seemed to be in a good mood too. She had grown again and since her back legs were flesh and bone now, she didn’t have to wait for a new set of prosthetics to run around. She was the size of a small panther now.

She was eating like a full sized panther though. In addition to eating bits of frozen monster earlier today, she cleared out the last of the cat food in the apartment as soon as they got home.

Luke grumbled about buying new cat food so soon, especially since it was the good stuff, canned wet cat food. But it didn’t actually hurt his pocketbook much. He was paying himself a salary from the proceeds of Monster Jaegers Inc. and Jinx’s voracious appetite wouldn’t even put a dent on his finances.

The next morning, Luke's patience was tested again.

⚙⚙⚙

Luke put his hands on the desk and said, “Agent Brown, are you trying to make yourself an enemy?”

Agent Brown held up his hands. “No, I like you, Luke. Seriously. I appreciate you hiring Daniel. This is me trying to help you.”

“How is demanding that I turn over my power armor designs helping me?” Luke said and threw up his hands.

“Believe it or not, I already tried to push back on this for you. The director made it an order. If I want to keep my job, I have to give you this order.” Agent Brown said and tapped a vanilla envelope. “I think we both know this isn’t a legal order. SPEAR doesn’t own your intellectual property. The oath doesn’t apply. So you could walk away if you wanted. But! I think you should provide me with some plans anyway.”

“Why would I want to?”

“Because listen to how they worded the order: ‘Provide SPEAR with working power armor designs, complete with runes and their accompanying intents.’ That’s it. That’s the whole thing.”

Luke felt the order settle on him, and then slide off. It wasn’t legal, just like he said. “That’s still bullshit. I don’t want to give up my designs. Why are you telling me to do it anyway?”

Agent Brown lowered his voice. “They are asking me for power armor designs, not your designs specifically. What if you gave them shitty designs? Ones that work, but only technically? It would waste so much of their time.”

Luke took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “I suppose that would be one way of fighting back.”

“If you really don’t want to do it, I can tell them you refused. They can’t kick you out for an illegal order. But then whoever is after your designs will try something else.”

“Alright, fine, I’ll get you some crappy designs. Still incredibly frustrating, but not the worst thing in the world. When do I need to get you the designs by?”

“They want it as soon as possible, but I believe I can stretch things to next Wednesday. Not any further though.”

“See you Wednesday morning then,” Luke said and left deep in thought.

This order wouldn’t have come from SPEAR originally. They knew he used mechs and didn’t ask for the designs before. It was clearly the same person who ordered the preemptive tax audit. Most likely the billionaire Atticus Adelson. Either him or someone else in a position of power.

Whoever it was, it seemed likely they were trying to steal Luke’s business out from under him. They wanted him drowning in red tape from the audit and they would swoop in with their knock-off power armor and offer to kill monsters for Lord Edobar for cheaper than what he was paying Monster Jaeger Inc.

That would be a funny conversation to eavesdrop on. What would they say when they found out the lord had an exclusivity agreement with Luke? They weren’t even allowed to work for the other two lords near the portal.

Luke was still pissed though. They were going to try and steamroll him, but they didn’t know who they were dealing with. They would get their power armor designs, but they were going to regret not coming up with their own designs.

He was going to give them a short and crappy power armor design with all novice runes. It would be slower than even the ones Kruro made. He would overload the runes to waste mana and require repairs more often. Parts would grind against each other and even when they changed the designs to work better, they would be working off incorrect assumptions. If they swapped out his crappy gears for better ones, they would miss the fact that pistons were better than gears for limb movement.

They would rue the day they tried to rip him off.

When Luke arrived at the company warehouse, he saw a rugged truck parked in the dirt nearby. A pair of men were standing off to the side, just outside the building's parking lot. They were wearing cargo pants and combat vests, one holding a rifle and the other a handgun. Their weapons were drawn but pointed down. It didn't take long for Luke to figure out what they were doing there. Atticus had hired mercenaries to intimidate them. Which was probably the stupidest move the man had made yet.

Luke stomped over to them, exaggerating his mech's heavy steps. The twelve foot tall power armor towered over the two men, and Luke didn't stop walking until he was almost on top of them. He saw them twitch their guns, tempted to aim them at him. He ignored the movement, his power armor was bulletproof before he strengthened it with magic.

Looming over them, Luke growled out, "Leave before you get hurt."

"You can't tell us what to do, we aren't on your property. We've got Norfolk passes, we have every right to be here."

"I didn't ask if you had passes, I'm not security. I said leave. This area of the complex is dangerous. We throw deadly magic around here all the time."

Without turning, Luke pointed one of his barrels behind himself and fired off a lightning bolt and ice shot. Snaps and crackles sounded behind him along with crinkling and cracks. He watched as the merc's eyes widened. He leaned over further, practically on top of them. "Like I said, dangerous. When we are testing weapons systems later today, I wouldn't be surprised if one of them got out of control and hit you. I would hate to see you get hurt. You should back up. Maybe if you were outside the complex fence, that would be far enough. Maybe."

The men glanced at each other. They weren't cowards, people in their profession couldn't be. But they clearly couldn't accomplish their mission to intimidate someone who was wearing a two ton death machine. The guy with the rifle nodded to their truck and the other one holstered his handgun. They walked back to their truck and drove off without another word. 

Luke nodded to himself and turned to the warehouse to deal with the other attack Atticus had attempted. Luke was bizarrely excited about the prospect of designing something insidiously terrible. It was interesting to think about Atticus’ engineers and how to lead them astray. They would easily correct the obvious flaws, making the mechs taller and with better armor. But if he could convince them to improve the linkages instead of replacing them altogether, then their knock-off power armor would be forever inferior to his.

Luke told Allen and the other senior employees about the meeting with Agent Brown and scaring off the mercenaries. They were predictably upset, but Luke’s intimidation and planned sabotage helped ease their frustration. 

“I doubt this is his final strike. We need to defend ourselves from other angles of attack,” Allen said. “For example, they might try to disrupt our supply chains and restrict our access to pistons, gears, and mana dust. We should buy up replacements now.”

“Totally. Buy larger components while you are at it. I intend on making the next generation of mechs even bigger,” Luke replied. “Also, see if you can talk to someone in KaliBay management. They are going to try and cut off our main source of income, we need to preemptively secure our sales channel.”

Allen grimaced. “I hate talking to big shots like that. Can’t you do it? You are the CEO.”

“You are the CFO, you can do it. You’ve sold more than a million dollars in cores through the local branch of KaliBay. I bet they will be happy to talk to you. Besides, I can’t do it. I’ve got crafting and designing that needs to be done today.” 

Allen groaned but agreed. Luke had Sandwich and Vanessa handle new hire training, similar to yesterday but here on Earth. Since their assessment period didn’t progress while on Earth, they could afford to spend a few days training. 

He gave Bumblebee a different assignment.

“I got lots of skill ups from driving actual war machines. I bet you would shoot up in levels if you had access to a plane.”

“Yeah, sure. I’ll wander over to the airport and say, ‘Trust me, I’m a pilot.’,” Bumblebee said and rolled his eyes.

“Dude, you need to trust me more. I booked you an intro course at Front Range Flight School. The flight instructor will take you up in a Cessna and let you handle the plane for a bit in the air. She isn’t supposed to let you do more than hold the yoke for a minute, but I think you’ll need more than that for some level ups. So Allen is going to give you some cash for bribes. Start with $200 and go up from there. Oh, and bring a cracked core diffuser. The system will need a source of mana to help you level up that far from the portal.”

Bumblebee’s eyes widened. “Back up a step. Bribery is illegal, fam. That’s super sus.”

“Bribery is only illegal when you bribe them to do something illegal. You are just going to pay her some money to ignore her boss for a little while. Rack up those skill levels, fam.”

Bumblebee made a face like he smelled something terrible. “It’s not funny when you do it.”

“Maybe that will teach you for being delulu, using all those cringe slang words. No cap.”

Bumblebee groaned and hurried away. Luke smiled to himself. Then he got to work.

The first thing he made was practice batons for the new hire training. He added just enough lightning magic to sting, but not really hurt. It was also perfect for Vanessa’s training.

Once he handed off the batons and gave Sandwich suggestions for combat exercises, he got back to work. Another few hours slid by, drawing up a design for subtly terrible power armor. The trick was to go back to first principles and change them to worse ones, then build from there.

Allen helped him make the design worse, using his experience from repairing power loaders. They were cackling in the corner when Vanessa came back from lunch. She shook her head and got back to training the newbies. She didn’t have much more experience than they did, but her boundless enthusiasm had her doing better in every exercise.

When the designs were complete, Luke slid them into the manila envelope and handed them over to Allen to deliver at the last moment. He turned to his final project for the day. A titan killer.

Cormac and Lord Edobar only expected him to divert the titan away from the estate village, but Luke wanted to try and kill it. The core from a titan would be worth a million dollars, maybe two if it was a tier nine core.

The torso for his Mark IV power armor was complete, so Luke decided to make it his weapons platform. The way elemental resonance worked, Luke could only have four weapons on his mech, but that didn’t mean he couldn’t make two of them super sized, borrowing the mortars for the forearm guns. He would keep two air rifles in the design so he could still hunt normal monsters.

The other major change would be to the legs. He needed to be able to move quickly. From what Cormac said, titans were faster than anything Luke had seen before. There were worse monsters closer to the large cities, but Luke had no intention of leaving the area around the portal.

In addition to making these legs bigger, he added industrial springs for explosive power and wider foot pads for better traction. He also added a few more integrity runes to make the armor stronger. Manually activating the Master Inertia rune would let him start and stop faster too.

Once the final touches were done, Allen gave him some spray cans of truck bed coating. He guessed that the tough polymer would add another layer of defense once it soaked up enough mana. Luke thanked him and applied the red coating.

Luke stepped back to admire Mark IV when he was done. When he activated Overcharge, his mech would be a force to be reckoned with. Time would tell if it would be enough to kill the titan.
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                The next day Bumblebee burst into the company warehouse and yelled, “Rush 18 baby!”

Luke chuckled and said, “I take it your flying lessons went well?”

“I stan for you, Luke. Your idea was perfect. I got a level in Evade, and three in Rush. Do you know what this means?”

“You're a better Driver now? Wait, no. Eighteen. That’s the next threshold, isn’t it?” Luke asked and sat up.

“Hell yes, it is. As soon as I kill me some monsters, my class will level up too. At the third threshold, I’ll sacrifice a monster core and one of my skills to get a better one. Specialist White said if I sacrifice Evade and get Boost, I’ll be three times as fast when I use them together.”

“Nice, that’s a good synergy. But you’ll need to sacrifice more than just a core and a skill. The book Cormac gave me says you should sacrifice a runed item too.”

Bumblebee deflated.

Luke chuckled. “Don’t worry. I’ll make you something good.”

“Thanks, man,” Bumblebee said earnestly. “You a real one, no cap.”

Luke rolled his eyes at the slang. He knew Bumblebee was doing that to mess with him. Two could play at that game.

It was morning on Kalibutan, so normally it would be monster killing time. Luke decided to do a bit of crafting first. He grabbed his tools and some sheet metal. He pushed Machine Bond into his prosthetic leg for the class buff and got to work.

Vanessa came in a bit later, super excited for her new training idea. She had driven around Norfolk Complex and hidden random stuffed toys everywhere. Her plan was to go on a run around the complex and have the new hires spot the toys. It was training for spotting monsters in the wild, along with the planned physical exercise. Luke praised her initiative and sent them on their way. 

An hour later, Luke had a runed item for Bumblebee and one for himself. He could hit level twelve today, his own threshold, and wanted to have the best sacrifices available.

“Whatcha got there?” Sandwich said. Vanessa wasn’t back from the run yet and he was bored.

“Just some runed tools I threw together. If Bumblebee or I hit our next threshold today, we’ll sacrifice these to improve our class on the level up.”

“I didn’t know you could do that.”

“Yeah, each threshold you have to sacrifice something more. When you hit level six, it’s just a tier three core. At level twelve it’s a tier three core and a runed item. At eighteen, it’s all that and you have to sacrifice a skill too.”

“Good to know. So, um. What exactly did you make there?”

“You’ll see. Bumblebee, come over here,” Luke yelled.

Bumblebee put his phone away and got up from the office couches. He walked to the back of the warehouse and said, “What’s up, bossman?”

“This is your runed item you can sacrifice when you hit eighteen,” Luke said and held up a metal helmet with a visor. “It’s got extra reinforcements and elemental protections. It’s set up to suck up any electric or fire elemental attacks. I call it an Elemental Denial Helmet.”

Bumblebee put it on and said, “Not what I was expecting, but still pretty cool. Thanks, bossman.”

“Yeah, I just realized Elemental Denial Helmet is a bit of a mouthful, you can just call it your No Cap.”

Bumblebee’s mouth dropped open and Sandwich burst out laughing. Luke joined in, finding his own joke hilarious. 

“All that for a lame-ass dad joke? I’m disappointed in you, Skywalker,” Bumblebee said and took off the hat.

“What did you make for yourself? A bat that tells jokes?” Sandwich asked.

“No, it’s my attempt at an immovable rod. It uses a Master Inertia rune to remove momentum from the bar of iron.” Luke pointed out the runes and the embedded tier one core. At full power it would probably stay motionless for half a minute before cracking the core.

“That’s, neat, I guess,” Sandwich said.

“Not a fan of DnD, I see. Well, I’m sure you will be excited to see what I crafted yesterday. The red beauty in the corner is Mark IV. I made some adjustments to the Mark II while I was at it. My old armor is all yours now.”

Sandwich walked up to the twelve foot tall Mark II armor with the four spell rifles poking out of the forearms. His face lit up when he realized all that firepower was his now.

Luke pointed to the belt he had added, “Your belt has a bunch of different monster cores in it. This way you can touch one and summon a monster. I know you can only use each one once, but you can swap them out every time you come back to Earth. Luckily, your soul summoning doesn’t use up the mana core, so you are only borrowing the cores from our treasury.”

“I love it. Thanks so much, Skywalker. I take back all the bad things I said about you behind your back.”

“Hey!”

Sandwich just laughed and climbed into the new mech to try it out.

When Vanessa came back with the trainees, Luke had Bumblebee take over the training and took Vanessa and Sandwich to Kalibutan. They had leveled up their skills, now it was time to level up their classes by picking some fights with monsters.

Bumblebee wanted to level up too, but Luke told him he could kill monsters tomorrow. He would be the best person to train the new hires with their elemental clubs anyway. The No Cap would be perfect for training.

The lucky three headed out, ignoring Bumblebee’s complaints. On the other side of the portal, Luke paused to talk to the orc guards. He still needed to do something about that IRS audit and power armor design demand. A proportionate response.

“Hello, Seneschal Cormac asked me to pass on a message from Lord Edobar. The purple coats offended him, something to do with an audit. He wants you to bar them from Kalibutan for the day,” Luke said imperiously.

The orcs looked at each other for a moment before the taller one said, “And who am I addressing?"

Luke flipped up his visor and said, “I am Luke of Machines, a recognized member of Lord Edobar’s court. He couldn’t be bothered to use the normal channels and asked me to do it instead.”

The orcs looked at each other. At this point they recognized him, having seen him go through the portal every day. They may or may not know he had a class, but they knew he belonged here. Luke patiently waited for them to decide if they wanted to do what he asked or risk the ire of the royalty. 

“We’ll turn them away today, and make sure they know it has something to do with an audit. But next time you’ll need to have a letter from Seneschal Cormac,” the orc said.

“Will do. Thank you, keep up the good work.” Luke said and headed off.

He was glad that worked out. He might harass the billionaire more later, but for now, turning away all of his scientists should be good enough for a first salvo. Atticus Adelson would get the message that his meddling wouldn’t go unpunished. 

While they jogged towards the city to drop off Jinx, Luke commanded his magic drone to start hunting monsters in the slime territory. Since they didn’t want to collect the cores in that area, it was something the drone could do on its own. He gave it instructions to send him a picture of its target before it fired because he didn’t fully trust it not to kill a slime or a passing person.

When they got to Bona Urbo, the sun was up and it was after breakfast time. A few dozen dwarves were heading out of the city to work on the fields, along with a few orc guards. Before the humans passed them, something strange happened all across the village.

An image of a huge head appeared all over the city, one at every intersection. It was an illusion of Lord Edobar’s head. The image cleared its throat and said with a booming voice, “As some of you heard, last night our coalition lost the first phase of the Malamon. This morning, the staff of Bona Urbo were chosen to compete in the last phase on the third day of the Dragon.”

There were cries of surprise and fear from several people nearby. Apparently most people out here hadn’t heard the news.

The lord continued uninterrupted. “It is a disappointment, but an outcome we have planned for. Do not fear. I will not allow my staff to be a disgrace. We will win this Malamon and everyone will return home trailing glory!”

Lord Edobar paused and there was the sound of cheering in the background. He said, “To ensure that victory, the heads of every department and their seconds are commanded to meet in the heart plaza now for a planning meeting. We will discuss our glorious victory and begin preparations. The meeting starts in ten minutes.”

As soon as he stopped talking the illusion cut out and everyone in the village said, “All glory to Lord Edobar Falodun.”

A pair of farmers started hustling towards the village center and the rest continued their way out to the fields. They were chattering to each other in hurried voices, too fast for Luke’s cell phone to translate.

“What the hell was that all about?” Vanessa asked.

“Sorry, I should have set you up with a translator too. Remind me when we are on Earth and I’ll set it up for everyone on the team. That was the lord of this village, giving them an announcement,” Luke replied.

“Did something happen? It seemed serious,” Sandwich interjected.

“As serious as things get. A group from the big city wants to take these people’s jobs. They started a competition and won the first round. Now they are going to do a second round of competition. The losers get sacrificed to the gods.”

“What. The. Hell. You better not be joking,” Sandwich said and stepped back.

Vanessa had a disgusted expression on her face, but she didn’t say anything. She knew this was coming because they had discussed it after Luke’s meeting with Lord Edobar.

Luke said, “I’m not joking. The portals between our worlds, and other worlds, are powered by ritual sacrifice. I didn’t mention it before because the thought turns my stomach. It’s messed up.”

Sandwich looked behind himself where the shrines and the portals stood. “That’s despicable. I felt the shrine take some life force the one time I prayed. I guess I shouldn’t be surprised that they suck people dry to punch a portal across the cosmos. Not sure if I feel comfortable going through the portal anymore.”

“Yeah, I’ve thought about that too. I think it’s more important to focus on the gods themselves, not the portals. I’ll keep growing in power the longer I’m here, and use that power to limit their influence here and on Earth. I have a feeling there are plenty of people here on Kalibutan that feel the same way. You never see people praying to the shrines they installed.”

“Yeah, maybe.” Sandwich said distractedly. 

Vanessa clenched her fist and released it over and over again.

“What are you thinking, Vanessa?” Luke asked.

“I need some time to digest this.” She started walking faster. “It’s good we are going out hunting. I feel the need to blast something to bits.”

Luke nodded. It was an uncomfortable topic. He still didn’t know what the right path was. He had decided on one thing though. When Lord Edobar asked him to participate in the Malamon he hadn't planned on going through with it. Now that he knew their lives hung in the balance, he felt guilty. Like he was a coward for not wanting to risk his own life. 

Before they got to the runewright’s shop, they met her slithering their way. Kruro waved and said in English, “Luke, glad to see you. I have a letter for you from Lord Edobar.”

“You came out here to hand deliver the letter? I was coming to see you,” Luke said.

“No, I am responding to Lord Edobar’s summons. As the Outer Runewright, I will compete in the second phase of the Malamon.” She spoke confidently, but her eyes darted around nervously.

“Wait, does this mean you could die if the village loses?” Luke asked, horror rising.

“It does. All the heads of households outside the aristocracy will die if we lose. But Lord Edobar is a strong leader. We will succeed.”

Vanessa rushed forward and hovered her hand over Kruro, unsure if a hug was appropriate. She said, “Do you have to participate? Can you escape? I’m sure we can sneak you through the portal to Earth.”

Kruro slowly dropped her hands. “Even if I could betray my lord and break my oath, I wouldn’t. I’m a true person and won’t deny myself. For better or worse, my path is chosen. Speaking of which, I must go. Luke. Read the letter.”

Luke stared dumbly at the letter in his hands while she quickly slithered away. He popped the seal and unrolled the scroll. It was a short message, written in English.

Luke of Machines. Avoid all three estates in the coming days. Continue your culling work and divert the titan. Until I call you back, stay away so that my enemies forget you and do not draw you into their plans.

-Your Lord Edobar

“Isn’t there something we can do?” Vanessa asked. She was back to making a fist over and over again.

“Maybe. But we’ll have to continue this conversation outside. Lord Edobar has ordered me to stay out of the villages for the next few days.”

“What? Why?”

“If people see me around town, they’ll remember I exist.”

Lord Edobar wanted him gone so that the political maneuverings around the Malamon wouldn’t account for him. The elf wanted Luke to be his ace in the hole, a platinum classed fighter to swoop in at the last moment and win the day. 

The problem was that Luke had decided he didn’t want to risk his life in a fight to the death. Not for some spoiled elf. He might actually consider risking his life to save his friends, but how well did he even know these people? 

Luke continued. “Anyway. I’m feeling the same thing you are, Vanessa. I want to blast something to bits.”

The three of them swept through the north eastern portion of the peninsula, prowling for danger. As they walked, Luke got multiple requests from his drone. It had found a monster, but kept thinking that slimes needed to die. Luke denied the requests and sent it looking for other monsters.

Almost five miles away, the humans found Lightning Bats, a small swarm roosting in the upper canopy of a dead tree. Luke’s attention was drawn that way when he heard a faint pop of electricity. He led the crew to the tree and activated the new weapons system on Mark IV.

Two air rifles popped out of panels on his back, levering themselves over his shoulder and swiveling around with a thought. Machine Bond let him know that they were ready to go and fully loaded.

Obviously, he couldn't use the lightning bolt against the bats, but his ice bolt should work just fine. The oversized tubes in his forearms held fire and sawblade spells, and that would be even more effective.

Sandwich saw him getting ready and he touched the belt Luke had made for him. It held a dozen monster cores, each one from a different monster. He flung his hand forward, entoning Echoes of the Dead as he did. A pink ball of energy resolved itself into a tall and thin canine, a summoned Stalker Jackal.

Vanessa couldn't create her own elemental spells yet, but Luke had inscribed runes into the palms of her gauntlets. She could create fire and ice at will now, as long as she was in her mech.

Deciding on blades and ice for his opening salvo, Luke made sure the others were ready and held up his right hand. He fired the converted mortar in an arc towards the highest branches. The spinning blade spell was ten feet wide and just barely reached the top of the tree before falling. The blade ended up impacting the tree vertically and missed every monster. It did however hit three key branches, and left most of the swarm in freefall.

Luke laughed and used Machine Bond to control his over the shoulder spell guns. He fired his ice bolts over and over again as the four foot tall monsters tried to figure out what was going on. Vanessa joined him, throwing ice and fire balls faster than any professional baseball player. 

The monsters didn’t stand a chance.

Six of them died within the first six seconds, and the remaining twelve didn’t last much longer. Vanessa’s spells were hitting hard enough to cause elemental splash damage. Luke split three of them apart with a single oversized sawblade spell. Sandwich’s summons jumped up and snatched a few of them out of the air before they could get close to counterattack. He used his new-to-him spell rifles to add small ice and fire balls of his own. 

Eighteen monsters, dead before they even realized who was attacking.

“Hell yeah! Two levels!” Sandwich shouted and tried to jump in the air. His heavy suit quickly brought him back down to the ground.

“One level for me,” Vanessa said and stared at something only she could see.

“And me too,” Luke said with a smile. 

The fight had been quick but that was all they needed to see their classes level up. The book Cormac gave him said that leveling up would require more difficult enemies once he passed the second threshold, but they weren’t there yet. Hopefully, Luke would get there today.

            

    
        Chapter 60: It's So Fluffy!

    
    
    
    
                It was kind of weird seeing his War Machine class level up to 10 and not get any special bonus. The number system for Kalibutan’s magic system clearly had a base six, so he would have to wait to level 12 to get those sweet sweet new skill choices.

The last level up he had put his points into Acuity, so this level up he put a point each into Dexterity and Perception. There was a small difference, slightly smoother movement and sharper vision. It wasn't a big change like hitting 12 in Acuity had been. Luke had decided to trust Specialist White’s recommendations, he would have to be patient to see if it panned out.

Once everyone had their points assigned, Luke led Vanessa and Sandwich deeper into the wilderness. While he was at it, he recalled his magic drone. The flying machine had been hunting in the slime territory, but it wasn’t doing a very good job. The Machine Soul kept asking him if he wanted it to kill slimes. He had to say no each time because it learned very slowly. He had only given it permission to kill three undesirable monsters.

It was disappointing that he didn’t have an autonomous monster killer robot yet. Maybe one day. Luke wondered if it would get smarter if he replaced the processor on the drone.

With the magic drone scouting out the way, they quickly found the next batch of monsters. A pack of eight feet tall velociraptors. Or at least what looked like feathered dinosaurs to him. He had learned his lesson about making assumptions when it came to Kalibutan monsters.

Luke led them to the top of a small hill and pointed out the monsters slinking through the thorny bushes in the distance. “Sandwich. Please tell me those aren’t Spore Raptors.”

After the last several surprises, Luke had finally taken some time to study all the common monsters that might spawn around here. He had read books and talked to everyone who knew the area. He was fairly sure he knew what he was looking at but he still needed confirmation from Sandwich because he didn’t have personal experience.

“Those are Spore Raptors. If you look closely, they are dropping hallucinogenic spores from their feathers. If you breathe it in, you’ll start to think they are cuddly cute. It lowers your defenses so they can strike as one and eat you.”

Vanessa’s eyes went wide. “Wait. What if I already think they look cute?”

“Uhhh. That’s a good question. These ones do look cuter than normal. Softer too. These must be a different kind of monster. Maybe teddy bear dinos?” Sandwich asked and tilted his head.

Vanessa laughed and said, “No, they are snuggle chickens.”

Luke ignored them and spun around in a circle. There must be a Spore Raptor around here. They were clearly already affected by the monster’s hallucinogens. Which was very concerning because Sandwich was wearing his old armor. He had built an airtight filter into that helmet, but the spores were getting to him somehow. Magic bullshit.

The nine raptors he had seen before were still slowly sneaking south at the bottom of the hill, angling closer as time went on. But none of their little sparkly spores had made it up this high and there wasn’t any wind. There must be a raptor up here somewhere, but Luke couldn’t see them.

He checked behind the largest tree atop the hill and found some tiny sparkles, like someone had been sprinkling glitter as they walked. Luke shuttered and stepped back. This was worse than crafting herpes.

The magic drone interrupted him with another request to kill a monster. Luke looked at the image from the drone’s camera and saw himself from above. He almost refused the request again, but then he realized he wasn’t the only thing on camera. There was a velociraptor sitting on the branch directly above him. Its long feathered tail was sprinkling spores onto his head.

Luke activated Frictionless Slide and shot out from underneath the tree. He trained his shoulder mounted spell rifles on the monster and fired, while also giving his magic drone permission to attack. 

Ice and lightning shot up from Luke, while fire and lightning shot down from the drone. The eight feet tall monster leapt from the tree, aiming towards where Luke had escaped to. It almost avoided the four spells, but was clipped by one of the lightning bolts. It twitched in the air, clenching its knife claws and curling up. It saved Luke from the slashing attack, but the monster still hit him. The impact knocked him off his feet and the pair tumbled to the ground.

Luke rolled to the side just in time for the drone to shoot a fire bolt and lightning bolt down at the ambush raptor. The monster cried out in pain, a deep keening roar that cut off with a gurgle.

The sound alerted the pack below and they burst into action, racing up the hill swift as a barrage of arrows. 

“Kill the Spore Raptors!” Luke shouted and fired his right spell cannon.

His forearm spat out a large magnet, surrounded by a huge fire ball, one that kept growing as it sped towards the monsters. It impacted the lead monster with a thwump and an explosion. The fireball was straight from a Michael Bay movie and took out half of the pack in one go. 

Vanessa and Sandwich both yelled, “Nooo!” and jumped in front of Luke with their hands up.

The remaining five monsters roared in anger and raced around their fallen fellows. They spread out and aimed at the humans from all sides. They chirped at each other to communicate, and Luke had to laugh.

Their chirps were so adorable! And these ones were furrier than the others, he was sure they would be so soft if he held them. 

He suddenly wanted nothing more than to grab one and hold it tight. It would be so fluffy!

The cute little bundles of joy arrived then, giving the humans playful little bites. They laughed and wrestled with them. Luke got his snuggles in and they were just as wonderful as he had hoped. The cute raptor playing with Vanessa was having fun taking her armor apart. It was hilarious seeing the parts go flying. She laughed with every bite.

Something was wrong. The fuzzy babies were having trouble getting into Sandwich and Luke’s armor. It was that damn Stone Beetle wing casings. Luke had used too much of the durable armor.

“I’m sorry babies. I can climb out of my armor so you can get at the soft insides,” Luke said.

The sweet cuddle bugs were agitated though. Someone above them was being mean and hurting them. One of the raptors had even died! Poor thing. Vanessa started crying when the one tearing into her armor stopped playing with her.

A row of long cuts appeared on the throat of the raptor Luke was playing with. It gurgled and tried to take a breath. The poor thing couldn’t breathe. He tried to help, but it was no use. Another raptor died.

Luke saw a flash of movement and heard a hiss. He realized what had happened. Jinx had accidentally killed one of the fluffy dinos.

“Jinx, you bad girl. These are our friends. You can't hurt them. I am very cross with you right now,” Luke said.

Surprisingly, she didn’t listen to him. He had thought she understood him better now that she was leveling up. But she was continuing to attack the snuggle chickens.

Maybe Jinx didn’t understand her own strength? She was bigger now, about as big as a panther, and had claws that could cut through solid matter with a gentle swipe. Luke guessed that she thought she was playing with the raptors and only accidentally hurting them.

He had the impulse to grab her, squeeze her tight until she stopped attacking. Something held him back. Jinx was his baby. He couldn’t hurt his baby.

While he wrestled with indecision the choice was taken away from him. The fire bolts from above and Jinx quickly tore through the last two raptors. The final body hit the ground, blood pooling.

The hallucinations wore off suddenly, like a bucket of ice water had been splashed down his back. He tried to get up, but enough components had been broken that he couldn’t. He lay back and swore. He had been completely taken in by the Spore Raptor’s mind altering hallucinogens. The only reason he was still alive was that the magic drone and Jinx had kept fighting.

His armor was trashed. Even though the stone beetle panels had held up, all of the joints and connectors were heavily damaged. Long scratches covered every surface. The raptor claws had made it through his armor and cut him on his left knee and right elbow. Luke pushed his mana into Repair Craft and point after point disappeared before his red mech was pristine again.

Now able to move, Luke sat up and checked on the other two. Sandwich had come out of it in better shape than Luke, both his arms and one leg were still working. His pink summoned Stalker Jackal had protected him at first. Vanessa wasn’t as lucky.

Her armor had been shredded, armored limbs shattered, half of the armor panels ripped off as the monsters tried to get at the squishy human inside. They had succeeded. Vanessa was laying in the wreckage bloodied and broken.

Luke cried out, a guttural sound of pure shock and fear. He pulled the broken parts of the mech off her. She was bleeding heavily from her chest and hip. Her legs seemed fine, but her right arm was broken and her left was shredded, skin hanging off in strips. She was crying softly, having lost the energy to make a louder complaint.

Knowing that every second counted, Luke hopped out of his mech and pulled out his first aid kit. He swapped his Machine Bond to his prosthetic leg so he would keep the class buff. 

The rush of mental stats all hitting him at once gave him clarity. The collection of bandages and wraps in his first aid kit wasn’t going to save her life. He needed to use the healing potion he had gotten from his deal with Lord Edobar. Since Vanessa had been the unofficial medic, the potion was in her kit.

He leapt over the wreckage and grabbed the cover for her hip compartment. It was damaged and warped, stuck closed. Luke roared in frustration and put his back into it. The compartment groaned and opened up, cutting his hand in the process. 

Ignoring the pain, Luke pulled out her battered and cut up medic bag. It was bigger than his own so he had to root around to find the healing potion. Every second that passed without finding it felt like eternity. It wasn’t in the main compartment or the front pouch. It had to be here, he knew she wouldn’t forget to bring it along.

He stuck his hand into the end compartment and felt shards of glass and damp cloth. His heart dropped. He carefully unzipped the compartment further and saw the broken healing potion. The neck was snapped off and less than half of the potion was left in the remains of the bottle.

With utmost care, Luke scooped the bottle up and carried it over to Vanessa without spilling. She was struggling to breathe now, her eyes wide in panic. There was a sucking hole in her left lung. Her skin was ashen white from blood loss.

“Don’t worry. It’s gonna be ok. This is why we have healing potions,” Luke said, his voice wavering. “Here we go, open your mouth and take a little drink.”

She kept gasping, unable to stop herself. She did nod though, so she was still aware of what was going on. Luke poured a dribble down her throat, just enough for a single swallow. She kept it down and he was able to give her two more swallows. The fourth one caused her to cough and waste it.

At this point there wasn’t much healing potion left. Luke poured a bit onto her chest wound and the gashes on her hip. Then he grabbed the medic bag and got to work. First he slapped a patch onto her chest wound, then he put a compress on her hip. He arranged her skin back onto her forearm and quickly wrapped it up.

Her eyes drooped closed and her breathing slowed. Luke wanted to panic and cry, but his training wouldn’t let him. Triage was done, he needed to get her back to the village to buy another healing potion. Then on to the hospital on Earth.

“Is she going to be ok? Do healing potions work when you don’t use the whole thing?” Sandwich asked. He had climbed out of his mech to help, but ended up watching Luke instead. 

It was a good question. The potions worked by magic, it wasn’t like medicine where even a little bit helped. Maybe because she hadn’t had the full bottle, the magic wouldn’t take hold. Or maybe he was panicking and the potion was already working. 

“I don’t know. Either way we have to get her more help,” Luke said. “Can you walk, your mech I mean?”

“No, the right leg’s completely busted. You go ahead with her. Don’t worry about me, I’ve got my summons to protect me. I’ll collect the cores and make myself a crutch out of a tree or something.”

Luke thought about it for a second while he climbed into his own mech. “Ok, fine. Summon your max number of pink monsters and head directly back to the village. I’ll find you there. I’m going to leave my magic drone with you to protect you as well.”

“Yes, fine. Go, go!”

Jinx looked between the two of them and hopped up onto Luke’s mech.

Luke nodded at Sandwich and picked up Vanessa. He made sure she was as secure as he could make her, and then started sprinting towards Bona Urbo. He did his best to keep her steady, using Frictionless Slide whenever the ground looked rough. Her groans of pain grew fainter and fainter until she passed out.

He grit his teeth and ran faster. She was still alive. He had a chance to save her if he made it to the estate village in time.

            

    
        Chapter 61: Try to Heal, Try to Cure.

    
    
    
    
                Luke ran through the forest, cursing himself for only bringing a single healing potion along. He had grown complacent with his new mechs. They were plenty strong to kill most monsters, but clearly didn’t have a defense against magic dinosaur’s bullshit mushroom mind control.

Vanessa wasn’t doing well. She had passed out two miles ago and hadn’t woken up again. Every time Luke looked down at her, he ran a bit faster.

He had to carefully manage his mana. Frictionless Slide was perfect for traversing difficult terrain without jostling Vanessa. He had used half of his mana pool repairing his suit and now after several uses of Frictionless Slide he was down to four points. His pool was refilling as he ran thanks to his Acuity, but it felt so slow.

Halfway through the journey, a trio of displacer bears blocked his way. They each had an illusion nearby, hiding their true location. Luke didn’t bother to slow down and used his over-the-shoulder spell rifles to shoot all six bears. Once the real ones were revealed, he used a Frictionless Slide to maneuver around them and kept running. They followed him for half a mile before they realized he was too fast for them.

Finally, the metal skyscraper tree appeared in the distance.

“Hold on, Vanessa, we’re almost there. Then we’ll get you a healing potion and everything will be fine. Just hold on,” Luke whispered to her. “Please.”

A pair of dwarven women were tending the berry bushes north of the village, their pearlescent skin shining in the morning sun. They stood up when they heard him approaching. The orc guard had seen Luke earlier and was already back to ignoring him.

Luke approached them at a run and did his best to say clearly, “Please, she is injured. Where can I get a healing potion?”

The time between his question and when his cell translated it into Elvish never felt longer.

Finally, the cell broadcast the translation from his speakers and one of the dwarves pointed to a hut just inside the village walls. Luke didn’t wait for a translation, he started running as soon as the woman pointed.

His cell translated as he ran, “The storage room for our tools has an emergency healing potion on the back wall.”

The dwarven woman yelled as after he ran off which was translated as, “Be warned! It is expensive!”

The concept of money wasn’t important to him right now. Luke avoided the roads and made a beeline for the storage shed. He leapt over the rows of bushes and over the low runed wall around the city. He slowed down just enough to open the shed door without breaking it and rushed inside. He carefully set Vanessa down and looked around.

There were rows of hand scythes, fruit pickers, and berry combs all along the side walls. The back wall was blessedly empty except for a wooden box with a picture of a potion bottle carved into it. It was locked but Luke easily crushed the padlock in his metal gauntlet and pulled the small door open. There was a red healing potion inside and Luke carefully pulled it out.

He stepped back to Vanessa, suddenly unsure what to do next. How do you get an unconscious person to swallow something? He tilted her up and her mouth fell open. He uncorked the potion and dribbled a little into her mouth.

She didn’t react.

Jinx hopped onto her mech and meowed at her loudly. Luke bit his lip and forced himself to be patient. He dribbled a little more of the precious liquid into her mouth.

This time Vanessa reflexively swallowed. He grinned and dribbled a little more. She swallowed again and he poured a bit more. By going slowly, he was able to get the entire bottle into her.

Before he was even finished, she was looking better. The scrapes and cuts along her body healed up. He checked her lung and hip and they were sealed up. Her broken arm set itself and her sliced up forearm sealed itself up.

He slumped back in relief. She was going to be ok. Vanessa had survived.

As he watched, color returned to her skin and the scars from the dino claws erased themselves. Luke’s eyes widened as he realized what that meant. He hadn’t given her a healing potion. He had broken a lockbox and used a greater healing potion on her. The same kind that went for four million dollars on Earth.

He bit his lip. That might cause him some problems.

If he had known what potion they had in the emergency box, he might have hesitated to give it to her. Then again, she was on the edge of death, he might have given it to her even knowing how much it cost.

Lord Edobar had said he could get healing potions as part of their agreement, but Luke doubted that greater healing potions were covered. He shook his head. He didn’t regret saving her life, so there was no point in regretting the cost that came with it. He would just have to deal with it when that bill came due.

Vanessa’s return to consciousness was a violent thing, she sat up and thrashed around in panic. Only Luke’s quick reactions saved her from getting injured or kicking a hole in the wall.

When she calmed down and realized Luke was there to help her she said, “What the hell happened?”

“You were really hurt and your health potion bottle had broken. I carried you back to the village and used one of their emergency potions,” Luke said. He climbed out of his mech so he could give her a hug.

Once the embrace ended they both sat back. Vanessa put her head in her hands, wincing at the blood on both. The greater healing potion hadn’t cleaned the gore off. She looked down at the huge rip in her pilot suit and pulled the cloth over her breasts.

“Is... is Sandwich ok?”

Luke double checked with his magic drone and it showed him doing just fine. Sandwich had harvested the cores and was working on making a crutch big and sturdy enough to use while he was in a mech. “Yeah, he’s fine. His armor got busted up a bit, but he wasn’t hurt.”

“That’s a relief. The velociraptors though. That was worse than a horror movie. I was so sure they were my friends, even as they tore into my suit.”

“Me too. I saw everyone being attacked and all I could think about was how cute they were. Jinx and my drone were unaffected. If it wasn’t for them, we would all be dead,” Luke said and gave his cat a scratch under the chin.

He tried to hug her too, but she phased through his arms and landed on Vanessa’s lap. She grunted slightly, Jinx was a big cat now. Vanessa still gave the cat pets. “Thanks, Jinx. You saved our lives. You are a good kitty.” She turned to Luke, more centered now. “How do we defend against that? We didn’t even see them before we breathed in the cuteness spores.”

“It’s worse than that, both of our armors already have serious air filters. They were getting to us through magic bullshit.” Luke said, depressed that his countermeasures had been useless against them. When he saw her expression he hurried to add, “But those mushroom dinosaurs haven’t taken over the world yet, so I am sure there is an easy counter to their magic. I’ll ask Cormac about it when I can.”

“Yeah, you are right.”

Luke looked off in the distance and back at her. “Are you alright now? Sandwich is doing ok out there, but I want to help him return to the village. Do you feel good enough to be on your own for now?”

“Yes, don’t worry about me. Although, maybe leave me your cell phone, I want to be able to talk to whoever comes here and demands to know why we broke into their house.”

“It’s fine. This is a storage shed for the farm workers and they sent me here. You won’t have a problem,” Luke said and handed over his cell phone. “But just in case, here you go. I’ll be back as soon as I can.”

Jinx decided to stay with Vanessa and Luke jogged out to collect Sandwich. On the way he stopped and bowed towards the dwarven women. He said, “⚶Ϡ₺.” Which was thank you, if he remembered correctly. Considering his Memory stat was 12, he was probably correct.

⚙⚙⚙

“Put me down, put me down. We’re here,” Sandwich said as they arrived at the village.

Luke had been holding him in a princess carry and apparently that wasn’t manly enough for Sandwich. Luke chuckled and set him down just outside the city walls.

Vanessa was sitting with Jinx in the same spot he left her. As he arrived she said, “Oh thank god you are back. I’m ready for a bath and a week off to recover from my near death experience.” 

“It will take me more time than that for me to recover,” Luke said and paused, his voice catching. “When you passed out in my arms, it was... traumatic. I thought you were going to die.”

Vanessa put a hand to his face, “I’m sorry you had to watch that.”

“I’m sorry you had to go through that. It must have been terrifying. The good news is that I used a greater healing potion. You won’t have any scars or lasting damage.”

“What? Aren’t those super expensive? Where did you even get one?”

Luke pointed to the wooden box he had broken into. “Right there. They make them here, remember? It isn’t too expensive for them to have them on hand for emergencies. But don’t worry about the cost. All healing is covered by Monster Jaegers Inc.”

“That’s good, because an orc guard came by while you were picking up Sandwich. I told him we would replace the potion and the lock.”

“Yeah, healing potions are expensive, but the company is making good money,” Luke said. A greater healing potion cost more than the company had made to date, but he wasn’t going to tell her that. “Let’s head home. Vanessa, don’t get up. I’ll carry you in the remains of your armor. It’ll make repairing it faster.”

Luke lifted her up in the half armor, just like he had carried her there. Jinx hopped up to her lap and demanded pets. Vanessa was happy to comply. Sandwich grabbed his tree crutch and they slowly walked around the city and to the portal.

They were stopped on the Earth side before they even left the portal room. An officious looking woman in a blue blazer was accompanied by a pair of scowling men wearing bulletproof vests and a handgun at their waists. 

She held up a clipboard as if it could stop thousand pounds of power armor and said, “Luke Moore, you are to come with me. I’ve gotten reports that your armored power loaders are in violation of the treaty between the Kalibutan Triumvirate and the American government. We are confiscating your machines until we have determined that they are not in breach of the agreement.”

This was almost certainly the work of Atticus Adelson. Apparently he didn’t care for Luke’s little stunt this morning, blocking all scientists from Kalibutan. The rich asshole was going to regret firing back at him when Luke made his next move. But for now, he needed to get out of this without giving up his power armor.

To give himself more time to think, Luke said, “And who are you? Do you have a warrant or whatever?”

She gave him a harrumph and said, “We aren't civilian law enforcement, we don’t need a warrant. We are with a federal agency and there will be serious consequences if you do not comply right now.”

“Which agency?”

“What?”

“Which agency are you with? And can I see some credentials?”

“I don’t have to tell you that, but if it will speed things along, I am Margaret Weiss with the US department of Homeland Security,” she said and flipped open her wallet and presented a badge.

Luke had no idea if it was real or not, but it looked official. Best to treat it like it was real. “I guess we will have to comply with your investigation. You don’t need to take our power armor though, I can tell you that we aren’t breaking the treaty. I get why you would be confused, it kinda looks like we have gun barrels poking out of our mechs.”

He grabbed Sandwich’s arm and popped open the forearm panel. “As you can see, no bullets, just these little black balls. The runes here create a spell and the spring shoots it forward. These aren’t guns, they are spell throwers.”

She leaned in close to examine the mechanism. Luke snapped the panel shut before she could get a good look. She scowled at him and said, “It still looks like a gun to me. And even if we were to determine your weapons don’t use gunpowder, there are more provisions in the treaty than just the one and I need to create a report covering every provision of the treaty. Surrender your machines for inspection, now. I won’t be asking again.”

The two men in body armor by her side put their hands on their guns.

            

    
        Chapter 62: Could They Be Wrong? - Those People Were Under Oath

    
    
    
    
                The two men from Homeland Security looked like they were ready to pull their guns at any moment. Luke would argue with them some more if he was alone, he was pretty sure his armor was bulletproof at this point. But Vanessa’s upper body was totally exposed and Jinx was on her lap.

It looked like he was going to have to give up his armor, even though it was clear that this was a ploy by the billionaire Atticus to get access to Luke’s mech designs. He couldn’t just deny the request of a federal agency, even if they were corrupt.

Unless he could?

Homeland Security was in charge of America’s internal federal security. They weren’t in charge of portal travel, that was covered by a variety of other agencies. Luke was pretty sure he actually didn’t have to obey her orders. He even knew how to find out if he was right or not.

He turned to the marines stationed at the back of the portal room, manning the heavy machine guns there. “If she ordered you to shoot me, would you have to obey?”

The four marines looked surprised to be brought into the conversation. They turned to their commanding officer who said, “No, sir. They don’t have any authority here. Norfolk Complex counts as an embassy and we only accept orders from our own command chain while we are on base.” 

He nodded in thanks and turned back to the angry woman. “Ms. Weiss, I believe he’s correct. Homeland Security has no power here. I’ve already assisted you in your investigation and you have enough information for a report. Please excuse me.”

“Mr. Moore! You can’t walk away from me! I am with the government! I can have you arrested!”

Luke proved her wrong by picking up Vanessa again and walking around the trio. Sandwich limped along behind them, doing his best to look dignified.

Ms. Weiss followed them for a bit, shouting at them to stop, but Luke’s guess was right. They didn’t have the authority to stop them. She was all bluster.

Once they were out of earshot, Sandwich said, “Holy hell, Luke. You got some balls on you. How did you know that would work?”

Luke shrugged. “You know as much as I do. If the marines don’t have to obey her, I guess we don’t either.”

Vanessa gave him a look. “It was a good guess, but risky. Why did they want to take your armor anyway?”

“I’m pretty sure this is all Atticus Adelson. I pissed him off by not letting him look at my mechs. Ever since then he’s been trying different things to steal the designs. Maybe he wants to build his own mechs for the military, or maybe he wants to compete with us in the monster killing business. Either way, I have had it up to here with this asshole.”

“What are you going to do?”

“I ... don’t know exactly. There isn’t much I can do about it here on Earth. I don’t have any political power and our business can’t really compete with his billions. On Kalibutan I have a few more options. You saw how I blocked the scientists this morning. I could order all of his companies to do an audit on Kalibutan next. I’m not sure if I want to escalate things that quickly yet. And of course, all of this jockeying and maneuvering only matters if I am going to go through with risking my life. Otherwise it’s a waste of time.”

“Risk your life, how?” Vanessa asked.

“You already know. The Malamon. Lord Edobar has asked me to compete. He actually thinks I have to, because of an oath I didn’t swear. He plans on throwing me into the final competition and rewarding me if I succeed. If I don’t compete, he’s sure to bar me from this portal and then this fight with Atticus is moot.”

“We need to find out more about this Malamon, that way you can decide if it’s something you want to risk.”

Luke nodded. “I was planning on asking Cormac about it the day that I got banned from the estate village. Maybe I should send him a letter to meet me in the forest.”

Vanessa nodded and snapped her fingers. “What we really need to do is try and convince Kruro to leave. She said she won’t betray her lord, but what if that’s part of the oath? It makes her loyal so she doesn’t want to break it. We need to figure out how to break her oath so we can smuggle her out. I want to find out myself anyway. I don’t like having the oath from SPEAR hanging over my head.”

Luke nodded emphatically. “Me too. I hate that thing. You are right, now is the time to focus on getting rid of our oaths. All of them.”

⚙⚙⚙

“Thanks for coming out here to talk,” Luke said and stepped out from behind a tree. “I was worried that you wouldn’t read the letter in time for me to meet you out here.”

Cormac rolled his hand. “Why the subterfuge? I feel like you are about to tell me the princess needs smuggling out of the city to avoid the baker's thugs.”

Luke assumed that was a reference to a Kalibutan story. “Nothing like that. I had to meet you out here because Lord Edobar asked me to stay away from the villages for a few days.”

Cormac grunted and looked around the forest near the estate village. Bumblebee and Sandwich were there too, but out of earshot. The orc said, “Is this about the greater healing potion you took? Were you banished?”

Luke winced when he remembered he still needed to pay for the greater healing potion he used to save Vanessa’s life. “I wasn’t banished, Lord Edobar just wants me to stay out of sight for a few days so people forget about me. Apparently, he wants it to be a surprise when I fight in the Malamon.”

Cormac’s eyes widened. “That would be a surprise. I have heard nothing of your involvement.”

“Sounds like the lord’s plan is working. I need you to tell me more about the Malamon, how it works exactly.” Luke tapped on his power armor. “Maybe some small detail will help me design power armor to give me an advantage.”

Cormac gave him jazz hands. “A prudent question. The second phase of the Malamon will be quick, a single day instead of the two weeks the first phase took. The morning is devoted to staff competitions. Our farmers race against their farmers to scythe fields. Weavers create cloth, builders build a hut, blacksmiths make a knife and inscribers cover it in runes. It’s basically a test to see if the challengers are worthy of working for Lord Edobar if they win. They will most likely pass this test. The competition really begins in the afternoon.

“There is a general melee where seven of their best warriors fight seven of ours. This is likely where you come in. All weapons and armor are allowed, but I am sure the challengers will be surprised to see you there. To win in this melee you must incapacitate all of their warriors while keeping at least three of your own mobile.

“From what my sources tell me, the Malamon won’t end like that. Our warriors are evenly matched and you are unlikely to tip the balance. The final event is one on one combat using only a ritual weapon and no armor. We will need to rely on our champion, Eseidu Doni, the instructor for the Shrine of Might. Their champion, Okiri Notayo, is formidable, but the gods will smile on us and we will emerge victorious.

“After they lose, everyone from their side that participated will be sacrificed to the gods. Well, everyone but the warriors. We won’t allow this tradition to leave us without the ability to beat back the monsters. Only their champion will die of the warriors."

Luke was relieved to hear that. Even if their side lost, he wouldn’t be killed. He would be heartbroken if Cormac and Kruro died. Now he felt better about competing in the Malamon and saving their lives. Which also meant that it was worth it to fight that asshole billionaire, Atticus.

“Thank you for that. I have two more quick things to discuss.” Luke handed over a list of the companies Atticus owned that were doing business through the portal. “I am having issues with someone from Earth that owns these companies. I want him to worry. Will you pass along a message through the traders that they are considering raising prices and lowering what they are willing to pay? Ideally so the message gets passed through merchants on the same day.”

Cormac slashed his hands down. “I don’t know how much power you think I have, but I cannot order three villages worth of merchants to change their prices. Maybe ours, maybe. But there is no way I could convince the other two estates.”

“No, I don’t want to actually mess with their commerce, I just want them to pass along that message. They are considering changing pricing. That’s it. I know Lord Edobar will back me up on this if you ask him.”

“That... is more doable. Yes, I can do this for you, particularly since you will be fighting to save mine and my daughters’ lives.”

“One last question. I want to ask you about something that may even be illegal in Kalibutan. Not immoral though. Are you willing to promise not to tell anyone about my question?”

Cormac straightened his outfit. He was wearing the typical uniform for Lord Edobar’s court staff instead of his normal white leather armor. He said, “As long as I agree with you that you are not planning something immoral, I won’t tell a soul.”

Luke hesitated. Then he remembered why he felt safe confiding in Cormac. Luke was lying for him every day while his core repaired itself. Until that day, Cormac risked losing his livelihood by angering Luke. He said, “Well, I guess I’ll just have to trust you. I want to know how to go about breaking oaths.”

“That doesn’t sound like a moral question.”

“Doesn’t it? Oaths are something the powerful use to control the weak. That’s a form of unjust coercion at best and slavery at worst.” Luke said, “Besides. I thought you didn’t like oaths. You were supposed to make every monster hunter swear one, but you haven’t done that once since I got here. We haven’t talked about it, maybe so you could pretend you forgot. But I know you couldn’t forget this many times. You know they aren’t moral and are just pretending to forget so you don’t have to shackle people with unjust chains. Tell me I’m wrong.”

“You aren’t wrong. You aren’t right either. It’s more complicated than that. Preparing parchment for oaths is expensive. But if I tell you more about my actions, I risk breaking the oaths that I have sworn.” 

Luke’s mind immediately jumped to the revelation that Lord Edobar was poorer than he should be. Maybe Cormac was skimping on oaths to save money, but he was ordered not to tell anyone about it.

Cormac stepped closer and lowered his voice. “Besides, why do you of all people care about breaking oaths?”

“Lord Edobar isn’t the only person in power trying to exert control of the weak,” Luke said. He could feel his oath to SPEAR tightening around his chest, warning him not to say more.

Cormac looked introspective for a bit before he said, “There are different types of oaths, some strong, some weak. If you are bound with a weak oath, you can break it without consequence. I’ve heard there is a covert way to break the oath by fraying it with dedicated mana manipulation. You go right up to the edge of the oath’s wording and saw at it with your internal mana. I don’t know if that’s true or not because I’ve never tried. The oath I am bound with is much stronger than that. If I attempted to fight against my oath, I would lose levels and if I successfully broke it, the backlash could kill me.”

Luke’s heart beat with joy when he heard that there was a way to break his oath to SPEAR without them knowing. But learning about the oaths that Kruro and Cormac had sworn made his heart drop. “That sounds worse than slavery. Why would you ever agree to an oath that might kill you if you make the wrong move?”

Cormac scoffed. “Thus speak the privileged when they discover that the disadvantaged exist. The slavery of an oath is simply replacement for the slavery of poverty.”

Luke took a step back at the orc’s sudden anger.

Cormac made a placating motion with his hands and said, “Sorry, sorry. That isn’t fair to you. You are not of our culture, you do not bear our sins. The fact of the matter is that life in the grand cities is difficult and limited for people of my caste. Most consider the freedom out here on the edge of civilization to be worth the shackles of an oath. In fact, many are willing to fight to the death for such a privilege, as you know from the Malamon.”

Luke had heard it a few times before, but this time it really hit him how tough life in the cities was. Cormac had no motivation to break his oath because there wasn’t a better option for him. Not on Kalibutan, anyway. “If you had the chance to break your oath and come to Earth, would you take it?”

Cormac sighed. “I’ve been to Earth, remember. It’s how I found you and brought you here. I’ve also spent some time on your world as a sightseer. There are some aspects that are tempting, the freedom and entertainment. But my family is here, I enjoy my work here, and our forests are comfortable. Besides, your world is mana starved. I feel so dry every time I range widely on Earth.”

Luke nodded, then remembered and gave him jazz hands. The Seneschal may be bound by his oath, but that didn’t mean his life was terrible. The orc had chosen this life, and the naga he was trying to save had paid her way into her position. Maybe he should ask Kruro what she wanted before he tried to rescue her.

That conversation would have to wait until Lord Edobar allowed him to return to the village. For now, Luke had gotten what he came for and it was time to let Bumblebee kill some monsters so he could level up. 

“Alright, I guess I won’t push. Just know that my offer still stands. Will I see you tomorrow morning when I divert the titan?”

“No, I will stay in the tower. I told the court that I have full faith in your abilities to divert the titan. Seer Theobaldine will observe your progress through his skills and alert us if the titan grows too close. I hope I don’t need to remind you that the subterfuge about my cracked core will be found out if that happens.”

“Right, if we fail, you’re up next. Lord Edobar has the power to kill titans, but that’s a faux pas for some reason.”

“The dividing line between aristocracy and royalty is their ability to avoid using their power. To have it and not use it is the highest expression of power in the nobility.”

“If you say so. I’ll see you later, whenever Lord Edobar calls me in from the cold, I guess.”

They parted ways and Luke rejoined Bumblebee and Sandwich. While they were waiting, Luke had sent his drone around to scout out familiar monsters, ones that wouldn’t almost kill them like yesterday. Luke didn’t think he was rattled, but he was very grateful that Vanessa was safe on Earth doing the training today.

“Alright, boys. Let’s go kill some monsters.”

            

    
        Chapter 63: A Titan Against a Titan.

    
    
    
    
                “Dom, Ivan, and Angela, can the three of you come into my office real quick?” Luke called out to the warehouse.

The two muscled brothers and the tall black lady walked to the front of the warehouse and into the small office Allen had given him. It was smaller than his own, but Luke didn’t mind. He didn’t spend much time in it anyway.

“We are going to fight a titan today, a huge ocean going monster. Our goal is to divert it from the town, but if we get lucky, we’ll kill it. I would like to invite the three of you to join us on the fight. I don’t know if you are ready yet, but I do know that this is a fantastic opportunity for you. The more impressive things you do during your assessment period, the better the classes the system gives you at the end. Killing a titan would certainly qualify as impressive. But I’m not ordering you to join us today. I’m giving you the choice. This will be an incredibly risky fight with a monster that could kill you in one hit. Only come if you want to.

“Your assessment period only advances when you are on Kalibutan, so don’t worry about missing your chance. You can train some more and maybe we’ll find some other awesome monsters to fight. I’m leaving the choice up to you. If you do decide to come with, suit up. We’re heading out in fifteen.”

Dom and Ivan looked at each other and nodded. Dom said, “We’re in. We want to fight Kaiju.”

Angela didn’t change her perpetually angry face. She just said, “I will accompany you today.”

“Good. Talk to Allen after you suit up. I’ve got some extra munitions you’ll need to carry in your storage.”

They nodded agreement and headed out. Luke was just about to leave the office when Vanessa walked in with a pensive face.

She said, “Got a minute? I wanted to talk about my power armor.”

Luke grimaced. “I’m sorry I didn’t fix it yet. I had an idea for a weapon that might work against the titan and that took up all of my free time. We still have a free set of the standard power armor. I can add elemental runes to the gauntlets while we are waiting for the sea monster to show up.”

Vanessa shook her head. “It’s not that. I had some ideas for a new mech, going a new direction with it. I would love something smaller, way less bulky. I don’t want to duck when I go through doors. Also, I need some translation software installed. If it wasn’t for your cell phone yesterday, I would have been shit out of luck. I want to talk with Kruro without having her frustrated over English words.”

“I could do that. Now that I think about it, I should add translation software to everyone’s suit, starting with leadership. But I don’t know how small I can make your new armor. Most of the reason they are so big and bulky is because of the layers of armor. If I make a thinner suit, you’ll be less protected.”

“I don’t always have to be in the middle of the fighting, maybe I can spend some time in the estate village and help the company make money that way. There have got to be dozens of untapped markets, we just need to discover them.”

Luke paused before he replied, “Are you doing ok, Vanessa?”

“I’m fine,” Vanessa said, clearly lying.

“This is about yesterday, isn’t it? You nearly died, of course that’s traumatic. I knew I should have stayed over last night.”

“This isn’t about you. I just wanted some time alone.”

Luke bit his lip so he wouldn’t argue with her. He took a deep breath and said, “Of course I can make the armor you want. We can call it our negotiator armor.”

Vanessa walked around and gave him a quick kiss. “Thanks. I know this is weird, I just need some time. I promise I’ll go out with you next time.”

“You don’t have to rush yourself, you can take your time. Wait until you feel like you are ready. We need someone to lead the training today anyway.”

She nodded and looked away. After a bit she brightly said, “Hey, you mentioned negotiation. Maybe I’ll help Allen today. We’ll find some movers and shakers on Earth that will help us fight against Atticus Adelson. I’m sure I’ll be able to get some meetings when people hear about your stunt with the Kalibutan merchants working with his companies.”

“It would be nice to have a powerful person from Earth on our side. Although honestly, I wish that Atticus would just leave us alone. I want to kill monsters, not play politics.”

“That’s what winning the fight looks like, doing your own thing without his interference. Trust me, we can make that happen. Allen and I are going to do some wheeling and dealing and make your life easier.”

Luke wondered how optimistic she was being. She had experience as a paramedic, not a political powerbroker. On the other hand, it wasn’t like she could make things worse.

“That would be great, thanks. Let me know if you need anything,” Luke said and gave her a hug.

Together, they walked out to the warehouse. Everyone else was there and suited up by now, Sandwich, Bumblebee, Dom, Ivan, and Angela. Vanessa gathered the other new hires to give them their training for the day. Jinx joined her and meowed along.

Luke hopped into his own set of power armor and called the other mechs over to the back corner of the warehouse. “I need everyone to grab one of these wedge shaped clubs. Be careful, they are very heavy, even for someone in power armor.”

Bumblebee was the first to grab one. He let out an oof and rested the heavy club on his shoulder. “What is this thing? And are you sure we should be trying out new weapons the day we fight a titan?”

Luke grabbed the final wedge club and said, “These aren’t for you. They are all for me.” When he saw their confused faces he said, “I’ll tell you about it after we get there. I don’t want to ruin the surprise.”

The six of them headed out then. Luke told Jinx he was leaving, but the cat ignored him and continued to weave through Vanessa’s legs. That was a relief for Luke. He didn’t want to worry about keeping Jinx safe and Vanessa could use the comfort.

The sun hadn’t risen yet by the time they got to Kalibutan, but it was up by the time they got to the estate village Bona Urbo. Unlike most days, they couldn’t jog to the village and had to walk instead. Luke’s new weapon was too heavy for anything faster. They all left deep footprints in the dirt as they walked.

Luke led them around the village because of Lord Edobar’s order to stay away. They trudged through the forest and scrub brush until they got to the beach. Seer Theobaldine was already there when they arrived. The morning light was sparkling off his bald head, the opalescent skin refracting dozens of different colors.

“I was beginning to wonder if you would arrive on time,” the dwarf said in English. He frowned slightly. “Is this all you have brought with you today? I was given to understand you have more servants.”

“I do have more employees, but the six of us are the most powerful. It wouldn’t be helpful to bring the rest along,” Luke said. Which was true, but ignored the fact they only had one more suit of power armor.

Theobaldine sliced his hands down slowly. “I doubt the six of you will be enough, but the Inner Runewright has warned me not to underestimate you.”

Luke smiled. “I bet she did. So, what can you tell us about the titan heading this way?”

“It’s a tier one titan, which is stronger than any monster you have ever fought. But it isn’t impossibly strong. If you fail, Lord Edobar’s aristocracy has a chance of defeating it before it reaches the estate. We can avoid the shame of our lord taking the field,” the Seer said and pointed out to the ocean. “It will arrive within the hour, making landfall over there.”

“What kind of monster are we fighting today? A dinosaur, gorilla, giant moth?” Sandwich asked.

“Beyond the fact that it is an aquatic monster, I do not know. My title is Seer because I can see deep into the tapestry of mana, not the ocean. I sense the disturbance from the titan core, but I haven’t laid eyes on the thing.”

Luke gave him jazz hands. “Yes, Seneschal Cormac told me as much. Any advice you can give us?”

Theobaldine rolled his eyes. “I gave you when and where the beast will appear. What more do you want?” He turned and started walking away. “Although I can give you one bit of advice. The top of the estate tower can see this section of beach. It is far enough away that you will seem like dots in the distance, but close enough that if you make a mistake they will see it. Try not to embarrass yourself.”

Luke bit his tongue. The dwarf was a jerk, but he had been helpful. “Thank you, Seer Theobaldine, for your advice.”

After the Seer left, Luke turned to his squad and said “Alright, we’re going to set up a bit north of here, and try to lead the titan towards the tidal caves you can see in the distance. Everyone drop your wedge club in the sand over there.” Luke said. Once they complied he continued, “Everyone should have two bombs in their storage compartments.”

“Bombs! You have us carrying around bombs?” Bumblebee shouted.

“Chill, man. They are totally safe. I have the triggers and primers.”

“Is that even legal? With the treaty, you know?”

“Sure, it’s legal on both worlds. They won’t explode without magic, so they aren’t considered bombs on Earth. And these types of explosives aren't covered by the treaty. It’s all good,” Luke said.

Bumblebee still hurriedly removed the bomb components and threw them in the sand. Everyone else followed suit. Luke assembled two of them and placed them atop the magic drone hovering by his side. The Machine Soul piloting the craft wasn’t scared of holding bombs like the humans were.

Luke left the other bombs in pieces and moved further down the beach. He stopped about halfway between the expected landing zone and the safety of the tidal caves. This would be a good spot to assemble the new weapon. He took the six wedges and stacked them together in a circle. He added a few bands of metal to hold it together. It made one enormous club, one as tall as he was and about ten times as heavy. Even with his best mech and a strength score of 6(+5), he couldn’t hope to lift it. Not yet anyway.

He slotted in one of the cores they got from the velociraptors, a tier four core. It was worth about 50k on the open market, but he would be earning a lot more if he was able to bring down the titan. He activated the Master Inertia rune on the head of the weighty club and easily picked it up. He swung it around, marveling at how easy it was. It felt like he was holding an inflatable hammer.

He quickly put it back down and deactivated the rune. That five second test had used about a tenth of the mana in the core. He wouldn’t have a lot of time. But he was feeling optimistic. He could make this work, he knew it.

With that test complete, Luke turned to the three new hires. “Your assessment from the system of the world shows around 50 percent complete, right?”

“Forty-five percent,” Dom supplied.

“Excellent. So you have about two days of fighting before you get your class. What you do over the next few days will influence your choices. Only your actions here on Kalibutan matter. Does anyone want a class related to explosives? I can teach you how to assemble the bombs and pressure plates so the titan sets them off as it walks along the beach.”

Angela immediately shook her head. Dom seemed indifferent but Ivan said, “I will try. Show me what must be done.”

Luke smiled. “Ok, so these bombs are super duper simple. We have the accelerant here, you push the primer into here, and it’s all set off by the flame rune here. The activation rune is on this plate here, kind of a magic pressure plate. We’ll bury them in the sand along the path we want to lead the monster. Any that don’t get triggered we will shoot from a distance. We won’t leave a minefield for someone to stumble onto later.”

“Isn’t that dangerous to set up? What if it goes off in his hands?” Dom said, clearly concerned for his brother.

“No, it’s fine. The activation rune is unpowered and it will slowly fill from ambient mana. There is literally no danger of an explosion right now. It will absorb enough mana about a half hour from now. Speaking of which, let’s get going. Dom, if you want to help your brother, go dig some holes.”

They worked together to get the bombs assembled and placed along the beach. When they were done, they scouted out the cave that was to be their escape if the titan proved too strong. There were a few crabs inside, but they easily killed them, gaining two possible summons for Sandwich.

They rejoined the Seer at the edge of the beach. Theobaldine headed out then and encouraged them to put on a show. They waited for the titan to appear. Time passed slowly.

Luke practiced the technique Cormac mentioned for sawing away at his oath. He moved mana from his core to the tendrils around his heart. It was like trying to make a saw out of jello. He kept at it, glad to finally have a path forward for getting rid of the oath.

Something distracted him from his practice. It was here. He sent his drone out to the ocean to get the first look at the monster through its cameras.

The titan appeared as a darker patch of ocean at first, startlingly immense. The swiftly moving monstrosity was as wide as a city block and half as tall. It created its own wave before its head broke through the surface. Its skin was a deep purple with swaths of green lichen and seaweed running along every crevice.

As its body rose up above the water, its shape became clearer. It was fish-like and covered in huge iridescent scales. It had a horizontal body and a sharp beak. Two bulbous eyes sat atop it’s skull and a dozen smaller ones grew beneath its mouth. It reminded Luke of a parrotfish on its side. It didn’t have fins though, instead it swam and walked with thousands of branching tentacles along its bottom. It was like it had a forest of tentacles and used them to flow up and onto land.

It was there much faster than Luke expected. Each movement seemed slow and ponderous, but it covered so much ground with each wriggle. He hurriedly ordered his magic drone to tip its payload onto one of the eyes.

Both bombs fell a hundred feet through the air and landed atop the same eye. The pressure plates did their job and ignited the bombs. The double explosion was huge and loud enough to thump Luke’s chest. 

Adrenaline flooded his veins and a grin spread across his face. Everyone else was scared of this overgrown fish, but Luke was excited. They might start calling him a titan after this.

He took a deep breath and activated Overcharge. 

            

    
        Chapter 64: He Says His Boat Ran Into a Sea Monster

    
    
    
    
                Luke’s heart beat faster as the titan roared in pain and anger. The sound hit him with such force that it felt like an attack. The dual explosions from his drone-delivered bombs had pierced the monster’s bulbous eye. Ocular fluid splattered across twenty feet and dripped down its enormous body.

It was a strange body. Luke had gotten used to monsters on this world being quirky, but of a recognizable shape. The Blast Crabs had claws and a shell, the Hive Wolves had fur and a tail, the Stone Beetles had mandibles and wing casings. Kalibutan monsters were only a step away from the mundane ones on Earth.

Not the titan. It was unrecognizable. It had more in common with a Lovecraftian horror than it did with anything from Earth. The branching tentacles along its bottom were strange enough, stranger still when they connected to the iridescent scales below the monster’s frog-like eyes and sharp beak. Something strange was dripping off the edges of its body, light green drops that turned to mist before it hit the ground. A pale green fog was building up below it.

Luke assumed it was poison. It shouldn’t be a concern because all of his newer mech designs were airtight with military grade air filters. All the same, he planned on staying out of the probably deadly fog.

It angrily roared again and its remaining eye searched the skies for the source of its pain. It quickly locked onto the magic drone. Previously unseen tentacles lifted up from the top of its flat body. Each one was over a hundred feet long, with the same branching design that made it look like a tentacle tree. If the bottom tentacle forest was the legs, these two were its arms.

They sliced upwards in tandem, the tips of the tentacles acting like a whip. A dozen cracks filled the air as the tentacles impacted the magic drone and obliterated it. Tiny bits of metal scattered outwards in a spray.

Note to self, don’t get hit.

At the same time, he did need to catch its attention. Overcharge was already augmenting his mech, the runes burning bright. His over the shoulder spell rifles barked, sending spells spinning through the air. Instead of a three foot wide spell as normal, the ice ball was six feet wide, and the tendrils of the lightning bolt stretched out to eight feet.

The titan was still standing in the surf, not yet on the beach. Luke’s spells flew far, but still landed hundreds of feet away from the monster. It didn’t even notice, still scanning the sky for other threats.

Luke sighed. He had been hoping to save this for later. He lifted up his right arm and fired out an overpowered fireball from the mortar sized barrel in that forearm. The blazing spell flew out, expanding bigger and bigger until it was a full twenty feet wide. When it impacted the sand in front of the titan, it exploded out into an even larger conflagration. Sand was glassed at the impact point.

The titan’s iris swiveled over, locking onto Luke and his squad. It roared again, this time creating a shockwave of sound that sprayed sand everywhere. Its poison fog was pushed ahead of the shockwave, spreading far in all directions. The monster was moving towards them a second later.

The great beast was still hundreds of yards away, but it suddenly felt much too close. The others fired their mortars without having been told to. The oversized spells arced up into the air, purple streaks of acid magic trailing like a comet tail. 

“Ok, go, go, go!” Luke yelled before the spells even landed.

The six of them raced northward, following the edge of the beach, well outside the area they had planted the bombs. As they ran, the three new hires took pot shots at the following titan, none of which reached the monster. The earlier mortar shots had hit, and were slowly working their way through the titan’s thick scales.

Luke kept pace with the group, the blazing runes of his mech making their grueling pace effortless. He waited until the Lovecraftian giant just barely entered his range. Then he unloaded everything. Gargantuan fireballs, colossal sawblades, lightning superbolts, and glacial ice balls all flew through the air, impacting the monster with enough force to make it keen in pain once more.

At the same time, buried explosives went off, shredding two of the beast’s legs. Unfortunately, that still left more than a dozen branching tentacles for locomotion. If anything, the bombs made it speed up, trying to get at the tiny creatures hurting it. Everyone’s shots were hitting it now, pinpricks of annoyance even if most of the spells didn’t get through its scales.

Luke kept firing, trying to get as much damage in as he could. It didn’t take long for his over the shoulder spell rifles to catch on fire, and his arm cannons gave out shortly afterwards. The extra mana flow was just too much for them. Reluctantly, Luke deactivated Overcharge and used the second half of Repair Craft.

He immediately used the first half of Repair Craft again, checking his mana pool as he did. He was down to half already, and the titan hadn’t even slowed down yet.

A trio of bombs in the sand exploded, shredding more tentacle tree legs. It signaled the next phase of the plan.

“Sandwich, you are up!” Luke yelled.

The blond summoner intoned, “Echoes of the Dead!” over and over again until he had four pink Spore Raptors surrounding him. He pointed them at the titan following them and said, “Attack.”

The summons turned and raced towards the approaching giant, moving as one. The plan was to have them use their spores to distract or slow down the titan. They didn’t actually know if his pink summons had the same magic as the monsters they came from, but it was worth a try. Each monster core could only be used once for Sandwich’s class, so testing out that possibility would only limit its effectiveness. It would either work great or not at all.

The feathered velociraptors swarmed around the titan’s tentacle legs, weaving through the flesh forest. Grasping tentacles tried to pin them down, but they were slippery. Little motes of pink sparkles drifted off the slightly intangible summons. They soon disappeared in the poison fog that built up underneath the Titan.

They reached the Inertia Club where Luke had left it, halfway to their escape plan. He grabbed on and activated the enchantment as they ran. He slid to a stop and yelled, “Keep going! Don’t stop until you are in the caves.”

He didn’t have time to check and see if they obeyed, the titan was almost upon them. If his plan was going to work, he needed to get atop the monster, he couldn’t do much down here, twenty feet below its main body.

Legs pumping, Luke ran towards the titan, aiming for one of its many front legs. He watched the two arm tentacles atop its head, thinking about how they had just disintegrated his magic drone. When one of them twitched, Luke immediately activated Frictionless Slide, zipping across the sand. A shadow swept down, aiming for where he had just been.

When he stopped seventy feet away, he was still hit by the sand thrown up by the impact site. He ignored the spray and kept his eyes on the titan’s tentacle legs. Every time it took a shambling step forward, it connected with the ground in a straight line before its tentacles reached out to stabilize itself. Luke had to wait for just the right moment.

A second passed and the arm tentacles retracted.

The titan slowly realized it missed.

Two more seconds passed and it located Luke's new position.

Both arm tentacles reared up to strike.

Now!

Luke mentally slammed Frictionless Slide, zipping across the sand and up the monster’s tentacles. At level 11 he could move seventy feet with every usage. He was a quarter of the way up the monster’s tentacle when it ran out. Luke hurriedly activated the skill again, and again. The only way he was able to stay atop the tentacle was the extra brainpower that came with his high Acuity. It didn’t quite slow down time, but it helped him focus absolutely on staying atop the tentacle and bending his path in the right direction.

The final usage of Frictionless slide had him face to eye with a bulbous protrusion taller than he was. He had made it atop the monster’s head, but its iris was intently focused on him. He wouldn’t have long to kill it. He quickly ran over to a spot that had been weakened by the acid and fire spells.

Luke raised the Inertia Club over his head and switched the activation rune. Instead of removing inertia from the incredibly heavy club, it amplified it. He swung the weapon down with every ounce of strength he had, aiming for its brainpan just behind its eyes.

The impact shattered the scales for ten feet around and spattered blood for even farther. Luke heard a crack and felt it in his feet. One hit had cracked a titan’s brainpan. Just three or four more of them and it would be dead.

The titan knew that too and used its tentacle arm to swat the intruder off its head. Luke saw the tentacle coming just in time to activate the inertia rune on his club and power armor. Instead of being pasted and strewn across the beach, Luke moved with the tentacle’s impact, flying high into the air. The impact shattered his chestplate and cracked his ribs, but he wasn’t dead.

He had designed the inertia runes in his mech to only briefly remove inertia so he regained his weight while he was still a hundred feet in the air. He plummeted straight down, an unexpected yelp escaping his lips. He had just enough presence of mind to reactivate the inertia rune on his mech just before he hit. The magic took hold just before impact on the beach, saving his innards from severe blunt force trauma.

The Inertia Club hadn’t been active though, and that buried itself deep into the sand. Luke hurriedly stood up, swaying as he did so. Rapid changes of inertia were really messing with his head.

Luke checked the club and saw it was still in one piece, but the mana core in its hilt only had a third left. He wasn’t sure if it would last long enough for another hit.

The titan had lost track of him when he dropped out of sight and reorientated on the remaining five mechs. Luke could let them continue to lead the giant monster away, accomplishing the task they had come here to do.

But their escape plan involved titans being too big to get into the caves. The tentacles would easily be able to reach deep into the tidal caves.

Luke couldn’t allow that. He was going to make his last hit count. He reached down and grabbed the club, knowing he had to do something different this time. He had a terrible idea. A stupid one, really. But it was the only plan he had and there was a narrow window for action. He pulled out his mana torch and quickly welded his gauntlet to the club.

Now that he was completely connected to the Inertia Club, his Machine Bond could affect it as well. He activated the inertia removing runes and then spammed Frictionless Slide to catch up with the titan. Getting atop the monster was harder this time, the monster seemed to be running, its leg tentacles churning. Each path upwards lasted half as long.

With a reckless grin, Luke slammed Frictionless Slide again and again until he was atop the monster. 

Perhaps sensing his free use of magic, the titan’s eye swiveled around and locked onto Luke. Another tentacle came whipping down, aiming to squash him instead of flicking him off again.

Luke activated Overcharge and raced forward. The extra strength and dexterity that came with the overpowered runes was enough for him to avoid the first strike. The monster’s second arm swept across its head, aiming to brush him off. He jumped just in time to clear the thick tentacle.

The titan stopped hitting itself and tried something new. It snaked its arm tentacles around itself in a circle and spread out the branches wide. It had created a cage of tentacles around itself, slowly tightening it down so Luke couldn’t escape again. 

He ignored them.

This was already going to be a make or break attack, the tentacle cage didn’t change that. Luke lifted his Inertia Club and aimed for the same spot as before. He swapped inertia removal for inertia enhancement and brought down the club with every ounce of his strength. This time Machine Bond was allowing Overcharge to work on the club’s runes as well. The runes blazed with power as the club hit three times stronger than before.

The impact hit with thud and a crack that broke the world. Or at least the ground beneath him. Thick bones cracked and shattered. His club smashed deep into the fish-like brain, pulping everything inside. The titan dropped, its leg tentacles losing all power. Luke drifted up during the short fall only to slam back into its head as the main body hit the ground. 

He groaned and picked himself back up. He looked around to see that the Titan’s eye was still trained on him. An arm tentacle shakily rose from the body. All that and it still wasn’t dead? He hurriedly pointed his arms down into the gaping wound and unloaded everything into its gaping headwound. Overpowered fire balls, lightning bolts, ice balls and sawblades slammed into the monster’s brain.

It exploded and heaved up, spraying blood and viscera everywhere. Luke paused for a moment and wiped blood off his visor. The menacing tentacle arms had dropped down. Was it dead?

The System of the World decided to answer that question with a series of notices. Since they only came after battle, that meant the titan was actually dead.




	
Skill Up!





	
Overcharge has advanced to level 8 












	
Skill Up!





	
Frictionless Slide has advanced to level 12 












	
Skill Up!





	
Frictionless Slide has advanced to level 13 












	
Skill Up!





	
Machine Bond has advanced to level 14 












	
Skill Up!





	
Overcharge has advanced to level 9 









Luke plopped down in relief. Specialist White had been right. Getting skill ups was easier in high mana areas. Particularly where a titan had just been killed.

The System of the World wasn’t done with him yet. It sent one more notice that made him grin ear to ear.




	
Ascension Available





	
The System of the World has judged you worthy to ascend to the next level of your War Machine class. It demands a sacrifice and will reward you accordingly. Are you ready to ascend now?





	
Yes


	
No









The notice about ascension being available meant that Luke had passed his threshold at level twelve. Excellent. That meant new skill choices and a greater class buff. He was knee deep in monster brains, but suddenly this was the best day ever.

            

    
        Chapter 65: Destination Threshold

    
    
    
    
                Luke was giddy. He had killed the titan and passed his threshold. Time for new skills! He just needed to get his sacrifice together. Cormac and Specialist White had told him that to get the best results he needed to sacrifice a tier three monster core, an enchanted object, and a skill.

He had a tier three core tucked into his storage, waiting for just this moment. He had made himself a small enchanted object too, but now he felt like it wasn’t enough. His inertia club had won the day, he would use that. He cut it off his gauntlet so he wouldn’t accidentally sacrifice his whole mech. He held one in each hand and mentally selected yes to the ascension pop up.

The core broke into sparkles and sucked itself into his core. The huge club broke up into sparkles as well, but the little motes of light drifted upwards instead of into Luke. Seems like the System was taking the Inertia Club for itself. Once the sparkles disappeared fully, another screen popped up in his vision.




	
Choose Two Skills to Permanently Sacrifice:





	
Machine Bond

Repair Craft

Frictionless Slide

Overcharge









Luke’s face fell and he sat down heavily. Two skills? He had only been planning on giving one up. It must be an idiosyncrasy about how platinum classes worked. He got to have more simultaneous skills than the other classes, but also had to sacrifice more at thresholds.

He knew he couldn’t give up Repair Craft. He used it almost every day, and he didn’t want it to ever change.

He wouldn’t mind sacrificing Machine Bond and getting a more combat oriented skill. But he wasn’t sure if he could do that and still use his other skills. They all relied on a bond. Reluctantly, he decided to keep it.

That meant he had to give up Frictionless Slide and Overcharge. He had already been planning on giving up Overcharge, but it hurt to give up his only movement skill. Nothing for it though. He would just have to hope there was a movement skill in his new choices. He selected those two skills and the screen faded away.

A small emptiness grew in his mana core, slowly eating away at the two skills. The feeling grew, until it started to hurt. It kept growing, feeling like acid was eating away at his soul. He groaned in pain and held his stomach.

Mercifully, the pain ended shortly afterwards. Then his core started expanding. Luke felt fuller and fuller, like he was going to pop. It stopped and Luke felt like his personal core was tier three now.

A feeling of peace washed through him. All was right with the world. With the universe. He felt a floating feeling before he was suddenly brought down to earth. A quiet chime rang, echoing through his soul. 

That could get addictive. He felt so good right now. No new screen popped up and he took a moment to breathe. When he felt recovered enough, he opened up his stat screen.




	
Luke Moore; War Machine Level 14





	
Constitution


	
6(6)+


	
Memory


	
12(5)+





	
Strength


	
6(8)+


	
Acuity


	
12(8)+





	
Dexterity


	
10(8)+


	
Perception


	
8(9)+





	
Resources:

Health 8/14

Mana 9/24

Machine Soul 1/3


	
Skills:

Machine Bond - Level 14

Repair Craft - Level 10



Two skill choices available









Fourteen!? He started this day at level ten. Apparently killing titans was good for leveling up. His class buff had increased as well. It wasn’t just two points per stat either. Strength, Dexterity, and Acuity had all gone up by three points instead of two. That was a good clue that those were the stats his class favored. Either way, with his buff had increased by an equivalent of seven and a half levels. War Machine fourteen meant that he still had eight points to assign. Nice. He decided to check out his skill choices before he assigned them though.




	
Choose Two Skills From the Following:





	
Stand Tall

Phantom Shot

Armor Adjunct

Pest Control

Summon Vehicle









Hell, yeah. Those names sounded awesome, and he had five choices this time. The previous two choices had only been between four skills. He mentally clicked on them one at a time and read the descriptions.

Stand Tall - The foundational skill for pilots of large machines. Helps ignore square cube law and distorts physics around bonded war machines.

He had seen this skill before, and he was glad to see it again. He would have to have this skill if he ever wanted to build a gundam. If he wanted to regularly take on titans, that would be the way to go. He had a feeling he wouldn’t be picking this skill yet though. Most of his fighting was at a much smaller scale. He sighed to himself and read on.

Phantom Shot - Creates and throws ethereal artillery projectiles that can harm physical and ghostly targets. Ignores armor. Higher skill levels increase speed and power of projectiles.

Now that was interesting. A shot that specifically targeted insubstantial targets. It would have been perfect against those Spectral Spiders. Those type of monsters didn’t come up often, but it would be nice to have something in his arsenal for those situations. But what really made him want the skill was the part about ignoring armor. A skill that would basically let him harm any enemy, no matter what. 

Armor Adjunct - Augments machine armor with magical protection. Reduces effect of spell attacks from all magic types including white and black. Uses one point of mana a minute, lasts until dispelled. Protection scales with skill level.

Luke wanted to pick this one right away without even reading the others. This was a perfect skill for defense. It would save his life hundreds of times over. The part about protection from any magic type was particularly tempting. It would protect him against those damn Spore Raptors next time. He forced himself to read on. 

Pest Control - Poison Cloud that eliminates low level swarms. Strength of poison grows with skill level, up to half your class level. Allies can be excluded from effect at level six.

This would have been the perfect skill to deal with the Hive Wolves. They could attack him in waves, but all would die as they got close. But it was a very situational skill. The titan he had just killed probably had a version of this skill, but Luke had been able to ignore it because his power armor was airtight. The part about Allies not being excluded until level six was a turn off.

Summon Vehicle- After absorbing a vehicle template with offensive capabilities, create a temporary copy of that vehicle, complete with ammunition. Upkeep is one mana a minute. May summon up to 0.4x simultaneous copies where x is the skill level.

That’s kind of neat. He could load up his mech and be able to summon it anywhere he wanted at a moment’s notice. Or, even better, he could summon tanks and helicopters. That would be badass. He could just see himself going up against a dragon in an apache helicopter. Or he could level up the skill and produce a dozen Abrams tanks to go up against a titan.

The summoned vehicles wouldn’t last that long though, about fifteen minutes with his current mana pool. It would be incredibly useful in some situations, but not in others. The fact that he could literally build his own mechs had him leaning away from picking the skill.

Now that he had read all the choices, he had to pick two of them. And he couldn’t put off the choice because the system didn’t like waiting. He tapped his chin and thought about all of the skills.

With a heavy heart, he eliminated Stand Tall. He wouldn’t be building gundams any time soon and he couldn’t afford to take a skill now for something that might happen a decade from now. Still, he wished he could save a skill slot for the day when he would recreate Gipsy Danger.

Pest Control was next on the chopping block. As useful as the skill would be in some situations, it wasn’t something that a few fireballs couldn’t do as well.

That left Phantom Shot, Armor Adjunct, and Summon Vehicle. He could pick two of the three. Since Phantom Shot was the only attack skill of the bunch, he decided that would be a lock. It might not be powerful, but it would be useful against all enemies and amazing against insubstantial ones.

Armor Adjunct seemed like a good choice for his second skill until he remembered that he still had Repair Craft. One focused on mitigating damage, and the other repaired it entirely. They had very similar functions. He wasn’t sure if he wanted to focus three of his four skills on defense and healing.

If he went with Summon Vehicle instead, he would have a lot more options. He had access to vehicles that would give him offensive, utility, and defensive options that he didn’t have now.

He thought about it for a few more minutes, then he decided to go with Summon Vehicle and Phantom Shot. If either of them ended up being terrible, he could just sacrifice them when he hit his next threshold at level eighteen.

He felt excited and happy with the new choices. Suddenly all new options for killing monsters were on the table. It was going to be so fun to experiment with his new skills.

But first he had to pick where his eight free stat points were going. He could spread them out, or push all of them into a single stat. Specialist White had encouraged him to focus on Acuity with Dexterity and Perception as second priority. 

He could get his Acuity to eighteen with just six points. That was basically the next stat threshold because the system loved multiples of six. He went ahead and did that, and put a point each into perception and dexterity. His stat screen was looking pretty good now.

His enhanced perception caught the sound of something scraping against the titan scales behind him. He spun around, time slowing as he aimed his arm cannons at the monster trying to sneak up on him. Apparently Acuity 18 was enough to give him much longer bullet time. He felt the world crawl by as he turned. Time sped up to regular as he locked onto his target. He groaned in pain as he realized the sudden movement had jostled his cracked ribs.

Sandwich held up his hands and jokingly said, “Don’t shoot!”

Luke replied with another groan and flopped down on a mostly dry spot of the titan’s head.

“You doing alright there? I was worried that the poison cloud got you when you didn’t come down.”

Luke stayed prone on his back and said, “I was leveling up, had to make some important choices.”

“You’ll have to tell me all about it later. Are you doing alright though? Your breastplate is gone, helmet cracked, and you are covered head to toe in monster blood.”

“I’ll be fine. I just need to wait a minute for my mana pool to refill.” He checked his pool and found it was already back up to fifteen. Hooray for higher Acuity. “Actually, I should have enough now. One sec.”

He pushed all his mana into Repair Craft, fixing cracks and restoring his breastplate. His mech was good as new and sparkly clean thirty seconds later. Sadly it only worked on his machine. His chest was still covered in blood and his ribs cracked.

He slowly stood up and said, “Everyone else ok?”

“Yeah, none of the others were even touched. Bumblebee is watching them. Well, he’s supposed to. He’s excited about his new skill, running around like an idiot.”

“What did he get?”

“He said it’s called Slipstream. It’s like Evade, but it only works while he’s moving. It’s also a movement boost, so he’s happy.”

“Nice. Does it synergize with Rush?”

“Dunno, didn’t ask.”

Luke nodded. “I’ll ask myself. Let’s head down. I need to assign someone to dig out the mana core. I’d get it myself but my ribs are cracked and breathing is hard, let alone digging around in blood and guts.”

Sandwich helped him down off the titan, which was difficult to do with Luke’s broken ribs. Even dead, the top of the monster was a fair distance off the ground.

“Alright. Dom, Ivan, and Angela. Any of you want to get a class related to harvesting monster parts?”

Dom and Ivan frowned, but Angela quickly raised her hand.

Luke pointed at her and said, “You’re it then. Take the fire and ice swords and climb on up there. I don’t exactly know where the core is going to be, but try behind the brain first. Your visor helps you see mana, so track it down that way. Bumblebee, Sandwich, you two help her out.”

The men complained and said the newbies should do it, but Luke had a different job for the Croatian brothers. There were still unexploded bombs along the beach and they needed to clear them out.

Luke walked with them and had them fire their spell slingers from the edge of their range to blow them up. It took several tries to get a hit, but it was safer that way. It also might help with their class choices later. The explosions and subsequent spray of sand were fun to watch.

By the time they were done, Angela was done with her work. She was covered in blood everywhere but her helmet, but she had the core. She held it up triumphantly. Sandwich and Bumblebee were also splattered with blood, but not to the same degree.

Luke happily accepted the core, the biggest one he had ever held. It was as big as his mech’s fist. It had to be tier eight because it was bigger than the tier seven they had gotten from the hydra. And unlike that one, this core was all his because Luke had leverage on Lord Edobar.

The core fit into Luke’s waist storage, but only barely. When everyone was ready to go, Luke turned around and tried to walk away. His mech groaned and refused to cooperate. Off balance, he tipped over and faceplanted in the sand.

He groaned in agony and turned over onto his back.

“Skywalker! Skywalker! Are you ok?” Bumblebee said as he slid to a stop near him.

“Yes. Well, no, my ribs are broken, but nothing bad happened.”

“That’s cap. You just shut down, hard. Listen. I know it’s hard to accept but sometimes you have to ask for help,” Bumblebee said seriously.

Luke had a guess that was verified with Machine Bond. “I don’t need help, I need a new mana core. Sandwich, give me one of the ones you used today.”

Bumblebee grumbled about him making them worry about nothing. Then he said, “Wait a second. I thought the cores we use are supposed to last years.”

“Typical power loaders use a mana core every eighteen months. Our mechs use about double the mana they do. Plus, I used a huge chunk of the power to survive that hit from the titan. Magic inertial dampeners are power hungry.”

“Well, I guess that’s good that you had one. I thought you were dead for sure when you got hit. Straight bussin' that you got back up and killed it.”

Luke nodded in thanks. He climbed out of his mech and swapped out the mana core in the power armor’s spine. He climbed back in and stood up, fully powered and ready for almost anything.

They followed the path from the beach towards the estate village before turning aside and walking around the city walls. Before they left the area around the village, a blur appeared in the distance. Luke’s acuity kicked in and slowed down time enough to see Lord Edobar’s page running towards them at insane speeds.

The young elf stopped in front of them and said, “Luke of Machines. Our Lord Edobar Falodun requests you visit him immediately.”

The page blurred away before Luke had time to respond.

“Well, I guess I’ve been summoned. Go ahead and head back. Take a long lunch break and then join the afternoon training. Even you, Bumblebee. You have a new skill to level up,” Luke said.

Bumblebee saluted and said, “You got it, bossman.” He took a few steps and waved for the others to follow. “Come on, people. We’ve got places to be.”

Luke chuckled at his enthusiasm and instantly regretted it. His ribs weren’t healed yet. He turned and walked to the village center where the skyscraper tree stood. He wasn’t sure if he was allowed to use the elevator, he wasn’t yet part of the aristocracy. He went ahead and did it anyway to save time.

Lord Edobar was almost alone in the court standing on his dais near the back. The only other person in the room was Cormac. He was laying on the ground in the center of the room, bleeding and bruised.

“Oh good, you are finally here. We need to have a discussion,” Lord Edobar said, his voice dropping at the end.

He threw his hands up and his silvery privacy wall sprung up, surrounding the three of them.

            

    
        Chapter 66: Execute order 66

    
    
    
    
                Luke glanced behind himself and strolled forward. He tried not to let his panic show. The elf had cut them off with his silvery wall and his loyal butler was laying beaten on the floor. This was not going to be a pleasant conversation. He suddenly felt glad that he hadn’t taken off his power armor yet.

“You may not know this, but oaths allow for a very limited form of communication, even at great distances. I can tug on it slightly, just enough for you to know I wish to speak with you urgently.” Lord Edobar said with a dead calm. “But when I asked my supposedly loyal Seneschal to bring me your oath, he told me that he hadn’t made you swear one. A member of my Chosen, working my lands, and you haven’t sworn an oath.”

Luke looked over to the bruised and broken Cormac. Apparently that oversight had cost him dearly. “You wanted to speak with me urgently? What’s wrong, Lord Edobar?”

The elf scoffed. “What’s wrong, he says. I have incompetent servants is what’s wrong. I’m so close, so damn close, and you idiots are trying to snatch defeat from the jaws of victory.”

Lord Edobar walked to the window. He stared out and gestured to the distant beach. The Titan was just barely visible from their viewpoint. “Did you know the other two lords were visiting? The three of us have perception high enough that we watched the whole thing. A brief entertainment during our negotiations.”

“No, no one told me.”

“Good to know your performance wasn’t intentional sabotage. Merely inadvertent.”

“Shouldn’t you be happy I killed the titan and saved your estate? It means Cormac was right, humans are capable and you are a great leader.”

Lord Edobar rounded on Luke and slashed his hands down. “No, you idiot. The two people most invested in my downfall were right there and you reminded them just how powerful you were. Not only that, you showed off strength well beyond your low level. If they aren’t already telling the rival faction in the Malamon about this, I’ll sleep in the forest.” He rubbed his temples. “I sent you away from the city so people would forget about you. Why did you think that showing off in front of everyone was a good idea?”

Luke tsked. He hadn’t thought about how killing the Titan would affect the lord’s plans for the Malamon. In retrospect it was clearly a mistake. He had been focused on his new weapon and if it could kill the titan. He never stopped to consider if that would be a good idea. “I apologize. If you had sent word that you would have your enemies watching today, I wouldn’t have killed the titan. I’m sorry.”

“What do I care about your sorrys? I need results, not words.” He threw up his hands. 

“Well, what results do you want?”

“An oath, first of all. I need an oath from you right now so you can continue culling in my lands. After that, I’ll require the titan’s core. I’ll need to increase the bribe to make up for your blunder.”

Luke put a hand to his waist. That core was worth almost a million dollars to the right buyer. “No, I don’t think I’ll swear any oath. You need me. We aren’t changing the deal just because you realized that your position is more precarious than it used to be. You need me, not the other way around.”

Lord Edobar’s lone eye narrowed. A deep pressure rolled off of him in waves. It was like the air got heavy and it was hard to breathe. Little silver crystals appeared in the air, hovering there and growing like snowflakes. Luke blinked and the elf was suddenly right in front of him.

The elf grabbed his helmet and slowly brought it down to his level. “You’ve convinced yourself that my earlier concessions mean that I am weak. That I can be taken advantage of. Let me assure you that I am not. You and I both have platinum classes, but that does not make us equal. You are a child and I am an experienced warrior past my sixth threshold. I could kill you without breaking a sweat.”

The silver crystals were a foot long now, filling the court and making light bounce strangely through the room. Luke had no idea what the man’s class was, but it was clearly dangerous. He would rather go up against the titan again. But that didn’t mean he was backing down.

Luke straightened up and looked down on the elf. He shrugged exaggeratedly. “Maybe you could kill me but that’s never going to happen. You are an intelligent man. You know that I set up contingencies in case I die, your secret would get out. You know I still represent your best chance at winning the Malamon. I gather that is very important to you. Why is that? Your own life isn’t in danger, and you clearly don’t care about your staff. Is it related to why your estate is poorer than it should be? Who are you sending bribes to?”

The one-eyed elf clenched and unclenched his fists, breathing slowly. He stared at Luke unflinchingly. “Fine. The titan core is yours to do with as you will. However, I still need payment for the greater healing potion you stole. You may pay with 400 platinum, or 4000 tier one cores, or one tier eight monster core.”

Luke cursed internally. He really did owe the man for the healing potion that saved Vanessa’s life. He had risked his life to get this core, but now the elf wanted to take it. Worst of all, Luke didn’t have a better idea. He was in the middle of a power struggle with Edobar, but he wasn’t going to use that as an excuse to renege on the debt.

Reluctantly, Luke reached into his waist compartment and pulled out the core. He handed it over and said, “Are we done here? I’m still not swearing an oath.”

The victorious smile on Edobar’s face dropped when Luke said the second sentence. He clenched his fist, moving the crystal stars closer to the human’s head. Luke didn’t flinch. They stared at each other, neither willing to compromise.

Time stretched.

Cormac coughed, blood splattering onto the floor.

Lord Edobar sneered. “Get that useless orc off my floor. Take him to the healers but tell them any healing potions he needs must be paid for by himself. And this floor better be spotless when I return in three days.” He gestured angrily to the privacy wall and it dissolved into sparkles of mana. He stalked out of the court and into his private rooms.

Luke sighed in relief. The elf hadn’t said it, but he clearly still wanted Luke to fight for him. He hadn’t asked for an oath. It seemed like he had won this little détente.

Or at least he hadn’t lost. Lord Edobar was the type to plan ahead and Luke wasn’t acting like a good little pawn. The elf was probably trying to arrange a backup plan right now. If he found a better option, he would cut Luke loose. Which would be bad.

Not that Luke wanted to fight in the Malamon, but Lord Edobar clearly hated him now. If the elf no longer needed him, he would bar him from the portal. At least. He might even follow through with his threats.

Maybe it was time for Luke to start making backup plans of his own.

But first, Cormac needed help. He walked over to the orc and gently slid his hands underneath him.

“I’m really sorry about this,” Luke said and stood up. “I know it isn’t really my fault, but you took the beating he clearly wanted to give me.”

He walked over to the elevator. No way he was carrying an injured orc down that many stairs.

“I made a mistake. It is only right that our lord punishes me,” Cormac said, blood dripping from his mouth as he talked.

“We both know that isn’t true. You didn’t give us oaths because those magic parchments are expensive. It doesn’t matter if you wanted to be kind to the humans, Edobar didn’t give you the budget to put us all under oath.”

“A good Seneschal improvises.”

“Do you still want to be a good Seneschal? Your life is at risk if you stay under his employ. Why not tell him the truth and tell him about your cracked core? I would hate to see you leave, but at least you would be alive.”

“He already knows. We discussed it earlier when he asked if there was anything else I was hiding from him. Perhaps if I had mentioned my injury earlier, he might have replaced me without a thought. Now, we are too close to the Malamon. I need to organize the staff and make sure they pass their challenges. Someone new would miss a detail and we would lose before the warriors had the chance to fight.”

They reached the bottom of the tower and Luke paused. “Where am I taking you? I’ve never been to the healers.”

“Northwest of here. It is a three story building near the edges of the walls. The alchemist's work has a very astringent smell and they will not allow it close to the lord's tower.”

As they walked through the estate village, some of the elves looked on curiously and then went along their day. As soon as they left the more affluent part of the village, that changed. Dwarves and orcs rushed up, some of them crying, all of whom wanted to help. Luke was more than strong enough to carry him though, so he only asked for someone to run ahead and warn the healers they were on the way.

Their destination came into view a short while later, a three story tower made of stone and wood. There was smoke coming out of four different vents in the roof. Luke disagreed with Cormac. The building didn’t smell astringent. It smelled like ass.

As soon as they arrived, a trio of elves asked him to put Cormac down on their patient table and shooed him away. They bandaged his wounds and gave him a potion.

Since they seemed to have everything in hand, Luke headed home. He was contemplative on the jog through the forest. He had just killed a titan but it didn’t feel like a win anymore. Losing the core stung. At least he didn't owe anything for the greater healing potion that saved Vanessa's life.

He was sick and tired of dealing with Edobar and his machinations. Luke wanted an option B, something that gave him the freedom he wanted. And he knew just how to start.

⚙⚙⚙

“You actually made it? Oh, Luke. Thank you so much!” Vanessa said and gave him a hug. “I thought you were mad at me because I didn’t want to hunt monsters.”

“I was never mad at you. I’m sorry you had that traumatizing experience. I’ve been trained to handle this type of thing and it’s still hard for me. I wouldn’t think less of you if you never wanted to fight monsters again. You’re worth way more to me than an employee.” He swept his hand towards the new suit he made and said, “Besides, I actually do have a job for you. I hope you weren’t kidding about being our negotiator.” 

He had made her a sleek new set of power armor. Where the others were closer to bulky armored mechs, this new suit was firmly in the Iron Man/Halo category. It was matte black with red highlights, to match Luke’s own Mark IV red armor. The visor was clear bulletproof glass, mana strengthened and runed for more durability. It also slid completely back when not in use. When she was wearing it, she would be about seven feet tall, making this the smallest mech Luke had made. 

Vanessa clapped her hands. “No, I totally want to be the negotiator.”

“Good, because I spent a lot of time on this,” Luke said with a lopsided grin. “In addition to the new suit’s dashing good looks, I’ve got a state of the art sound system installed you can use with the translator app. It’s got a plug in for your cell phone in the belly with magnetic shielding to keep it from breaking in a week. I also have tabs in the fingers that will help you switching languages.

“Unfortunately since it’s smaller, I couldn’t fit spell rifles in the forearms. You’ll have to stick to the elemental spells in the palms. But I do have a backup weapon in case you run out of mana. It’s stored in the back plate here, you lift this hatch here and this pops out.”

A stub nosed air rifle dropped into her hands. It was a spell rifle, but looked like a bullpup machine gun.

“It’s got acid spells inscribed and holds twenty rounds. I figure if you are using your backup weapon, you want to spread lasting death and destruction. I haven’t figured out how to protect the barrel yet though, so the acid will start eating through the gun after a few shots. It’s basically single use.”

Luke tucked the gun away again. “Keep it hidden. I don’t want to bother explaining that it’s not a treaty violation. Anyway, on to your first negotiator assignment. Lord Edobar was super pissed at me for killing the titan. He wanted me to be his secret weapon in the Malamon and now everyone knows I’m awesome. He’s probably working on a backup plan now, to cut me out and still win.”

He didn’t mention the fact that the lord had taken the monster core too. He didn’t want Vanessa to feel guilty that he had used a greater healing potion on her.

Luke continued, “Your job will be to come up with our own option B. I want you to talk to all the important people in the other two estate villages, Monta Hejmo and Fekundaj Kampoj, and see if we can get a backup plan in case Lord Edobar wants to ban us from the portal. Obviously the two lords are the most important on that list, but talk to everyone you can. There is a lot we don’t know about the political situation here. You might want to talk to the purple coats first, some of those scientists are sociologists and can save you days of work.”

“I can totally do that. I’ll be your ambassador, everyone will love you before they even meet you,” Vanessa said. She tapped her chin. “What about gifts? Are you ok with me giving out gifts to smooth my way?”

“You mean bribes? Sure, give out whatever you want. Allen’s got a company credit card, borrow it from him and get whatever you want. Spices are worth a lot over there, but also entertainment and precision made instruments like watches. Don’t bother with alcohol, Earth booze is too weak for anyone over there to enjoy.”

“Time to go shopping!” Vanessa said and threw up her hands.

“Go on without me, I’ve got repairs to make and new mechs to build for the new hires,” Luke said.

“Who said you were invited?” Vanessa said with an arched eyebrow.

Luke laughed and said, “Come by the warehouse when you are done and we’ll go out to dinner. It’s been too long since we went on a date.”

“You got it,” Vanessa said and gave him a kiss.

Luke sighed in contentment and turned to the materials he had prepared for the mech suits. It was time to finally have as many mechs as employees. Just as he got into the grove of things, Allen came out from the office.

“We have a problem,” Allen said and held up his laptop.

“Don’t worry, I’m sure Vanessa will keep her purchases reasonable.” Luke said without looking up.

“What? No. She’s more responsible than you are. We have an actual problem, not something that can be solved with spending limits.”

Luke heard the seriousness in his voice and put down his mana torch.

            

    
        Chapter 67: There's Just No Way to Make It Economically Feasible

    
    
    
    
                “What’s wrong?” Luke asked Allen.

“It’s our profit margins, we’ve got serious long term problems,” Allen replied and set down his laptop on Luke’s workbench.

“How? We’re raking in the money, aren’t we?”

Allen tapped the laptop screen. “The problem is that we are reaching market saturation. The price of mana cores was stable because the supply was stable. You and I have been providing enough cores to send that out of whack. The price has dipped to about half of what it was before we started flooding the North American market.”

“What can we do?” Luke said and peered at the spreadsheets.

“There isn’t much we can do. Only so many people want a mana core, and they last a while. I still haven’t sold off all the cores you got from the Hive Wolves. I’ve been slowly releasing them so I don’t crater the market, ” Allen said and leaned back in his ergonomic chair.

“What about selling them overseas? You said we are flooding the North American market, what about Europe and China?”

“There are problems there too. China has been hunting monsters since day one, they have a surplus of monster cores over there. Europe still has a high demand, but to get the cores over there you have to pay some crazy high export and import taxes. We would still make a profit with a large batch, but it wouldn’t take long before we saturate that market too.”

Luke sat down heavily.

Allen sighed. “I think we have to face the facts. We didn’t discover something everyone else missed. There is a reason no one else has been doing this. The market just doesn’t have the demand for heavy monster core farming.”

“How bad is it? The finances, I mean.”

“Nothing is bad, yet. We own this warehouse, free and clear. The company has half a million in the bank. We don’t have any outstanding loans. That’s fantastic for any business, let alone one as new as ours. But we can’t expect as much money to keep flowing anymore. We’ll have to curtail all future spending.”

“I’m assuming we’ll have to eliminate bonuses for turning in ten cores at once.”

“At least, yeah. We’ll have to let some people go too. We can easily handle the salary of me and you plus six Jaegers, but after that we start breaking even and it’s not worth it anymore.”

“So I have to fire people? I just hired them! It hasn’t even been a month yet. Ugh. This isn’t what I wanted when I founded my own company. I just wanted stacks of cash big enough to swim in.”

Allen laughed. “You and me both.”

They lapsed into silence, neither of them coming up with a solution to the problem yet. Luke pulled out his phone, habitually fiddling with it. He saw a new email and opened it up. His eyes got wider and wider as he read. 

Allen noticed the reaction and said, “What’s wrong?”

“It’s an email invite.” Luke said and handed over his phone. “It’s from Atticus, or rather his company. We are cordially invited to pitch our company so they can invest in it.”

Allen barked out a laugh and slammed the table. “This is perfect! It means Atticus Adelson will stop attacking you and we can sell the company based on our previous earnings over the last few months. Our valuation will be sky high. He won’t know that sales pace is unsustainable until it’s too late.”

“Yeah, seems like my moves on Kalibutan really rattled him,” Luke said and scratched his neck. “Still. Not sure if I want to sell the company. We’ve poured a lot of time and effort into this thing and I’d hate to give up so soon.”

“Luke. This isn’t giving up, this is winning. You were just saying you wanted to swim in piles of cash, this is literally your chance. This is our chance. I’m the CFO, remember? What happens to this company matters to me too.”

“Well, the invite just says invest, it doesn’t say they want to buy the company,” Luke hedged. “But you are right. This is your company too, we need to make the decision together. We’ll go to the meeting together. I’ll reply and say we can meet on Friday as requested,” Luke said and quickly fired off an email.

Allen was excited and hurried off to create financial predictions. He mumbled to himself, “They are going to overpay, but that’s what you get when you calculate EBITA without a real history.”

⚙⚙⚙

Cormac grunted. “It’s time for the monthly slime harvest. You’ll need to escort the alchemists into the southern forest and protect them as they collect enough essence to supply the next month’s potions.”

Luke gave him distracted jazz hands. The Seneschal still looked like shit. He had gotten a healing potion yesterday when Luke dropped him off at the healers/alchemists, but it clearly wasn’t enough. Bruises covered most of his face and arms.

“Are you going to be ok? Does your condition mean that you heal slower?”

“I will be healed by tomorrow, Luke of Machines. Our lord wants me to remember his admonishment, and I am ensuring that will happen and saving myself some money at the same time.”

“It’s not right. He made the mistake, not you. He’s an asshole abuser who wants you to blame yourself.”

Cormac’s expression hardened. “Do not speak ill of my lord in my presence.”

Luke sighed. “Fine, let’s get the harvesting done. I’m assuming I need to escort the three elves over there wearing all black?”

“That’s correct. They will handle harvesting and do some field distillation. Your only task will be to protect them from other monsters.” Cormac said. He waved his large green hand and gestured for the elves to move closer. “Honored alchemists, meet Luke of Machines. He and his team will be providing excellent protection for you. Luke of Machines, meet Eghe Osamuyi of Alchemy, Tofel Enatama of Alchemy, and Elo Kadiri of Alchemy. They are the backbone of our estate village’s economy. Please treat them well and ensure their work remains safe.”

Luke surprised himself by remembering their names. Memory 12 wasn’t just a number on his stat screen. “Glad to meet you, Osamuyi, Tofel, and Kadiri of Alchemy. Are we just harvesting the red slimes today or the purple and yellow ones too?”

Tofel stepped forward. He was the oldest of the three and wore long black robes that reminded him of a priest’s frock with a hood. He had slicked back hair, gray with a tinge of green. The other two elves wore large baskets on their back, but he carried a caldron full of tools. “Good to meet you too, Luke of Machines. Our priority is red slimes, but I would appreciate the chance to collect purple and yellow ones as well. Our schedule only allows for this single day of harvesting though, so we will have to see how much time we have left after we have collected our quota.”

“One Kalibutan day, right? We’ll have to split the harvest in two then. Humans sleep more often than your people. We’ll work for eight hours, take a break for sleep, and then come back for another eight hours. Sorry if that cuts into your harvesting time. We can escort you more than just today if that works.”

Tofel’s shoulder’s slumped. “No, that won’t work. Our distillation and brewing schedule can’t be interrupted or we will lose the whole batch. If you could find a way to escort us for longer, that would be wonderful, but I wouldn’t want tired protectors.”

“I’ll see what we can do. Let’s head out so we can take advantage of what time we do have,” Luke said.

He gestured to the rest of his squad that they were heading out. He had the other new hires with him today, Daniel, Gina, Max, and Jeff. Normally Sandwich would round out their squad but Bumblebee had asked to swap with him today. He brought up the rear of their formation and kept an eye out. He was probably itching to try out his new skill after hitting level eighteen in his Driver class. Slipstream would let him rush to the front while threading through everyone else in the way.

Luke had been looking forward to practicing his own new skills, Phantom Shot and Summon Vehicle. There were dozens of reasons he shouldn’t show off how many skills he had to the elves around him, so he had to pick one to reveal. 

Summon Vehicle was a wonderfully flexible skill, but he wouldn’t be practicing it today. He had to ‘load up’ vehicles first before he could summon them, and the only one he had loaded at the moment was the mech he was already wearing. He had sent a message to Agent Brown to have him set up a visit to the nearby army base so he could load up war vehicles. Until then, his practice would be best done with Phantom Shot.

Their group walked into the forest at a steady pace. Slower than Luke was used to since the elves were with them. But not that slow, they clearly kept in shape. Either that or elves were naturally more fit than humans since they grew up in a mana saturated world.

Once they arrived in the right area, they slowed down and headed off the path. Luke found himself wishing that his magic drone hadn’t been disintegrated again. They would be able to spot the hiding slimes easier. He told himself to make two magic drones next time. With his luck maybe three would be better.

“Bumblebee, you take point. You are better at spotting slimes before they attack.”

Bumblebee dashed to the front, weaving through everyone just like Luke predicted. “Bossman, you need to put points into Perception. It’s important.”

“I did put points into Perception. I just don’t want a repeat of last time,” Luke grumped. 

Bumblebee snickered and took the lead. Luke followed behind with the elves behind him. Daniel and Gina took up positions to the left and right, and Max and Jeff brought up the rear.

It didn’t take long for them to run into the first monster. A red slime dropped out from a nearby tree, tentacles spread wide to latch onto Bumblebee. He slipped out of the way without even looking up. Once it landed, he zapped it with a spell rifle lightning bolt. Two more shots killed it. Red acid dripped from the three holes the magnets punched in its thick skin.

Luke looked back to see Daniel fumbling with his sword. The stylish Asian guy hadn’t been ready for action and was still trying to react to the slime after it was dead. He shook his head. At least the other three were alert. The short Gina in particular looked like she was just hoping the next monster attacked her.

“Alright everyone, faces out. Keep an eye out for monsters while the alchemists do their thing,” Luke said.

He didn’t follow his own command though, instead watching as the elvish assistants, Osamuyi and Kadiri, put on gloves and took out shiny tongs from Tofel’s cauldron. Instead of normal grippers, these tongs looked like metal flyswatters. The extra surface area allowed them to pick up the dead slime and carry it over to the cauldron.

In the meantime, Tofel had emptied out the cauldron and extended its tripod legs. Once his assistants placed the acid jelly into the metal pot, he added in a spoonful of powder and a drop of green liquid. He stirred it up with a glass rod and touched a rune on the side and took a few steps back.

Luke was prepared for a sudden influx of fire, but the cauldron's heating was much more subdued. The bottom turned slightly redder, but no flames appeared. Tiny bubbles formed around the edge of the slime and little wisps of steam curled up. Quicker than expected, the concoction was at a fast boil. Steam was billowing out from the cauldron in a steady stream. Luke was glad he had installed the air filtration system in all the suits. The elves weren’t wearing masks but he was pretty sure that steam was toxic.

“Jinx, don’t stand so close,” Luke said.

The cat didn’t look at him, but still wandered away, threading through Daniel’s legs to see if she could trip him up.

The elf let it boil for a minute and then Tofel touched a few more runes. The boiling quickly stopped and the remaining liquid cooled down quickly. The elf grabbed wooden paddles and shaped the quickly cooling block of slime.

When a rime of frost appeared on the cauldron’s rim, Tofel deactivated the ice rune and scooped out the alchemical ingredient with the paddles. He held it up to the sun and nodded to himself.

“Good quality. Auspicious that we found a slime so quickly too.”

“This is their territory,” Luke said. “You can’t walk far without running into one.”

“I hope that is the case. It seems like whenever harvest day comes, the little acid assholes go into hiding.”

Luke chuckled. “We’ll just have to see. Every time we’ve done a sweep of the area we’ve had dozens attack us.”

Tofel dropped the block of concentrated slime into one of their baskets and instructed his assistants to pack up. While they worked Luke gave his own assistants an instruction, not to waste ammo on slimes. He wanted to use his new skill on them.

Once they were packed up, they moved a few hundred feet further. Unsurprisingly, Bumblebee was targeted again, this time a slime ambush from the ground. He danced out of the way and looked towards Luke.

Luke had already rushed forward and was aiming his arm cannon at the jiggly slime as it landed. Instead of firing a magnet, he pushed mana into his Phantom Shot.

A huge ghostly shape appeared around his arm and shot forward. Even with his Acuity giving him a brief moment of slowed time, he was only just barely able to see its shape. It looked like a cartoon version of a bullet, grey with violet highlights. The ghostly bullet shot forward and passed through the monster and into the ground. The dirt wasn’t even disturbed.

Luke almost fired again, but then a small mana core formed in its center. He grinned ear to ear. One shot, one kill. He checked his mana and the grin slid off his face. That had cost him six points of mana. That was so expensive. He could only do that four times before he was completely out of mana.




	
Skill Up!





	
Phantom Shot has advanced to level 2 









Luke nodded to himself at the notice. All skills got better when they leveled up. Maybe this one would get more efficient. He would just have to practice a lot with the skill until he got to a high enough level.

“Is the whole day going to be this easy?” Jeff asked.

Everyone turned and stared at him.

Gina smacked him upside the head, metal clanging on chitin. “Don’t jinx us, you idiot.”

            

    
        Chapter 68: We Do Not Negotiate With Terrorists

    
    
    
    
                Luke waved behind himself, motioning for everyone else to stay back. He only had enough mana left to try this once. There was a particularly obvious slime hiding in the branches of the tree ahead of them. The slowly moving branches of the alien tree weren’t hiding the monster nearly as well as it thought. Behind that slime in the next tree up was another slime. This one was hidden slightly better, but still obvious enough that he could see them both.

More importantly, they were lined up from his position. He moved forward a bit more and activated Phantom Shot. A huge spectral bullet, gray and violet, appeared around his forearm and shot forward. As quick as a blink, it streaked through the first and second red slimes and then on into the blue sky. It dissipated into nothingness about three hundred feet away.

He threw up his hands and yelled, “Yeah baby! One shot, two kills!”

When he turned around, he expected to hear a few cheers, or at least a nod at the accomplishment. No one was even looking at him. They were all looking at something above him. He immediately assumed there was a monster up there and instinctively activated Frictionless Slide. Nothing happened. He belatedly realized he didn’t have that skill anymore and jumped out of the way.

It was just in time to avoid a third slime falling out of the tree. It splatted to the ground, leaking acid from huge rents in its rubbery skin. Luke looked up to see Jinx sitting on a branch above his head. She looked down at him, giving him a look that said so much.

“Thanks for saving me, Jinx. I really appreciate it. I bet the alchemists appreciate it too. They have three slimes to process without having to move their cauldron.”

When his suit automatically translated into elvish, Tofel turned to Jinx and gave her a little bow. “Thank you for your overwatch, spirit companion.”

“He says thanks too.” Luke translated for her.

She got the message when Tofel pulled something out of his pocket and held it out to her. It was a small dried fish. Jinx jumped down and scarfed the snack in a single bite. She licked her chops and meowed for another. Her eyes were wide, her cuteness overwhelming.

Tofel agreed and gave her another dried fish. “That’s the last one I can spare. This was supposed to be my lunch. Although, I suppose I can just eat lunch at the estate village. With these three slimes here, we are already above quota for red slimes.”

“Really? I thought you said you were worried about meeting quota today, and it hasn’t even been half a Kalibutan day yet,” Luke asked.

“There are far more red slimes than I was expecting. You must have done something right in your culling and shepherding duties.”

“Just doing what we were told. We patrol the area often, and leave the corpses and cores of any monsters we kill.”

“You don’t harvest the monster bodies?” Tofel said with mild surprise. “That is likely the difference. Most cullers harvest monster parts and sell them in the estate. It’s part of their compensation.”

“Huh. I remember someone saying something about that, but I never learned which monster parts were valuable. I’ll have to look into it.”

“Angela already bought a book,” Gina said.

“Really?”

“Yeah, she wants a...” Gina trailed off. She looked embarrassed and said, “Nevermind.”

Luke nodded. He knew what she was going to say. Angela was trying for a ranger or harvester class. But they weren’t supposed to let the elves know how many humans were getting classes these days.

Tofel gave them a weird look and then went back to work. He processed the last three slimes and gave them to his assistants to carry. Luke offered to carry the baskets instead, but the elves politely declined.

They escorted them back to the estate village and made arrangements to meet up a few hours after lunch. That would be after 8AM on Earth. Luke would have the second squad escort them to the purple slime and yellow slime territories. He had something else he needed to do tomorrow.

⚙⚙⚙

“Ten bucks say they show up late as part of some bullshit power play,” Luke said and leaned back.

Allen, Vanessa, and Luke were waiting in a large conference room on the first floor of building B of the Norfolk Complex. It was where the important deals relating to portal commerce were made. The three of them had gotten there a few minutes early to set up. When they got here Atticus Adelson and his lawyers were going to make an offer for Monster Jaeger Inc.

“No bet,” Vanessa said with a nervous laugh. She smoothed out her blouse and adjusted her hair.

“I’ll take that bet. This deal might be worth millions to them. They are going to take it seriously,” Allen said.

“You’re taking things seriously, that’s for sure. You’ve got a PowerPoint presentation, stacks of printed out prospectus and your suit is obviously new.”

Allen straightened his tie. “Not my fault I like to look good. Besides, you are wearing a suit too, if you put on a tie you would look just as good as me.”

Luke shrugged. He had dressed up but couldn’t bear to have something choking him for a meeting that might last hours. “Sure. I guess it’s hard to take this too seriously. I’m thinking we are going to go with plan B anyway. Speaking of which, is it ready to go?”

Allen looked towards the door nervously. When no one appeared he said, “Yeah, I got word from the people in Sweden that it’s ready. But I really don’t know if I want to go that route.”

“Why not? It will solve our problems neatly.”

“Neat? That’s not neat. That’s dropping an atomic bomb to cut down a forest. Sure, the forest will be gone, but you’re gonna have a lot of people mad at you.”

“Nothing we can’t handle.”

“Let’s just see how this meeting goes, please? Give them a fair chance. It would be best for everyone.”

Luke shrugged. It was just after 10AM, when the meeting was supposed to start. He decided to change the subject to something safer in case they walked in. “So, Vanessa, how have Kalibutan negotiations been going?”

“Good, good. I’ve talked to the seneschals and lords of both Monta Hejmo and Fekundaj Kampoj. Those guys really hate Lord Edobar. I mean, hate, hate. According to them, Lord Edobar is a devil incarnate. And I mean that literally. They are way more religious there, and don’t like how Lord Edobar doesn’t force his staff to worship the gods.”

“Huh. I wouldn’t have guessed. Did they tell you anything interesting?”

“I’ve learned all kinds of important stuff. We need to have a sit down debrief this afternoon. You never know what will turn out to be important later."

Luke leaned forward and said, “What do you think might be important?”

Their conversation was interrupted by the door opening and people in suits walking in. Last in line was the man himself, Atticus. Even if his wispy hair and distinctive wrinkles weren’t immediately recognizable, he was the oldest person in the room, by far.

“Sorry we are a bit late,” Atticus said boisterously. “Even when you have your own private jet, you can’t avoid traffic once you are on the ground.” 

They all filed in, with the four lawyers opening up laptops to either side of their boss. Atticus leaned forward and slapped the table. “Well, I must congratulate you boys. You managed to catch my eye in record time. And there aren’t many people that can get a sit down with the man himself. But my schedule is packed, so we’ll have to get right into things. Sorry to skip the pleasantries. Marcus, I believe you have an offer written up for them?”

The lawyer to his right pulled out a stack of paper, about forty pages, and handed it to Luke. He handed it off to Vanessa without even reading it.

Luke cleared his throat and said, “Although this is my company, I’ll be having the professionals handle the negotiations. This is Allen Conrad, our CFO, and Vanessa Staggers, COO and our lead negotiator.”

Vanessa flipped through the contract and stopped at the last page. She looked up and brightly said, “Well, this is far too low of an offer. Which is no surprise, you don’t know anything about our financials, let alone what our projected yearly EBITDA is. If you’ll please sign this NDA, Mr. Conrad will walk you through his presentation on our valuation.” She handed over ten copies of the one page NDA they had found on the internet. She also slid the contract over to Allen so he could look over it as well.

Atticus looked like he had swallowed a lemon. “Is this all really necessary? I want to make you rich, not get bogged down in the little details.”

“Don’t worry, Mr. Adelson. Our presentation is short and our documentation thorough. I’m sure we can get a deal hammered out quickly,” Vanessa said warmly. She was in her element now, her earlier nervousness forgotten.

The lawyers discussed the NDA and agreed that it made sense to sign. Once they did, Allen clicked a button on his laptop and the PowerPoint slideshow started up. He wasn’t nearly as comfortable talking in front of a group as Vanessa was. At one point he said “um” three times in a row. But he did know his stuff, so he was able to get through the presentation and easily answer any questions they had.

Allen ended the presentation with, “I understand your initial offer was just a conversation starter, but I think it's important to note that it valued our company at 2.5 times yearly EBITDA, but I think the industry standard is 8 times valuation. That would put us in the neighborhood of 32 million as a starting point. I personally believe 40 million would be a better valuation, since half of our taxes are already paid, we owe no debt, and our Kalibutan connections are irreplaceable.”

Luke leaned in and spoke up for the first time, “Just so we are clear, my mech designs aren’t part of the 40 million valuation. We were thinking of selling the patents to the US military. If you want, we can include them in the deal too, but it would naturally drastically increase the total valuation.”

Atticus sputtered. “But those designs are part of the company. You can’t sell the company without the one thing that makes it unique. I can send fifty men into the portal tomorrow and take over your market share in a single day.”

“Well, no. I have an exclusivity agreement with the Kalibutan government. I’m the only one allowed to operate in this portal. But yes, you could attempt it in other portals. You’ll just need to protect your hunters, and we are back to my designs. We’ll just have to come up with a price that includes everything.”

The lawyers fired back with some complex sounding legalese and the negotiations started in earnest. They refuted Allen’s every point and Atticus told him he wouldn’t be able to sell his designs to anyone in the military. He had contacts in every branch.

The negotiations dragged on until Vanessa ended it by saying, “I think we’ve discussed everything salient. Please draw up a new agreement and send it over for review.”

Atticus was fully checked out at that point, fiddling on his phone. The lawyer to his right replied, “We can have a new offer by the end of the day. We’ll send it through docusign so you can sign it right away.”

Luke spoke up for the first time since the beginning. “We won’t be making our decision today. We need to have a lawyer review it. If everything looks good we’ll sign by next Friday.”

The man’s right eye twitched. “We’ll get that offer to you soon.”

Atticus stood up. “Sign the damn thing when it gets to you. It’s the only offer I will ever make. If you don’t, I’ll get someone else to make me my mechs and we’ll run you out of business.”

Everyone else stood and there was a round of awkward goodbyes.

As they were walking across the complex back to their warehouse, Luke said, “You know they aren’t going to give us an offer we can accept.”

Allen softly said, “We should wait to see what they have to say.”

Vanessa shook her head, “We can wait, but that won’t change anything. They are way off. They want to pay us less than what we’ll make in a year.”

Allen didn’t really have a rebuttal, but still insisted they should wait.

Waiting quickly became boring. Luke scrolled through his phone for a bit before putting it down. He had gotten out of the habit since he spent most days without internet access now. He decided to put the waiting to productive use.

“Hey Vanessa, how has your progress been with cutting off the oath?” Luke asked.

They had both been working on implementing Cormac’s advice over the last few days.

“It’s taking forever. I get what he meant, but moving your internal mana around is tough, let alone cutting something metaphysical with it.”

“I had a new idea I’ve been working on. Instead of solidifying a mana knife, I’ve been stretching it out into a thin line and then pulling back and forth at it like a wire saw.”

“I guess I can try that too, it’s just weird doing this. Mana isn’t something physical, and the oath is more metaphorical than actual.”

“You can do it!” Luke said with a goofy grin.

She rolled her eyes and they got to work. Time passed slowly. Luke cut away the tendrils of the oath, one at a time. It was boring, mind-numbing, work, but they didn’t have anything better to do while they waited for the offer. Around 4PM Luke made a new mana saw only to realize he had no more tendrils to cut.

He was out. He was free of the oath from SPEAR. After all this time with it hanging over him, he was finally out from under their thumb. And since he hadn’t broken the oath, the magic parchment with his name still showed it as active. As far as the government was concerned, he was a model citizen. He had all the freedom and none of the restrictions.

Vanessa was encouraged by his success, but didn’t have as much progress as he had. She kept at it, slowly removing the oath’s connection to her.

Shortly before 5PM, the offer from Atticus Adelson’s company, ManaTek, arrived. Five million dollars for everything. It was more money than Luke had ever seen, but also insultingly low.

Vanessa was just as insulted, and Allen was disappointed. Vanessa wanted to send back an immediate rejection, but Luke suggested they wait until next Friday. He wanted to buy time for plan B to take effect.

Luke nodded to Allen and he clicked a single button on his laptop. That made the website live and started the ad campaign. Soon enough, people were going to discover an anonymous website full of rune diagrams and their accompanying intents. Luke had amassed dozens of runes and every single one of them was available on the internet for free now. WikiRunes.com was about to change the game completely.


            

    
        Chapter 69: Nobody Wants You to Break the System Itself. But That Is What True Disruption Is.

    
    
    
    
                Vanessa tilted her head. “That’s it? A website about runes? I don’t get why that’s a big deal.”

Luke scrolled through the website to show it off. “It’s fairly simple. The only reason we were even considering selling our company was that our profit margins were slipping. We have too much supply, not enough demand. This will change that. With the secrets of runes out there, demand is going to go back up. All kinds of people are going to design and build their own enchanted tools, vehicles, and toys. Way more people will need a mana core to power their designs.”

“What he isn’t telling you is that it’s also a petty attack on Atticus Adelson,” Allen said.

“Hey now. It isn’t petty. This is all business,” Luke said. “And this isn’t all me. You created the website, you hit publish. If you didn’t want to do it, WikiRunes wouldn’t exist.” 

Allen swiveled his chair to face Vanessa. “There are literally dozens of copyrights we are threatening here. Almost every company that deals with Kalibutan has one or two of their own, and Atticus owns half of that number. We just put their intellectual property on the internet for free. Regardless of what Luke says, our billionaire buddy is going to see this as an attack.”

“First off, it isn’t their property. It came from Kalibutan, not Earth. They didn’t discover these runes or lease them from the people that did. They just came across some runes and decided not to share. We simply decided to share instead. If Atticus’ bottom line tanks, then that’s just icing on the cake.”

Vanessa grimaced. “Aren’t you worried about getting sued?”

Luke shrugged. “Not really. Our website is anonymous. That’s why it’s registered in Sweden, it’s one of the few places that let you do that. People can add to the website anonymously too, so if it gets really popular, more people will add their runes and then it’s a cultural movement for greater transparency. It will invalidate the copyright claims currently going through the court system now.”

Allen shook his head. “He’s not worried, but I am. I’ve already researched lawyers and we have a separate savings account for our legal defense. At least we don’t have to deal with it right now. It will be years before the other challenges to their rune copyrights are settled. They wouldn’t sue us until that’s resolved by the Supreme Court.”

“See, we are covered,” Luke said happily. “This is going to be great, it’s going to change everything. And the first change we are going to see is more money in the bank. We should celebrate.”

Allen nodded. “Yeah. Stress makes me hungry. Let’s head out.”

Vanessa said, “Good idea. While we are at dinner, I can tell you more about what happened with my negotiations.”

“Great idea. I want to hear all about it,” Luke said and threw his arm around her shoulders.

⚙⚙⚙

“That really doesn’t make sense to me,” Allen said as he waved a half eaten rib around. “Luke said people with magic classes are automatically a step above the commoners. Why would hunters have a bad rep? Shouldn’t they be more respected, not less?”

Vanessa winced as rib meat fell off the bone and onto the tray. “Big game hunters are respected, it’s the cullers that aren’t. Monster culling is a job a lot like garbageman is here. Everyone realizes it’s important, but no one wants to be caught dead doing it. Kalibutan culture is big on having power and not using it. Cullers have to use their power every day. It’s embarrassing to them.

“It’s why humans were allowed to do the job in the first place. There are other people in the estate villages that could easily kill monsters, but they didn’t want the shame. So, we get to swoop in and collect all the orbs. Okiri, he’s the Seneschal for the mining estate, said we could cull monsters in their territory after the current culling contract is over.”

Luke nodded. “Nice. Just what we need to expand operations.”

“We’ll be raking in the dough, assuming your WikiRunes website pans out.”

“It’s going to be great, trust me,” Luke said, with more confidence than he felt. Then to change the subject he said, “You said you learned something new about the Malamon?”

Vanessa accepted the change of subject and said, “Ok, so. There is this big kahuna that will come to oversee the final fight. They call him the Indomitable and they're all scared of him. He’ll give this speech and ask if there are any other grievances that can be solved at the same time. Anything is up for debate, young, old, rich, poor, whatever. The only thing is that both sides have to agree to settle it with a fight. Since the loser gets sacrificed to the gods, that makes sense. Both lords I talked to said they were going to challenge Lord Edobar. I don’t know if they are serious, because they seem way too soft and the consequence of failure is death.”

“Would they even have a chance against him? I’ve never seen Edobar fight, but he seems powerful.”

“All three lords are on an even playing field. They have to have platinum classes to be a lord. They are all probably level 48 because it’s almost impossible to get ahold of the right sacrifices to pass that threshold. So it would be an even fight. But I doubt they would risk it. I think they just like to talk big.”

“Yeah, from what I’ve seen of the royalty around here, they are self-centered pricks. They wouldn’t risk ritual sacrifice.”

Allen leaned forward. “Ritual sacrifice? Like Indiana Jones? So cool.”

“This is real people’s lives here, Allen. It isn’t a movie,” Luke admonished.

“I know that, and I’m sorry. It’s just hard to personalize when I’ve never met anyone in person. I’ve been to Kalibutan once. It still feels so unreal to me.”

“Maybe Vanessa can take you with her the next time she visits one of the villages.”

“You can’t take me?”

“Too busy. I’ve got repairs to do, monsters to kill, and as soon as it gets approved, I’ll visit Fort Carson.”

“Wait, what? Why are you visiting a military base? We already have enough recruits.”

“Not for that. It’s my new skill. I need templates for my skill to copy and I have an appointment to visit and sit in a variety of vehicles.”

Allen leaned forward, “A new skill? Tell me all about it.”

Luke happily explained the skill to Allen and Vanessa, along with his hopes for how it would work. He had gotten it to level two already, making copies of his mech, but he suspected the real progress would come after his appointment at Fort Carson. As soon as Agent Brown got the visit approved, Luke was going to have a productive day.

⚙⚙⚙

“Whatever you do, don’t take off your visitor pass. People are serious about security here, and you are going to be around weapons with live ammo,” the military escort said seriously.

That was the sticking point and the reason it took so long for his visit to be approved. He had to sit in military vehicles with live ammunition. His new skill, Summon Vehicle, wouldn’t accept anything else. It made sense that several layers of bureaucracy would have to approve this trip, but he still wished it had happened sooner. The final phase of the Malamon was in two Earth days and he was only now getting his arsenal finalized.

“No worries from me, man. I’m just going to sit in them for a bit and then move on to the next vehicle. I appreciate the Iron Brigade’s hospitality. I’ll be out of your hair soon.” Luke replied.

He shrugged. “No need to rush on my account. I’ll be busy with scut work either way.”

The Iron Brigade at Fort Carson had several different vehicles he could try out. He decided to start with the biggest of the bunch, an Abrams Tank. His escort drove him to the far side of the base where they were just gassing up the tank for practice later that day.

Luke had to keep himself from laughing maniacally as he sat in the driver’s seat. The Abrams was a symbol of military excellence and the ultimate technological expression of armored warfare. It would be so fitting to kill monsters with a magically recreated version of the tank. He activated and deactivated Machine Bond. He planned on doing that with everything he tried out today, training the skill too.

He closed his eyes and pushed the mental button for Summon Vehicle. The skill stretched out, reaching for the far edges of the tank and seeping into every panel and bolt. It slowed and stopped before the skill completed.

Sweat beaded up on his forehead as Luke tried to force the skill to complete the scan. It was no use. The tank was just too big for him right now. The process had wasted a quarter of his mana and gave him a headache.

“That’s it for this one. On to the next one,” Luke said sadly.

The escort raised his eyebrows at how short that was, but didn’t comment. They drove over to the next item on his wishlist, a JLTV. The Joint Light Terrain Vehicle was a multipurpose armored vehicle on a truck body. It had a modular loadout and this one had a 30 mm cannon attached to the gunner’s weapon station. A Northrop Grumman M230LF chain gun to be precise. It was a beast, roughly four times heavier than a civilian truck.

Luke sat in the driver's seat and marveled at the array of computers, touchscreens and communications equipment. Surprisingly high tech for something so rugged. He shook his head to clear it and focused internally. He activated Summon Vehicle one more time, crossing his fingers as he did. The skill stretched out, worming its way into every nook and cranny of the JLTV. It stretched and stretched until it clicked in place. He felt a second template load itself into his skill.

A sense of joy and relief washed over him. He had done it. The vehicle and its deadly weapons were his now. He could summon it whenever he wanted, assuming he had the mana for it. That would be the sticking point for how useful this skill would be, how much mana it cost.

Hopefully it would cost less than twelve mana, because that’s all he had left after the first two uses of his skill. Mana was almost nonexistent out here, so far from the portal. It would be a while before he naturally recharged his internal mana pool. Luke hopped out of the JLTV and took a few steps off to the side. There was enough room here in the motor pool for another one, so he would plop one right there. Hopefully.

Showing off his platinum level skill in front of everyone would be against his oath to SPEAR. Happily, he was no longer bound by the draconian measure. Luke dramatically pointed at the empty space on the concrete floor and intoned, ‘Shazam!’

Internally, he activated Summon Vehicle. Mana flowed out of him in a rush, swirling around in a tumultuous gray cloud. The military escort swore in amazement, drawing the attention of the mechanics working across the motor pool. They looked over in time to watch the mana solidify into a perfect replica of the JLTV nearby. The only difference was the color. The intimidating vehicle was mostly gray, but with violet highlights on all the edges. The violet color slowly shifted, as if it was sparkling in the sun.

Luke walked around his creation, admiring it from every angle. He was joined by the excited chatter of the mechanics that rushed over to admire it. He checked his mana. Two points left. Make that one. The skill used a point of mana every minute it was active.




	
Skill Up!





	
Summon Vehicle has advanced to level 4 









Luke loved to see the notice, but he hurriedly pushed it aside. He had just over a minute left to experiment with his mana creation. He walked over to the driver’s side door. The mechanics shouted questions at him, which he ignored with a smile. He could answer their questions later, after the summons ran out.

As soon as he touched the door, he was distracted by another pop-up. This one was completely unexpected.




	
Target Detected





	
An acceptable target for your Machine Soul has been detected. Once used, it cannot be refunded. Would you like to use your soul on this target?





	
Yes


	
No









Luke’s mind stuttered. Was this saying that his summoned JLTV was a valid target for his Machine Soul resource? Could he put a Machine Soul into his mana creation and have it go attack independently?

That would be a game changer. To be able to swap out his support from drone overwatch to an armored vehicle that could fire on its own, it was mind blowing. He could be a one man team, for as long as his mana lasted at least. He needed to get his mana pool larger, so he could summon more vehicles at once. Or maybe he should focus on acuity instead and get his mana regeneration above one point a minute. Then he could have his vehicles summoned indefinitely. The possibilities were intoxicating.

While he was processing the revelation, his mana ran out and the gray and violet JLTV unsummoned itself. The mechanics groaned as their entertainment disappeared. As the motes of mana drifted away, Luke felt a pounding headache come on. He cursed himself for letting his mana bottom out, particularly in an area where it wouldn’t quickly recover.

Past Luke had been smart though, he had brought along a solution. He had a cracked core along with a diffuser in his backpack. He walked back to the escort’s vehicle and pulled out the diffuser. He opened up the vents and sighed in relief.

“Sir, Could you do that again?” the military escort asked tentatively. “I’ve never seen magic in person before. I’ve seen the videos before, of course, but seeing it with your own eyes is something else.”

“Sure, I can show off a bit. But don’t call me Shirley.” Luke grinned, uncaring if the private didn’t understand the joke. “Let’s go to the next stop. I have a feeling that the next vehicle will be more exciting than this one to try out.”

            

    
        Chapter 70: Welcome aboard, Booker. - Thank you, sir.

    
    
    
    
                The black M10 Booker idling on the tarmac was one of three of its kind in the US military arsenal. The program to develop this modern marvel of death had cost the government eight billion dollars before they scrapped the whole thing. Just as the medium tank was to begin full production, aliens attempted to invade Earth. Military research quickly pivoted to focus on the new threat Kalibutan posed. They weren’t publishing their progress, but it was a safe bet that the new weapons systems would involve magic and runes.

This pivot in priorities was the only reason Luke had access to a state of the art tank. They didn’t care about it as much anymore and were willing to let someone with the right connections to try it out. It was smaller than the Abrams tank he had attempted earlier, about half the weight. It was still clearly a tank, just a medium sized one instead of a behemoth. Luke was crossing his fingers and hoping against hope that his Summon Vehicle skill could handle the M10 Booker. He really wanted access to that 105mm gun.

He settled into the driver’s seat and said, “Nice seat, for a tank.”

He activated and deactivated Machine Bond. The novel experience was enough to tip the skill over to its next level.




	
Skill Up!





	
Machine Bond has advanced to level 16









That was interesting, great to have more levels. He was starting to wonder if he needed the Machine Bond skill anymore. The skill description said it was for people new to the class. He was starting to think that he might be able to bond to machines without the skill. The description for Repair Craft said he needed a bond, but it didn't say he needed the skill. The description for Summon Vehicle didn't say he needed a bond at all. Every time he used the Machine Bond skill, he felt closer and closer to being able to bond to machines without the training wheels of the skill.

Either way though, he was here to focus on a different skill.

“This piece of shit isn’t a tank,” his escort said. “It’s got less armor and a smaller gun than a real tank. It’s a terrible excuse for a fire support system. But it’s too big and slow for the job. And that’s if it’s even working. I swear, I’ve only seen it driven once before visits to the motor pool.”

Luke chuckled and sarcastically replied, “Don’t sugarcoat it on my account.”

He didn’t particularly care if it was hard to repair or if it couldn’t fight against an Abrams tank. It was big, had treads, and had a cannon that threw fifteen pound projectiles. It would be great against monsters. Assuming he could summon it in the first place.

The mana diffuser had gotten his pool up to full so there was no reason to wait. He mentally clicked Summon Vehicle and felt his core spring into action. His mana rushed through his channels and spread throughout the tank. He felt the strain when it was just over halfway through the vehicle. By the time it was three-fourths complete, his temples were throbbing. He kept pushing.

Inch by inch, the skill expanded. At first it had raced through the Booker, but now it was crawling along. Then it stopped.

Luke blinked. The skill had succeeded. He had a third template in his skill, a whole-ass tank. The throbbing in his head slowly eased and the system of the world acknowledged his efforts. 





	
Skill Up!





	
Summon Vehicle has advanced to level 5 












	
Skill Up!





	
Summon Vehicle has advanced to level 6 












	
Skill Up!





	
Summon Vehicle has advanced to level 7









Three level ups in one go. Fantastic. It really paid to be stretching his skill with new things while being bathed in mana from a diffuser. He climbed out of the M10 Booker and pointed to a free section of asphalt. Just like last time, he said the unnecessary magic word and a cloud of mana appeared.

It swirled around, slowly forming a gray colored tank with violet highlights. He noticed that it wasn’t completely opaque, he could see hints of the mechanisms and gears inside. The whole process took about twenty seconds.

This time, he didn’t even try to get into the summoned tank. He slapped his hand onto its side and pushed the accept button on the popup. A machine soul flowed out of him and settled into the tank.

“Drive forward ten feet and pivot your gun barrel twenty degrees to the right,” Luke said.

The summoned tank leapt to obey and Luke’s escort swore in surprise. “What the hell? It can move on its own?”

“Kinda, I have to give it specific commands,” Luke lied. He could tell he could give it general commands like hunt down the intruder, and it would understand and obey. Of course, that level of autonomy was scary, so he didn’t tell the guy.

The next step would be to test out the weapons systems. Sadly, he hadn’t gotten permission to spend some time on their firing range. He would have to wait until next time he visited. He unsummoned the vehicle and turned to his escort.

“I think that one’s the last official one. Any chance we could visit the hangar where they keep the Black Hawks or Apaches?” Luke asked.

“No, we don’t have clearance, and none of them are loaded with ordinance even if we wanted to sneak in. You need ones with live ammo, right?”

Luke nodded reluctantly.

“But! I could get you into the Monster Garage,” the escort said and pointed into the distance.

“What’s that?”

“It’s where they work on drone warfare. Some of them blow up. That would work with your copying magic, right?”

Luke tilted his head to the side. Did a drone count as a vehicle? He didn’t know how the magic skill defined things. “Only one way to find out, let’s go!”

They hurried over to the Monster Garage, a tall and wide warehouse buzzing with the sounds of drones. His escort knew the people posted at the research facility, protecting the people working on new drones. 

They weren’t allowed in.

Apparently the work was top secret and Luke’s connection to SPEAR wasn’t enough to get them in. They had to be happy with the second best option. There were unclassified drones in nearby storage and Luke was allowed to view them. There were more than a dozen weaponized drones. The predator drone was tempting, but it needed a runway to launch. The best option that could take off on its own was the Switchblade 600. It launched from a mortar and deployed airplane wings in the air. Its body was mostly explosives and had a warhead comparable to the Javelin missiles.

Right now his skill could only handle three vehicle templates, so he had to drop his mech template to load up the Switchblade. To his great joy and relief, it worked. He was giddy with excitement when he thought about testing it out in the field. He decided to head over to Kalibutan right away. 

When he got to the Monster Jaeger Inc. warehouse, Allen had some news for him.

“WikiRunes has exploded,” Allen said seriously.

“Exploded? Did they take it down? I thought we had it hosted in multiple places with cloud storage.”

Allen shook his head. “No, I mean exploded in popularity. Someone from the Lighthouse forums posted about WikiRunes last week, and our traffic spiked. It was a huge jump. I was gonna suggest a party. But then someone from KaliBay found our website and they’ve been advertising for us.”

“Makes sense. When we make money they make money.”

“I don’t think you get it yet. We are getting a half million unique visits an hour. An hour, Luke. Our mods are overwhelmed with new runes and the forum posts are getting ridiculous. We’re gonna get sued.”

Luke pulled up the website on his phone. As he scrolled through it he said, “Dude, this was literally the plan. This is exactly what we wanted. There are eleven new runes up there. I can’t wait to try them. And the rune design forum has plans for a hover-bike. Badass. This has to be good for us financially too, right? Core prices are up, aren’t they?”

Allen sighed and pulled up Kalibay. “Oh. Yeah. The last I checked the prices were back up to normal. Now it’s like four times as much as normal. I gotta post some of our stock.”

“There you go. If it makes you feel better, you can put more into the lawyer fund. But really, I don’t think we’ll need it. It’s unlikely they will find out it’s us. It’s unlikely they will sue us if they do find out. If they sue us, they won’t win. Relax man. Breathe. We can do this. Would it help if we took a trip to Kalibutan and drove tanks around?”

“What? How are you going to get a tank through the portal?”

“My new skill, remember? I told you about it last week. Come on. Suit up already. I want to blast some monsters to kingdom come.”

⚙⚙⚙

Luke pointed at the Sonic Centipedes in the distance and said, “Fire.”

His summoned M10 Booker barked, sending an armor piercing round hundreds of feet in an instant. It was much quieter than the real thing. Without having to use actual gunpowder, the only sound was the fifteen pound projectile breaking the sound barrier. Which was still loud, but not loud enough to hurt his ears. They probably didn’t even hear the shot from the estate village a few miles away.

Almost simultaneously to the sonic boom was the impact on the armored monster. Chitin shattered, shards flew, and the monster screamed in pain. Its cry was laced with magic, blue wisps of power that shredded anything nearby. Luke wasn’t nearby. He scoffed as the attack only removed leaves from the nearby trees. 

He said, “Keep firing until both targets stop moving.”

Allen put his hands on his ears as the light tank hammered away at the duo of monsters in the distance. Since he was wearing power armor, the move was useless.

Luke pushed his perception to the limits, observing the damage from his tank. There were two Sonic Centipedes, each one a heavily armored behemoth. The armor piercing rounds of the M10 Booker were enough to get through the chitin, but didn’t devastate the flesh beneath. It was like the monster was being hit by bullets, not a cannon. The naturally tough constitution of the average Kalibutan monster was enough to hold up to several shots from his summoned tank.

Every five seconds, another tank round fired. At first the monsters didn’t even know where the attacks were coming from. They were evolved for much closer combat. They eventually located the humans on the distant hilltop and skittered towards them. That only made it easier for the Machine Soul piloting the Booker to get headshots. The first of the pair fell shortly after it started moving. The remaining Sonic Centipede got closer, within three hundred feet by the time it finally died.

Luke clapped his hands. “Better than I could have expected. The penetration is great and the Machine Soul has excellent aim. If the projectiles had a little more oomph, it would be perfect.” He unsummoned the tank to save on the mana upkeep costs.

Allen looked around fearfully. “Is that it? Are they all dead now?”

“Oh, sorry, buddy. I should have said that first. Yep, all the monsters nearby are dead. My eye in the sky that is keeping watch for us,” Luke said and pointed to the latest version of his magic drone circling high above. “I’m going to go harvest the mana cores and then we’ll head out.”

Luke jogged over to the closest monster and jammed his sword in between the monster’s armor plates. He wished he had brought Angela along. She had gotten a Reaper class, which helped her kill and harvest monster parts. She could stab her sword into a monster corpse and pop out a mana core in two seconds. Luke had to do it the slow and bloody way.

The Croatian brothers, Dom and Ivan, had gotten classes too, but their classes wouldn't help here. Dom’s Shield Breaker class was excellent against armored monsters, but tended to splatter blood everywhere. Ivan’s Brute class was even worse.

As Luke worked as cleanly as he could, he checked his class screen. Yep. He had finally leveled up. Ever since he passed level twelve, low level monsters didn’t help his class advance. Only monsters with a tier two and up core could move the needle. These two Sonic Centipedes had pushed him over the edge to level sixteen.

When he hit level fifteen earlier in the week, he had used the points on Perception. It had put him past the next threshold, but he didn’t really notice much change because his always active buff was already giving him eyes on the back of his head.

For today he decided to put these two points into Dexterity and Memory. He needed the extra movement speed to keep up with his Acuity, and he wanted a larger mana pool that came with Memory.

Once the points were assigned, he pulled up his stat screen and basked in the progress.
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The numbers filled him with joy. He was leaps and bounds above anyone in his weight class. His buff alone gave him the equivalent of 21 levels in his platinum class. That would be 42 levels of a gold class. His dreams of gaining power were coming true.

He couldn’t wait to see what passing the threshold with Dexterity was going to do for him. Would it make him move bonelessly, or faster, or what? He decided to get to work and see if there were any changes as he harvested cores. There was a certain ease to his movements. Not just agility, but a certainty that his hands and body would do exactly what he wanted it to. He suspected that fumbling and dropping things was a thing of the past.

By the time Luke had harvested the second tier four mana core from the Sonic Centipede corpse, his magic drone caught sight of movement in the distance. Monsters were coming to investigate the sonic booms his tank had created. He recognized all of the monsters on their way, so he wasn’t worried. Allen would be though, so it was time to get moving.

“Let’s go. I’m sorry I didn’t think about how stressful it would be for you,” Luke said.

“It’s fine. I’m not stressed,” Allen lied.

Luke knew his friend was terrified, but had been pushing himself to come anyway. He was using exposure therapy to overcome his fears. Luke led the way back towards the estate village. As he ran, his thoughts drifted towards his Mark V mech. He was almost done constructing the new set of power armor. It was the longest he had spent crafting one set, but he wanted to be at his absolute best when he fought in the Malamon. The ritual war was the next Kalibutan day, so Luke had just enough time to finish and test his designs.

His musings were derailed when his drone sent him a video of a monster up ahead. He slowed to a stop and waved for Allen to do the same.

“Time for another experiment,” Luke said and bent down to touch the ground. 

“Is there a monster up ahead?”

“Yeah, but don’t worry, it’s not close yet. It’s behind that stand of trees in the distance. I don’t think it even has an idea we are here.” Luke pushed his mana into Summon Vehicle. 

Gray and violent mana swirled, his personal mana signature. A tube appeared in the ground, like an oversized mortar. He pushed his final Machine Soul into the summoned vehicle and stood back up. Once he was sure Allen was out of the way he mentally commanded the Switchblade to launch.

A five foot projectile launched out of the tube, rocketing into the air. As it flew, four wings and a propeller unfolded, turning it into an aircraft. The drone zipped through the air and behind the trees. Luke watched through his Machine Soul connection as the summon found its target and dived.

The troll was a big one, at least as big as the biggest one Luke had fought. It didn’t have time to look up before the drone screamed out of the sky and detonated on the monster.

Luke and Allen were treated to the sound of an explosion and the flash of fire in the distance. They saw a plume of smoke rise up behind the trees. The tube nearby dissolved into motes of mana.

“Hell, yeah. That’s what I’m talking about.” Luke said happily. He raced forward to finish it off.

Allen followed behind at a more sedate pace, keeping an eye on the surrounding forest. He arrived to find Luke cackling like a madman. There was a large impact crater and bits of ash.

Luke held up a tier four core and said, “One shot, one kill.”

Allen wiggled his head back and forth. “Sure, but that cost you a lot of mana, right? Not exactly a reliable hunting method.”

“You are totally right. I’m down to four points of mana, and I’ve used up all of my Machine Souls. But still, I killed a troll with one hit. It’s an accomplishment, trust me.”

“So you say, but I don’t know if I can take your word for it. You’re about as bright as a cave.”

Luke rolled his eyes. “You are so witty. You'll go far someday. And I hope you stay there.”

They laughed at each other and got moving again. The rest of the trip was much quieter, and Luke took care of most of the threats with his spell rifles. Allen even took a turn when a Mist Fox tried to sneak up on them.

Back on Earth, Luke spent a few hours crafting and scrolling through the WikiRunes forums. Most of the posts were from ignorant people that thought they knew everything. But a few were from seriously brilliant people. He recognized the names SpinXOX and HoffmanFan69 from the Lighthouse rune forums. They were the same people that had helped him design his magic drones. They were discussing how to create a gauntlet with a super punch.

On the one hand, Luke was worried that Atticus might get wind of this design and steal it. On the other hand, Luke wanted to use it for himself. He couldn’t add it to his gauntlets, they were already full with spell cannons. But he had an idea for using the clever rune design in a different way.

            

    
        Chapter 71: What Can I Say? I'm a Blast From the Past.

    
    
    
    
                Luke walked into the large warehouse directly behind the portal building. It was the same room he had received his training from SPEAR, and it would be a perfect place to test his new addition to the Mark V mech suit.

He had finally completed the creation, after a week of tinkering. The suit stood an imposing twelve feet tall with sleek lines and overlapping armor. It had a base coat of red paint with black highlights. He had made several changes since the Mark IV design. The final addition was a runic array cribbed from WikiRunes. He used the design and combined it with his mech legs to create Jump Boots.

Or at least that’s what he was calling it in his head. He wouldn’t be caught dead saying something that cringe out loud. 

The runes combined with pistons to explosively launch his metal foot downwards. If that was all they did, he would be cracking the concrete and toppling over. But he designed them to connect with the Master Inertia rune in the middle of his back. It would flicker the rune for the briefest of moments as the boots activated. He would be sent rocketing forward in whichever direction he was leaning.

At least that was the plan. He was here to test that theory. He focused himself and leaned forward. Just before he would topple over, he activated the runes in his lower leg. Mana flowed, pistons activated and the inertia rune flickered. He flew forward, arcing up over fifteen feet in the air. His legs drifted up above his head. Luke flailed around as he fell upside down to the concrete. Acuity slowed down time and let him appreciate just how badly he had screwed up.

He yelled wordlessly as he fell to the ground, barely able to get a hand down so he didn’t land head first. The mech screeched across the concrete and he tumbled. 

Luke groaned in frustration. This was going to be harder than he expected. He climbed out of his mech and pulled out his tools. The timing was milliseconds off and meant his movement was uncontrolled.

He tweaked the runes and powerflow and tried again. And failed again. The third time wasn’t a failure, but it wasn’t a success either. He had tucked midair and spun around so he could land on his feet. He realized that was as good as it was going to get. In his mind, he had imagined being able to reposition his body as he flew, but that wasn’t how physics worked. He grumbled to himself and tested the other improvements to his latest set of power armor.

His next test was the new acid bolt spell rifle. He had avoided using the corrosive spell in the past because his barrels wouldn’t last more than a few shots. WikiRunes had provided him with the solution. He had added a rune that added a brief oily film to the inside of the barrel. It was designed to move hinges silently, but it would protect his equipment with every shot.

Luke turned and fired his full complement of shots at the target dummy. All twenty-four acid spells ate through the reinforced metal target and left it a puddle of green goo. The first few spells would have been enough, but he wanted to fully test the design. He popped open the panel on his forearm and inspected it for wear and tear. There were small discolorations, but nothing too bad. Since he had a habit of using Repair Craft often, it would reverse the minimal damage he was seeing here.

The other gauntlet held an oversized spell rifle loaded with Scintillating Fire. He had used the rune before, so he only fired a single large round to test it. A five foot conflagration roared across the warehouse. The impact burned the puddle of acid and sent splashes of liquid metal flying. Perfect.

He had also made a change to the rear guns. The Mark V mech used the same pop out design, but had machine guns instead. He could put down dozens of magnets down range in seconds now. It did come with some limitations though. He couldn’t construct an air rifle machine gun from scratch, so he had bought some off the internet. The guns had a much smaller bore so he had to use tiny magnets.

He used Machine Bond to pop up the new weapons from their casing on his back and aimed them at the puddle on the ground. He fired eight magnets in a second, creating two lines of glowing balls, one ice and the other electricity.

The results were mixed. The spells were considerably smaller than normal, of course, but the quantity of fire made up for that. Unfortunately, the fast rate of fire was also to its detriment. Only half of the magnets had a spell attached to them. Luke adjusted the rate of fire and tried again. Better. Further experiments revealed that his most effective rate of fire was three a second. The result was still better than what he replaced though, so he was happy.

The final thing to test was his new sword. It wasn’t as practical as the other improvements, but he couldn’t help himself. The five foot sword had a serrated edge connected to a metal band that looped around the entire blade. It was a chainsword. He pushed a bit of mana into the runes and the edge started spinning, a high pitched whine filling the room.

He grinned manically and swung the sword down at his target, a metal box he had brought here for this purpose. The sword bit and dug into the crate, tearing up the metal with a screech. The chain dug into the material, pulling itself forward and through the crate. Luke had to pull back to avoid cutting the concrete.

The cut was jagged and the metal warped. It was the same crate he had used for component mana baths, so it was as tough as a monster’s skin. 

Hopefully he wouldn’t use it anytime soon. Tomorrow he was heading to Kalibutan to fight people. The chainsword would help him win the fight, but at the cost of killing whoever he used it on.

⚙⚙⚙

Luke activated the first half of Repair Craft and nodded down to Vannessa as she stepped up to stand near him. Her negotiator suit of armor made her seven feet tall, but that was still five feet shorter than he was in his Mark V armor. Behind them were the rest of the crew, everyone from Monster Jaegers Inc had shown up to watch the Malamon. Even Allen had come along, wearing the spare suit of armor.

The only part of their group not in attendance was Jinx. Luke was planning on fighting in a melee today and didn’t want to risk her life. He had paid his downstairs neighbor to cat sit and given her three tier-one mana cores to dole out through the day. It was probably the most anyone had ever spent on cat treats. 

Twelve people in huge power armor walking through the portal together might have been an intimidating sight on a different day, but not today. They joined a stream of people heading south from the portal. Humans, elves, orcs, and dwarves were all heading towards the makeshift arena where the final fight of the Malamon was being held. Since they were walking though monster infested territory, just about everyone was armed. Spears, crossbows, magic orbs, and circlets of power were protecting the crowd today, so their group was able to join in without much of a fuss.

Amphitheatre was too fancy of a term for their destination. This was a hole in the ground with seating. Someone had taken a natural basin and expanded it. Benches were roughly carved into the rock and dirt mounds made up the eastern edge. The inner and outer runewights of all three estate villages were carving large runes into the edges of the arena, presumably to keep the fighting contained.

There was a manic edge to the crowd. Some were in a celebratory mood, as if this was a fall festival. But everyone knew that people were dying at the end of this contest, one way or another. A dwarf selling fried dough was shouting his wares next to a crying elf mother trying to comfort her despondent child.

The Monster Jaegers were there an hour before things were supposed to start so that they could get good seats. Apparently everyone else had the same idea. Their group found a spot near the southwestern edge of the basin and sat down together. The size of the combat arena meant that it would be hard to see the far edge, but fights with magic were like fireworks, still fun to watch from a distance.

Vanessa kept an eye on the wilderness behind them. She tried to be subtle about it, but Luke's Perception caught every movement. He didn't bring it up. She was still nervous about being on Kalibutan, but she refused to discuss it. Luke was starting to think she needed a therapist, but didn't expect that conversation to go well. Vanessa eventually calmed down, the presence of so many monster hunters must have calmed her down.

Now that he felt like he could leave her alone, Luke headed down to the arena. He stopped in front of someone he recognized. “Kruro. How are you? Did the morning go well?”

The naga straightened up and smiled. “It did. Every head of household in Lord Edobar’s estate made a good showing in their competition against their counterparts. I thought I had their inner runewrite beat when I carved an ice box within an hour, but the judge said that a sword with sharpness enchantments was just as good. We are going into the melee with the scores tied. As our lord expected, it will come down to these final two fights. Speaking of which, aren’t you supposed to be in the final strategy meeting?”

“I didn’t know there would be one. Where is it?” Luke said as he turned and scanned the crowd.

“It’s back at the estate village, in Lord Edobar’s court. You better hurry. I’m sure they are about to start,” Kruro said.

Luke sighed and started jogging north. They really needed to establish a better communication system than passing messages through his favorite naga. He passed the portal again and continued north to Bona Urbo. As expected, the estate village was practically a ghost town. The only activity was in the lord’s tree tower.

After today’s win, Luke was promised a spot in the aristocracy, so he went ahead and used the elevator reserved for them.

The magic platform was near silent, so Luke’s arrival at the top was a surprise to the group waiting just outside the lord’s court.

“What the hell are you guys doing here?” Luke asked.

Shepard turned and gave him a crusty look. “Didn’t anyone tell you? The lord hired better fighters. He couldn’t trust your weak ass.”

The four interlopers were wearing bulky power armor. It was polished stainless steel with green accents. The mechs were nine feet tall and had a spell rifle on a sling. Luke recognised the mechs as his own design, a few generations earlier than his Mark V. He took a careful look at the exposed gears in the joints. They were made with Luke’s shitty designs he had given Agent Brown. Shepard and his flock of sheep were wearing substandard gear that would move slowly, burn through their mana cores, and break at every joint.

Luke rolled his eyes. “You wish. I bet y’all are his plan B in case I didn’t show up. I’m here though, so you second rate shits can leave now.”

Shepard stepped forward and thrust a metal finger up at Luke’s face. “Listen here, you weekend warrior, the real businessmen have made a deal here and you aren’t part of it.”

“I doubt it,” Luke scoffed. “I bet you are trying to make a deal right now. ‘Cus that’s what this is, isn’t it? Atticus saw how much money I was making and wanted it for himself. He hired you all to take my place. But then he found out the power armor you were using was mine. Then when he got you replacement suits, he realized I have exclusive rights for monster hunting. This is a last ditch effort to weasel your way back into business on this side of the portal. Or wait. You’re out here. Is Atticus himself in there with the head elf?”

“No, I don’t know who’s in there with the lord right now. He just told us to wait out here and not disturb him,” Shepard replied.

“Sure, sure. Excuse me. I think I’ll talk to the man himself.” Luke slipped by Shepard and walked up to the doors to the court.

There weren’t any guards stationed at the doors so he let himself in. He shut the door behind himself while Shepard and crew yelled at him. The doors must have silencing runes because their shouts were muffled immediately afterward.

In the back of the room was a sparkly silver barrier. Lord Edobar’s privacy wall was already up. Luke almost smacked his forehead. He should have expected that.

If Atticus was really in there with Lord Edobar, Luke needed to be in there too. He walked up to the barrier and rapped it with his knuckles, like he was knocking on a door. Unfortunately, the privacy barrier did its job well and completely muffled the sound.

Luke grunted in frustration and moved around the edges of the barrier. Maybe he could get around it. He walked to the left and stopped where the barrier touched the edges of the wall. The lord’s magic didn’t match up perfectly to the corrugated texture of the wall and left gaps. That should be enough to let sound pass through. He opened his breath to announce his presence, but was distracted by a faint voice. His Perception stat of twelve plus the additional eight from his class buff allowed him to hear the conversation inside.

They were speaking in elvish, but at this point, Luke didn’t need his cell phone to translate. His Memory stat of twelve had helped him absorb the language. After months of listening to the language and its translation, he was basically fluent.

“I don’t think you understand how a bribe works,” Lord Edobar said. “What did I pay you for if not to advance?”

“Trust me, your facilitation payments have not been wasted. You will still be raised to Baron in one month during the next shuffle,” an unknown voice said. It wasn’t Atticus.

“Then why do you want me to lose the Malamon?”

“A shrewd royal such as yourself surely understands the complex web that politics weaves. Your money has allowed me to make deals throughout the Empire, including ones in strange places. One of those strange deals was with Marchioness Notayo. She has no love for your faction, but she does love her goddaughter Imalele. Little Ima is out there now, one of the sacrifices if your staff wins the Malamon. But if you arrange a loss, then she will be your sixth vote. One little loss and a month later you advance to Baron.”

“You understand what you are asking of me, don’t you? If the Indomitable discovers I am not doing my best, the loss in glory would be immense.”

“Then don’t allow yourself to be discovered. You are platinum, are you not? Surely someone as great as you can easily arrange a loss.”

“Fine. I will arrange it. But first, tell me of the other five votes.”

Luke didn’t wait to hear the rest of the conversation. He stepped back, shocked. Edobar was going to let his staff get sacrificed so he could get a promotion. Kruro, Cormac, Izekor, everyone was going to be sacrificed in the name of his ambition. Hell no. Luke wasn’t going to let that happen.

First things first. Luke hurried out of the room so he wouldn’t be caught eavesdropping. Shepard shouted insults at him as he came out, but Luke ignored them. He had to come up with a new plan to save his friends.

            

    
        Chapter 72: And I am Firing You.

    
    
    
    
                Shepard gave Luke the stink eye, but he tried to ignore his former employee. He had bigger priorities at the moment. Someone had convinced Edobar to throw the Malamon. If Luke didn’t do something about it, all of his Kalibutan friends would be ritualistically sacrificed.

His best bet would be to convince the elvish royal that Luke was going to fail, so he would be a better choice than Shepard. That way he would be able to win the Malamon and save his friends. The main problem was how to do that.

At first glance, Shepard and his buddies were clearly weaker than Luke. Their eight foot power armors were clunky and unrefined, particularly in comparison to Luke’s twelve foot sleek design with multiple weapons systems. Then there was the fact that Edobar knew that Luke had a platinum class and the others didn’t.

Luke would have to undersell his own abilities and somehow highlight Shepard’s combat abilities. All while pretending not to know Edobar was going to throw the fight.

He didn’t get a lot of time to think about it, because Edobar walked out of the court then, followed by a burly elf. The new guy had a man bun and a fancy robe. Not nice enough to be considered royalty, but clearly a man of means. He gave the assembled humans a contemptuous glance and stalked away while Edobar talked to them.

“What is the meaning of this?” Edobar said and waved dismissively to the five humans in power armor.

Shepard gave him a bow and said, “We are reporting as requested, my lord. Luke must be delusional to think you would still want him to fight for you.”

Luke puffed himself up. “I am here to fulfill the deal we struck. You can’t get out of it simply because you think these jerks are better fighters. Your honor demands that you keep the deal with me.”

“I am a lord of the Empire. A commoner like yourself cannot dictate what I can and can’t do,” Edobar said firmly.

Luke grunted in frustration. “Look. Just because I’m only level ten, doesn’t mean I’m not still a good fighter. I bet Shepard went on and on about his years of experience fighting with his class, but I am just as good. Also, I feel like I am close to being able to do what you asked me to, I bet it’ll happen today.”

Edobar looked like he was considering it. Luke lied about how low his level was and how he hadn’t been able to bond with his leg. That should sway the elf to think he was the best choice to throw the fight.

Shepard stepped forward. “You know we are more than just our classes and armor, Lord Edobar Falodun. The gods are on our side. This child has no chance to win. Please, allow us to fight for your glory.”

Luke’s eyebrows rose. Shepard and his sheep were worshiping the Kalibutan gods. That was unexpected. He knew just how dangerous that was since their worship got three coworkers killed. It was good for Luke though, just one more reason for the slimy lord to choose him.

Edobar glanced between the two options and frowned slightly. He was considering it. Luke opened his mouth to continue making himself look bad, but the lord spoke first. “I have made my decision. I will honor the agreement with Atticus of Business and allow Shepard to fight for my glory.”

“But Lord Edobar-” Luke started before he was cut off.

“Hold your tongue. I have made my decision. You refused to take my oath, they accepted. Your services are no longer required. Not in the Malamon, not for culling monsters. Be gone from my sight.”

Luke’s heart dropped. He knew it was a possibility that he could lose his culling rights to Edobar’s estate. That’s why he sent Vanessa out to talk to the other two lords. Still, having it actually happen hit him hard. Luke stared at the little tyrant, wishing he could wrap his fingers around the elf’s throat.

If he tried it, he would probably die. They both had platinum classes, but the lord’s level was much higher than his own. Luke spun and walked away. He purposely took the elevator, knowing it would piss off Edobar. The elf scowled, but didn’t say anything. 

The minor act of revenge was forgotten as soon as the elf was out of sight. He needed to come up with a plan B to save his friends. He couldn’t just tell them that Edobar was planning on throwing the fight, no one would believe him. Or even if they did, their oaths would enforce loyalty. Kruro had already told him she wouldn’t be fleeing. 

For the second time, Luke jogged through the forest. His long legs ate up the ground as he thought about different options. If he had thought about this yesterday, maybe he could have convinced his friends to visit Earth and trap them there until after the ritual sacrifice was over. Now it was too late. He couldn’t lure them away now, no matter what excuse he came up with.

As he furiously considered different options, it occurred to him that he didn’t have to do this. No one was forcing him to save Kruro and Cormac. He would miss them if they died, but it wasn’t like they were family.

And yet.

There was a burning desire to protect them. To fight against the system that spent lives like currency. He might not have to save them, but he sure as hell wanted to. If he could find a path to success he would move heaven and Earth to shove the solution down their throats.

Something Vanessa had said gave him an idea for a different avenue to explore. It would be a risk, but Luke was tired of playing it safe.

As soon as he arrived at the carved out basin, he made a beeline for his group. They were sitting on the ground and chatting, some of them eating snacks.

Jeff looked up as Luke approached and said, “Yo, Skywalker. Do we have time to make a quick run to Earth? The snacks here are so bland.”

“We have about a half hour before it starts. If you decide to go, take at least two people with you,” Luke said and put the tall guy out of his mind.

Vanessa looked up as he rushed over to her and said, “Whoa. Is something wrong?”

“Yes, I just found out that Lord Edobar is going to throw the Malamon. He’s having Shepard and his cronies fight instead of me because he knows they’ll lose.”

“What? Why would he do that?” Vanessa asked.

“It’s a political thing. He just found out he needs to lose as a favor to someone else. Once he does, they’ll promote him to Baron. We need to stop him somehow,” Luke said and started pacing. “Last week you said something about extra rules to the Malamon. If anyone loses a duel before the event, they get sacrificed instead of the staff. Do you think we could convince one of the other two lords to duel Lord Edobar?”

“Maybe? Probably not actually. They talk big game, but I don’t think they’ll actually go through with it. Lord Momoh Evbusogie, he’s the one with the mountain estate, keeps going on about how he would do it if he had a competent dueling second, but he never hires one. The farming guy, Lord Kadiri Imalele, hired a warrior for Lord Momoh, and he made the guy his nephew’s bodyguard instead.”

“Yeah, I met the nephew. He’s a real ass.” Luke continued to pace. “His uncle though, he’s got an ax to grind. I’m sure he hates Lord Edobar with good reason. There’s got to be a way for us to maneuver him into position. I could be his second in the duel, as long as I don’t get sacrificed if he loses. We just got to get Lord Momoh to commit publicly so he can’t back out.”

Vanessa shook her head, “I don’t think that’s a good idea. I have no idea what class either lord has, we can’t know who has a better chance of winning. I bet if Lord Momoh loses you would get sacrificed too.”

“Maybe, maybe not. Cormac mentioned they don’t typically sacrifice the warriors, so the people are protected from the monsters. Can you find out for sure?”

“I’ll go check. You should come with me in case it’s possible. There isn’t a lot of time before the Malamon kicks off.”

Luke nodded and they hurried away.

⚙⚙⚙

“Now that my employer is a free agent, I knew you would want to meet him, Lord Momoh Evbusogie,” Vanessa said and stepped aside. “Meet Luke of Machines, the most powerful human I know.”

The mountain lord was a stout elf with curly blue hair. He looked like he used to be strong, like a retired football player who liked grilling a bit too much. He wore ornamental armor without a helmet. The armor looked like it fit at one point but was straining to contain him now.

“Luke of Machines, I have heard a lot about you.” Lord Momoh said affably. “One of those rare humans that has power and doesn’t mind showing it off. My house venerates Kolerego, the god of Righteous Anger, you should join us in worship.”

Luke gave him a shallow bow and said, “Lord Momoh Evbusogie, it is a pleasure to meet you. Vanessa of Elements has told me a lot about you. She says you are brave and powerful, able to shake the mountains themselves.” He shifted to the left, hoping that would be enough of a signal.

“Don’t believe everything you hear,” a short and thin elf said as he stepped into the circle. “Lord Momoh may have power, but his ears are cold and cowardly.”

Lord Momoh scowled and addressed the new elf. “Lord Kadiri, your time in the fields has addled your brain. Have you forgotten the time we fought together at the Battle of Red Fern? Or when I saved your daughter from the attack of a drake? My ears burn red, and I expect an apology if you do not wish to burn yourself.”

The short elf sneered and said, “You used to be brave, dear Momoh, but those days are past. You gave my champion to your nephew. Your nephew! I’ll have you know Champion Idahosa plans on returning to the capitol as soon as her contract is over.”

“Do not be upset about that. My nephew needs the protection, I do not.”

“Cold ears! You threaten to grow a tree on Lord Edobar’s corpse, but the day of the Malamon is here and you still do not challenge him!”

“You know I need a quality second, and your champion has red ears but a small core. He would have tarnished my glory.”

“So you say, I say you are a coward and you will never challenge Lord Edobar, even if a quality second is found.”

“My ears are hot!” Lord Momoh roared. He slammed his fist into his chestplate. Then he took a deep breath and collected himself. He pointed a finger at Lord Kadiri. “Do you think I have unstable foundations? My beams are straight and my walls tall. I know you are being rude on purpose. You are far too kind for your own good.”

Lord Kadiri looked up and sighed. “I am too kind. My consort mentions it often when I visit the capital. She says I do not have the heart for politics.”

“Yes, yes. Everyone has failings. What were you trying to accomplish here?”

“Luke of Machines. He really is the strongest human around. Take him as your second and duel Lord Edobar.”

Lord Momoh turned to Luke. If he hadn’t been wearing a twelve feet tall mech, the chubby elf would tower over him. He tapped his sides like he was checking for keys, touching instead the small ampules strapped to his belt. He said, “Why should I fight alongside someone I have never met?”

Instead of answering, the farming lord called over a dwarf in bright red and purple robes. He pointed at Luke and rolled his wrist. The dwarf cleared his throat and said, “Luke Moore, War Machine level sixteen. Either a gold or a platinum class.”

Luke swore out loud. The dwarf was clearly a Seer, one with a class strong enough to see what grade his own class was. And he just blurted it out to everyone. 

Lord Momoh laughed loudly and slapped his thigh. “Not used to hiding your secrets, are you, human?”

“No, I’m not used to people blurting out information that might get me killed,” Luke said while giving the seer a death glare.

She shrugged and stepped back, out of the conversation.

“Don’t worry about that, Momoh. Just tell me you will fight to remove the mold from our tower. Take Luke on as your second and eliminate Edobar,” Lord Kadiri said, staring him in the face and leaning forward.

Momoh gave Luke an appraising look. “I suppose a platinum class makes for a worthy second, even if he is a low level. And he wouldn’t be here if he didn’t believe he could defeat Lord Edobar’s second.” He clapped his hands. “Alright, I’ll do it. My nephew needs his own estate. Let’s burn out that mold.”

The two elves clapped each other on the shoulder, happy to have come to an arrangement. Luke cleared his throat and said, “I believe this position is typically paid. What are you offering?”

They turned and frowned at him, surprised he spoke up. Luke kept his face expressionless and waited for an answer. He wanted to fight to save his friends, but if he had the chance to earn a little bit more, he was going to take it. He felt like he deserved something after the Seer outed his secret.

The mountain lord huffed. “Luke of Machines, you may not know this, but it is unseemly to talk of money after your betters have made an arrangement.”

“Lord Momoh, you have made no arrangement, no deal has been struck. You talked with Lord Kadiri about me, but he has no claim on my services. You will need to discuss this with me directly. And after a target was painted on my back, I’m not feeling charitable.”

“I saw you talking with the farming lord, don’t act like this whole play wasn’t your idea.”

Luke elected to say nothing.

Lord Momoh huffed again. “Fine. I will protect you from people trying to kill you for your core. And I will grant you... one twelfth of Lord Edobar’s assets."

“I agree to those terms. Let us have a glorious fight.” Luke said with a shallow bow.

Internally, he was reeling. In all his planning and maneuvering, he hadn’t really considered what would happen if he succeeded. With Edobar dead, his property would be given to the victors. He was saving the staff’s lives, but not their jobs. He was planning on getting their employer killed. Maybe they wouldn’t welcome him as a savior.

That was a worry for later. First, he had to win this fight. Luke turned to the arena and thought about possible strategies. The stone bowl was wide, about five hundred yards, or as many football fields. It was mostly flat but had several boulders and rock formations that would work well as cover.

A shadow swept across the field and Luke looked up into the dark blue sky. There was some sort of huge monster bird up there. Maybe a thunderbird or a roc. He squinted as he saw it drop something. It plummeted through the air, aiming towards the center of the arena. As it fell closer, Luke realized the falling object was a person.

The humanoid projectile impacted the center of the arena and sent a deep thump instead of the splat Luke was expecting. Dust flew up from the impact site and when it cleared, it showed a tall elf standing calm in the center of a small crater. He wore a short black robe with brown leggings. The clothing had large symbols stitched into them with different colors. His robe was open, revealing a heavily muscled chest. Large metal medallions covered the skin of his chest and neck.

Lord Momoh whispered, “The Indomitable is here.”

            

    
        Chapter 73: You've Been Taught How to Duel, I Presume, Yes?

    
    
    
    
                The elf was over six feet tall and heavily muscled. He strode directly north, his every movement a poem in grace and strength. As he walked closer, an invisible pressure built. It felt like Luke was drowning, falling deeper and deeper into the uncaring sea. 

He felt a knock on his leg armor. Vanessa was kneeling down, her head down. Everyone else was too, including the nearby lords. The Indomitable must be a pretty big deal to have royalty bow to him like that. Belatedly, Luke joined them, putting both fists down on the ground in the Kalibutan fashion.

“I am the Finger of the Gods, the Arbiter of Life, and the Indomitable assigned to you today. I am here to oversee the Malamon. You may all rise.” The Indomitable intoned. He spoke with a strange cadence, like he was reading scripture. “Lord Edobar Falodun, Advocate Onioni Eseidu, present yourselves and defend your claims.”

Lord Edobar walked forward, his normally aloof attitude tinged with stress. A bead of sweat appeared on his temple. Closely behind him was a new elf, presumably Advocate Onioni. He wore scarves draped over a skin-tight silk jumper. A circlet with a pair of small horns adorned his forehead.

They both bowed deeply to the Indomitable and didn’t straighten back up.

Advocate Onioni said to the ground, “Finger of the Gods, Arbiter of Life, and Indomitable. Thank you for hearing our claim. I represent twenty-four righteous people who have fought for the right to replace Lord Edobar’s staff. They have passed every test given them today and wish to take their place in his entourage.”

Lord Edobar didn’t look up either. “Indomitable. Thank you for coming here today. My staff have also passed every test and wish to continue to serve me. I ask that you give them the opportunity to defend themselves.”

The rustic amphitheater was silent for a few long moments.

“Very well, this Malamon may continue. Bring all whose fate is tied and I will judge the competition,” the Indomitable said. He turned around and grasped his hands behind his back. 

There was a pause in the ceremony as everyone gathered. One by one, elves, orcs, and dwarves lined up behind their leaders. There were several tearful goodbyes, just in case their side lost. Quiet murmuring filled the crude seating.

Luke leaned down and whispered to Vanessa, “Do you know anything about this Indomitable guy? Is that his class or his position?”

“It’s a title given to the enforcement arm of the outer court. He’s the final word out on the edge of civilization. Think Judge Dredd.”

“Judge, jury, and executioner, huh? I guess we better not make him mad.”

“You said it. They say no one has ever killed an Indomitable. You see those medallions on his chest? They are the end of anti magic nails they have hammered into his body. If you hit him with any spell, he’ll just shrug it off.”

“Holy hell. How isn’t he dead?”

“His class gives him some regeneration, but it’s mostly the gods that keep him alive. They feed him power and make him stronger than anyone with just system magic. It’s also why everyone trusts him to follow the rules. If he ever angers the gods, he would literally die.”

“Damn. Talk about Sword of Damocles.” 

Vanessa nodded and they went back to watching the groups gather. Once everyone was lined up the Indomitable turned back around.

“Your forces are gathered and your minds are set. I will give you one last time to sacrifice glory for life. Does anyone wish to withdraw?” When no one spoke, he nodded and raised his hands. A transparent purple dome dropped across both groups, like a soap bubble forming. “If there is anyone who has a claim of justice on anyone held by my power, let them speak now or forever forgo recourse.” 

Luke turned to Lord Momoh. It looked like the pudgy elf was nervous. He stood still, his hand raising and lowering inch by inch. Before the Indomitable moved on, he smacked his fist on his chest.

“Finger of the Gods, Arbiter of Life, and Indomitable. I have a claim of justice against Lord Edobar.”

“And you are?”

“I am Lord Momoh Evbusogie, the lord assigned to the estate east of here, Monta Hejmo.”

“What claim of justice do you present?”

“Lord Edobar has abused his position and unjustly enriched himself over the last three years. He has taken away opportunities from the other two estate lords and amassed a greater and greater fortune. He is tight with that fortune, taking and never giving. His glory has been growing at the expense of the Empire.” Lord Momoh said, his confidence growing as he spoke. “Perhaps most importantly, Lord Edobar has earned more than eight million gold over the last three years and only paid taxes on two million of that.”

The Indomitable had been giving him a flat look through most of the speech, but when Momoh mentioned taxes, his eyes widened and he leaned forward. “That is a serious accusation. I assume you have proof since you mentioned specific numbers.”

Momoh wiggled his hands in agreement.

The enforcer turned to Edobar and said, “What say you in your defense?”

Lord Edobar scowled at his staff, clearly upset that someone had spilled his secrets. He turned back and calmly said, “My counterpart, Lord Momoh, is jealous and twisting facts to meet his own agenda. I’m sure he has records of shipments passing through the portal, but he is incorrect in assuming I sold everything. Many of those shipments from Earth were given to my friends as gifts. I received nothing in return.”

Lord Momoh scowled. “You mean you think you’ve hidden your wealth in a way you don’t think will be caught.”

“The Triumvirate's own Seer would agree that they were only gifts.” 

The Indomitable cleared his throat and waited for them to turn back to him. “It appears that you both agree that great wealth has passed through the portal, only differing on what happened after that, yes?”

Both lords replied with a hand wiggle.

“Then it is good I am here. The Malamon is canceled, we will have a duel instead. Lord Momoh, should you win, you will be awarded half of Lord Edobar’s capital and holdings and the ability to nominate his successor. Lord Edobar, should you win, you will be rewarded with half of his capital and holdings and the nomination. As the accused, your glory should grow more if you win. I will also support you in the next shuffle and cast one of your six votes. May the gods watch over us and choose their victor.”

He raised and lowered his hands again, dissipating the dome around the staff and narrowing it down to just Edobar and Momoh. “I grant you a handful of minutes to settle your affairs and select your seconds, Chosen under level twenty-four. I will be back with appropriate monsters to complete the conditions of the duel.”

He turned and bolted away, gathering speed before jumping and rocketing into the air. He flew two hundred feet with that jump, and the next jump was even bigger. He was out of sight seconds later.

“Wait, what? Why is he getting monsters?” Luke asked as he turned back around.

Momoh had been straightening his armor over his overlarge frame. He froze and slowly looked up at Luke “Please tell me you are joking. Surely you’ve at least read about duels before?”

Luke shrugged. “No, I haven’t, sorry. I assumed they would be similar to Earth style duels, but clearly not.”

Momoh walked up to the edge of the magic dome and bonked his head on it. “What have I done? I’ve aligned myself with a reckless idiot. This is all Lord Kadiri’s fault. I should have known better than to trust him.”

Kadiri glanced over from where he was talking with his own staff. “Hey, I assumed he was competent. His envoy talked him up constantly.”

“But you never said you were risking my life with assumptions!”

Edobar chuckled at their bickering and turned to Cormac, standing at the head of their line. “You will be my second, Seneschal Cormac. I know you don’t want to fight your pet human, but I am ordering you to kill him. Duels like this are the reason I refused to allow you to advance past level twenty-four. I always have a powerful magic user fighting by my side to resolve legal matters. Something that a prudent ruler should always keep in mind.” He turned to the mountain lord to rub it in.

Cormac cleared his throat. “Lord Edobar, I regret to inform you that my core is cracked and I can’t use my magic. I have used a remedy and should be completely healed in a week. I will not be able to fight by your side today. I am so very sorry.”

“What?!” Edobar yelled and slammed his fists on the barrier. “Why didn’t you tell me before? Have you broken your oath? I’ll get the Indomitable to kill you where you stand.”

“My oath remains unbroken. I was hoping to fully heal before any of your enemies discovered my temporary weakness. I apologize that I didn’t consider the possibility that you would be accused of tax evasion.”

Momoh laughed loud and ugly. “All that time, you constantly bragging that you had bought the contract of a high leveled Seneschal and now you can’t even put him to use.” He turned to Luke and said, “I am suddenly much more confident in our victory, human. Let me explain the rules. The Indomitable will return in a moment with two high tier monsters. Normally tier nine, but these are thin lands, it may be only seven or eight. Whatever he can find on short notice. He will place them in the center of the arena. Then Lord Edobar and I will be placed on opposite ends of the arena, with you by our sides.”

“So, what, do we race to kill the monsters or something?”

Momoh slashed his hands down. “No, the duel participants are forbidden from attacking the monsters or the seconds. We must focus solely on our equals. As soon as one of us is dead, our soul will be absorbed by the gods and the duel will be over. You may attack anyone. The monsters, the other second, even Lord Edobar. One common strategy is for the second to kill the monsters, then the other second, and then distract the true enemy and create an opening for their master.”

Luke’s Acuity was working overtime as he digested these facts. “But that’s not the only strategy. I could herd the monsters over to create distractions you can use as openings. I could ignore them and fight by your side from the beginning. Lord Edobar could herd them over to kill me as long as he doesn’t attack them directly. This whole thing is a mess with threats everywhere.”

“Yes, which is why I am so grateful that Lord Edobar won’t have his normal second by his side. Wait, you were Cormac’s friend. Did you know he had lost his class? I didn’t know humans were so quick to betray.”

Luke turned to Cormac. “This isn’t a betrayal, I’m trying to save his life. I overheard Lord Edobar talking to someone earlier today. He was planning on losing the Malamon as a political favor to someone. I’m fighting by your side to save my friend’s life.”

“Liar!” Edobar shouted and punched the magic dome. “My glory is bright and I would never do anything but my best in all competitions. If I wasn’t trapped in here I would shatter your bones and boil your teeth.”

Luke’s lip curled back. That was a weirdly graphic threat. He ignored the trapped noble and turned to Momoh. “Anyway, any advice for me? I guess we can’t talk strategy with Lord Edobar right there, but anything else I should know?”

“Know that you will die for trying to take my glory!” Edobar interrupted.

Momoh chuckled and said, “I’ll give you instructions when it’s about to start. Until then, save your mana. Once this starts, you will need every bit of it.”

While they talked, Momoh’s attendants brought him a sword and a mace and placed them directly outside the magic dome. Apparently they already knew which weapons he wanted to fight with. They offered Luke a sword, but he refused. It was too small and he didn’t want to fight with an unfamiliar weapon.

Edobar cursed Luke out a few more times before turning to Cormac. “Bring me the head of my guard, my page, and that human I hired yesterday, Sheepherder. Oh and my Seer.”

Cormac spun on his heel and hurried away. A short while later, he returned with four people in tow. Luke recognized the pearlescent bald head of Seer Theobaldine. The head of his guard was a gangly elf that looked like a teenager. He was probably in his fifties since elves aged slowly. His page was the young kid with speed magic that delivered his messages. Shepard brought up the rear, his bulky power armor looming over the others.

Edobar stared the three of them down. “Guard Samu, have you leveled up since I hired you?”

“No, Lord Edobar Falodun,” the guard said and looked at his feet.

“Then you won’t be strong enough to be my second. Page Elo, I know you are more than fast enough, but do you believe you can hit hard enough to peel that despicable human out of his armor?”

The young page stared at Luke, trying to murder him with his gaze. When that had no effect, Elo said, “I am sorry, Lord Edobar Falodun. My skills are all geared towards speed. I hit fast, not hard.”

Edobar sighed. “As expected. You still aren’t worthy of that class I gave you. My sister dotes on her son too much. Go. Bring me my shield and spear, the good ones.” After the page dashed away, he turned to Theobaldine. “Use your Seer skills on Sheepherder and tell me if you think he would be a worthy second. I would ask him, but I doubt he truly understands the complexities at play.”

The dwarf turned to Shepard and grabbed his chestplate, pulling him down. Shepard grunted in annoyance, but let him do it. Theobaldine stared him in the eyes for a few moments and then let him go. He turned back and said, “His class and levels are low, but I sense the divine about him. If he can access the power of the gods, he would be more than worthy.”

Lord Edobar scowled at the mention of the gods, but then sighed. In English, he said, “Sheepherder, you will be my second in this duel. Your task will be to kill Luke and then assist me in sending Lord Momoh to meet the gods. I want you to pray unceasingly until the duel begins. But first, remove that sword I gave you. It’s cursed. The plan was to let our enemies take it from you, but that no longer matters. Stab it into Cormac’s leg. He has angered me.”

Shepard hurriedly removed the sword from his hip magnets when he heard it was cursed. Then he turned and smiled at Cormac. He brandished the sword and then slowly stabbed it into the orc’s thigh, staring him in the eyes as he did. The orc winced, but stared right back at him. Shepard frowned and knelt down to pray. The alchemists rushed up to Cormac and helped him remove the sword and bandage him up.

Luke was impressed with the display of courage, but still worried about Cormac. He had brought along a pair of healing potions since he intended on fighting. If he still had one after the duel, he would give it to the badass orc.

He cleared his throat. “Hey Shepard. Don’t you find it fascinating that Lord Edobar gave you a cursed sword? It’s almost as if he was setting you up to fail.”

His question was annoying enough to get Shepard to stop praying. But whatever he was going to reply was lost when he saw something in the sky. Luke turned to see the Indomitable returning. He was jumping through the air, two large magic spheres following him. Inside the transparent cages were monsters. One was the largest troll Luke had ever seen, an Apex Troll, and the other was a monster he had read about but never seen. They called it a Rust Drake, an eight legged scaled monster that would be called a dragon if it had wings. Its scales were burnished red and slowly flaked off. There was already a pile of rust at the bottom of its magic prison.

Luke gave Vanessa a metallic hug and stepped away. It was time to fight.

            

    
        Chapter 74: Don't Get So Carried Away With Your Retribution

    
    
    
    
                Luke shook his head. The Indomitable had clearly chosen a monster that would have a good chance of killing the humans. The Rust Drake was the perfect counter to someone in power armor. Its magic would dissolve his protection and weapons in moments. The muscly elf wanted to take the humans out of the fight, but it wasn’t going to turn out the way he expected. Luke’s new skills changed that equation completely.

For the first time since he passed his threshold, Luke was truly grateful for his new skills. He had really missed Frictionless Slide. Almost every combat he wished for his movement skill back. But his Summon Vehicle would be invaluable if the Rust Drake destroyed his mech. And his Phantom Shot was his best chance at getting through the tough armor of the drake or Edobar.

“Lords of the Triumvirate. You have consented to a duel and the loser’s soul will be sacrificed to the gods. Present your stomachs,” the Indomitable said.

Both lords stepped to the front of their bubble and bared their stomachs. The muscly elf bared his own chest, revealing even more of the medallions embedded in his chest. He grabbed one near his collarbone and dug his fingers underneath it. He grunted and pulled. The medallion slowly pulled off with a slurp and revealed a five inch long ribbon of steel. The steel had been wobbly, but straightened out as the blood dripped off of it.

He walked over to Edobar first and stretched his hand out. He moved through the magic dome like it wasn’t there and placed the thin blade against Edobar’s stomach. He waited a few moments and then plunged it in suddenly. Edobar grunted loudly and a small trickle of blood dripped off the edges of the medallion. The blood stopped and his skin healed around the inscribed metal disc.

The Indomitable moved over to Momoh next and did the same thing. Momoh was quieter and acted like it hadn’t hurt as he readjusted his armor to cover himself again. 

“Seconds, please join your masters. We will begin shortly.”

Luke bristled at the idea that anyone would be his master. He stomped over to stand near Momoh. Shepard got up from praying and stood near Edobar.

"It's not too late to give up, Luke!" Shepard yelled over. "Just sit your pansy ass down and I won't have to kill you."

Luke popped open his faceplate so he could show his serious expression. "Shepard. I'm not a murderer, but I am a soldier. If I meet you on the battlefield, I will kill you without hesitation."

Shepard flinched back at the ferocity in Luke's voice. He opened his mouth to respond, but was interrupted when the Indomitable expanded the bubbles and lifted them all up in the air. The two bubbles slowly floated to opposite sides of the stone arena. Luke snapped his faceplate shut and turned around. 

Momoh waited until they were far enough away from Edobar and Shepard before he talked faster than an auctioneer. “Lord Edobar’s class is Silver Storm. Think ice powers but with metal. I won’t tell you my class but it’s a nature based one. My finishing skill is Decay Beam, it’ll kill him even if he’s armored up. I just can’t get interrupted while I charge it. Your job will be to kill both monsters and his second. Ignore our fight and focus on them. I don’t think he’s trained against something like my Insect Aura. It should distract him and interrupt his own finishing skill for three or four minutes while he adjusts to it. Use that time to kill your targets. If you take too long and I get interrupted, we are both dead. You got that?”

Only Luke’s high Acuity let him understand the rapid fire instructions. “Yes, I understand. Three minutes to kill them. I’ll go all out from the beginning.”

“See that you do. Our lives and the glory of the mountain home are at stake.” Momoh said. He hopped up and down in place, limbering himself up for the fight. He unsheathed the sword and mace his attendant had brought him. The mace crackled with yellow lightning for a moment and the sword made a strange warbling sound, like it was singing.

Luke didn’t bother arming himself with his chainsword or ice hammer. They would likely stay magnetized to his legs the entire fight. The Rust Drake and the Apex Troll both needed to be tackled from a distance. His spell rifles were fully loaded, his mana was full, the first half of Repair Craft had been cast, and he had two healing potions in his armor compartment. He activated the two hidden spell rifles on his back. They popped out of their casings and swung up and over his shoulders. He hopped a few times in place and then looked towards the other side of the arena.

Lord Edobar held a spear that was twice as tall as he was and Shepard knelt by his side, praying once more. The prayers must have done something because the steel armor was starting to glow. A yellow light was brightening the air around him like a halo. Luke was starting to regret not investigating the Kalibutan gods more after discovering their ritual sacrifices. He didn’t know what kind of divine abilities he would be up against soon.

He did have firsthand experience with Shepard’s class and fighting style. His former employee liked to have monsters come to him so he could use his Retribution skill to reflect their attacks on them. If he didn’t recognize the Rust Drake, he would be out of his armor and dead within moments. Unfortunately, Luke couldn’t count on that. Shepard had been at this for a few years, he likely knew exactly what he was up against.

The next few moments would be a guessing game. Each of them knew a bit about the other and they would be going all out in the first few seconds. It was like a chess game, every move mattered. Shepard knew about Luke’s spell rifles, although he hadn’t seen the newer ones in action. He didn’t know anything about Luke’s two new skills, but it was possible Shepard had new skills too.

Luke furiously worked through different strategies as the pieces were put into place. The arena was a quarter mile wide and the combatants were on opposite sides. The monsters were placed in the middle, near some of the few rock formations that remained. The monsters were each big enough that the boulders and spires only half covered them. Everyone was still in their bubbles while they waited for the duel to start.

The Indomitable turned and addressed the crowd. “Assembled subjects of the Triumvirate. You are being given a rare honor. You will see justice done and a sacrifice to the six gods of the pantheon at the same time. Few can say the same. You may cheer or shout, cry or wail. However, your place is as a witness. Whatever you do, don’t look away. These two Lords deserve your complete attention as they fight to reveal the will of the gods.” He turned towards the center of the arena and shouted, “To those who are about to win, we salute you. May the fallen glory flow to you. The battle begins now!”

As soon as the words left his mouth, the magic bubbles disappeared and were replaced with a transparent dome covering the entire arena.

Luke bolted forward, eating up ground with his long legs. They were inscribed with strength and dexterity runes, and combined with his own high stats and buff, he was running close to sixty miles an hour once he got going. Momoh still outpaced him, running around the middle of the arena and towards a silvery cloud of flying stars. Luke wrenched his eyes away. He had to trust that Momoh could hold his own. He needed to focus on Shepard. He was the wildcard. 

The two monsters he was running towards were deadly and dangerous, but also predictable. They would act on instinct and attack when he got close. Shepard could surprise him.

Case in point, somehow Shepard was just as fast as Luke was. The gears and linkages Luke had designed shouldn’t have let him run that fast, regardless of the man’s stats. They had speed limiters built in, disguised as redundancies. Somehow he was bypassing those limiters and running slightly faster than Luke. It didn’t take long to come to the obvious conclusion. It had to be divine powers. 

As the two of them raced for the arena center, the two monsters there weren’t just waiting for them. They had turned and attacked each other. Monsters normally didn’t attack their own kind, but these two monsters were used to being the master of their own domain. They didn’t like that something nearby was threatening them for supremacy.

The twenty foot tall troll lumbered towards the thirty foot long Rust Drake and slammed a fist down atop its armored head. At the same time, the drake slung its tail forward like a whip, hitting it on the upper shoulder. Unlike dragons, the drakes had their magic in their tail and the whipcrack was accompanied by a wave of rust red shards. The magic punched into the troll like dozens of tiny daggers.

Neither monster was seriously hurt. The nature of the troll meant that the spray of rust knives didn’t faze it. Tiny troll units were killed and fell off, but the creature as a whole didn’t bleed. The same amorphous nature meant that the troll’s strike spread out on impact and didn’t crack the drake’s armor.

The two monsters attacked each other again and again before realizing that they couldn’t hurt each other. The troll stood up and looked around for other targets. Just in time to get a fireball to the face.

Luke had run up while they were fighting. His focus was on Shepard, but he couldn’t pass up the easy shot when the troll presented itself like that. The fire spell rifle used his mortar tube and larger magnets, so the resulting fireball was able to take out the high tier troll’s entire head. While it was reforming its head, Luke watched the drake out of the corner of his eye. 

As expected, the Rust Drake immediately refocused on Luke. It planted its eight legs and swung its tail at the approaching human. It didn’t have a hope of hitting him from a hundred feet away, but Luke jumped anyway. He used Machine Bond to activate his jump boots. The pistons in his legs activated at the same time his Inertia rune flickered with power. He rocketed into the sky in an instant. As he arced through the air, he saw the rust shards scream by underneath him.

While still in the air, Luke fired all four guns at the Rust Drake, one shot each just to see how each element worked. As he landed, he saw the fireball roll off it without a scratch. The lightning and ice bolts did even less damage, but that might have been because they were small. The medium sized acid bolt was the winner. It splashed onto the drakes scales and threw up smoke as it slowly ate into the monster. Luke smiled to himself and put it out of his mind. He needed to focus on the real threat now.

Instead of waiting for an attack like Luke expected, Shepard hadn’t stopped running and was practically in his face now. He lifted both arms and pointed his palms at Luke, yelling, “Chain Lighting!”

Two thick bolts of lighting shot from his hands and cracked the air between them. Luke’s Acuity sent him into bullet time, thinking fast enough that he could see the spell racing towards him. He activated his jump boots again, aiming to spring to his left.

The world sped back up and Luke was hit by both bolts. His mind might temporarily be fast enough to react, but his mech suit wasn’t. The sustained lightning crackled across his suit, burning deep channels across his armor. The jump boots finally fired, propelling him out of the way of the rest of the attack.

Luke gasped as he landed, only then realizing the lightning had made its way through his armor and burnt his left arm. It felt like it was still on fire and hung there limply. He grunted in pain and raised his right arm to fire back.

He held his shot at the last second.

Shepard’s Retribution would return his shot if he fired now. Instead, Luke activated his jump boots again, leaping further to his right. The move proved prescient, Shepard had fired his lightning power again and the twin bolts just missed him. He had gotten lucky.

Luke’s eyes narrowed. Shepard hadn’t yelled out the spell name the second time. He had clearly been trying to set false expectations and it had almost worked. He must have planned out this fight, specifically how to beat Luke. Maybe he hadn’t planned on the duel, but he had clearly been planning on a battle.

He wasn’t the only one. Luke had been planning too, specifically on how to beat his Retribution skill. His new over the shoulder spell rifles were exactly what he needed. He bolted forward, closing the distance between them. As he ran, he used Machine Bond to aim the machine gun air rifles at the asshole’s smug face. With a thought, he fired as fast as he could, over six shots a second between the two spell rifles. Small lightning and ice bolts streamed out of the guns in two parallel lines.

Shepard contemptuously raised his hand and activated his skill, sending the first two spells rocketing directly back at Luke. He ignored the reflected spells, his Mark V suit could shrug off a few small bolts. As Luke expected, the Retribution skill only reflected the first few spells. The remaining dozens of lightning and ice bolts hit him full force, rattling him inside his tin can. Shepard’s skill had to be manually activated each time. It could handle single attacks but dozens of them one after another were his weakness.

The lightning bolts didn’t seem to affect him, perhaps the divine blessing gave him some immunity. But the ice was covering his right arm and creeping across his chestplate. Shepard roared in frustration and smacked his arm. Huge tendrils of lightning wrapped around the arm, shattering the creeping ice and freeing him. He moved his arm around to test his maneuverability. It moved flawlessly. It was like he hadn’t been hit at all.

Luke smiled. During that whole attack Shepard had been standing still. Luke had flanked him and then ran towards him to stop and distract him. The idiot mercenary had forgotten there were more than two people in this fight. The Rust Drake had just galloped into range and snapped its long tail towards Shepard. As dozens of rust shards streaked towards him, the Apex Troll raised both fists and brought them down towards the little man's head.

            

    
        Chapter 75: V, Wait! Please, You Don't Have to Do This.

    
    
    
    
                Luke watched as the Apex Troll slammed its hands down. At the last moment, Shepard rolled out of the way, as if he had eyes on the back of his head. The impact shook the ground and sent stone shards flying.

Mildly disappointed, Luke continued his attack. He had known that Shepard had Tremorsense, the man could literally feel the monsters coming up behind himself. He had hoped that the threat in front of him would distract him, but that clearly wasn’t the case.

On the plus side, Luke could go all out with his overlarge fireballs. He started firing them at the troll, one after another. The ten foot wide fireballs hit the monster in its legs, blasting layers of troll units off the main body. Tiny troll parts turned to ash and flaked off, like burnt skin sloughing off. The Apex Troll shrunk from twenty feet down to fifteen.

It was a nice side benefit. Luke had been aiming towards Shepard, only angling the fireballs away so he couldn’t trigger Retribution. The resulting explosions washed over Shepard and eventually knocked him down. He rolled to his feet, mostly unharmed under his layers of armor. Atticus hadn’t skimped out on the quality of the power armor he had given him.

The fireballs had singed his visor and scorch marks obscured his vision. Excellent. While Shepard fumbled with his visor, Luke pushed mana into Summon Vehicle and created a Switchblade. He pushed a Machine Soul into the summons and sent the explosive drone rocketing into the sky.

The Rust Drake hadn’t been idle while Luke was bombarding the other two combatants. Just after Shepard flipped up his visor, it unleashed a storm of rust shards. The charged up attack filled the air with a wide cloud of foot long magic projectiles.

Luke saw the attack out of the corner of his eyes and leapt high into the air. He tucked his legs up to his chest at the apex of his jump and watched most of the shards fly by underneath him. One shard hit his upper arm and deflected away. Luckily, that part was monster chitin and the rust magic failed to take hold. Shepard and the troll were hit several times each. The troll ignored the projectiles piercing deep into its body, but Shepard panicked. He had been hit on his helmet, his left arm and his left leg.

Even as Luke fell to the ground once more, he saw rust spreading across the other set of power armor. It was blooming out like a sped-up video of moss growing. Shepard ripped off his helmet and threw it away, then reached over and ripped off his stainless steel pauldron. His suit had been built with layers of armor, so his shoulder was still covered. The same thing happened with his leg, the affected panel was ripped off, but his armor was still functional underneath.

Luke landed and stumbled. Machine Bond told him that his right shin connector had buckled. He looked down to see rust spreading across the surface. He hadn’t escaped the magic attack after all. He tried to do the same trick that Shepard had pulled off, but his armor wasn’t easy to disassemble like his enemy’s.

While he was scraping his fingers across the shin and ankle joint, the Apex Troll slammed his hands down again. This time Shepard didn’t stick around, instead he flashed brighter and a gust of wind shot him forward. A second blast of wind turned him slightly, angling him towards Luke.

Luke retaliated with a dozen small spells aimed at his head. Lightning and ice might be easy to shrug off when they hit his armor, but he bet that Shepard would have trouble if either spell hit his exposed skin.

Shepard’s eyes widened and he ducked into a somersault, just barely avoiding the lines of fire. He rolled to his feet and lunged at Luke, his arms wide like he wanted to tackle him.

Luke snatched the ice hammer off his hip and held it out in front of him. Would Retribution work if he ran into the glowing white hammerhead himself?

He didn’t get an answer to that question because Shepard twisted his torso to the side, avoiding the hammer by inches. Then he hit Luke in the chest with a flying shoulder tackle. Luke didn’t budge.

When a nine feet tall, three hundred pound mech hit a twelve feet tall, one ton mech, the result was a forgone conclusion. Luke chuckled as Shepard strained. He swung his gauntlet around, and aimed it at the man’s exposed head. As if sensing the attack coming, Shepard ducked down and slipped around behind Luke and gripped him firmly. There was the sound of screeching metal as the fingers dug in.

Machine Bond told Luke that the only dents were on Shepard’s gauntlets. His own mech was pristine. Well, aside from the extensive lightning damage on his left arm and the creeping rust climbing up his right foot. Luke reached back to grab Shepard and yank him off, wary of an attack from the rear.

His fear was realized as he started moving. Lightning coursed through his mech, rolling through him in waves. It was weaker than the first few attacks, Shepard must be low on divine power. It was still enough to lock him in place briefly.

The timing of the stun must have been planned because in that brief window, Luke was hit in the legs, chest, and helmet, a sharp staccato of rust shard impacts. He looked down and cursed. He should’ve known the drake would keep attacking. With this many impacts, he wouldn’t have a working mech in less than thirty seconds.

The first rust spot on his right leg progressed enough for his metal boot to buckle. Luke stumbled and then fell to his hands and knees. Shepard let go and took a few steps back. He unlimbered the spell rifle strapped to his side and aimed it at Luke’s head.

“I was pretty sure my pop gun wasn’t going to make it through your armor. But it doesn’t need to anymore, does it? I just have to wait a second and you’ll open right up for me, won’t you?”

Luke didn’t respond and looked up to check the position of the other two monsters. The Apex Troll had finished reforming from the fireballs and was stomping this way, warier than before. The Rust Drake had finally stopped throwing rust shards at them and was galloping towards them on all eight legs. They would likely arrive at the same time. Further north, the two elvish lords were fighting inside a cloud of sliver, with the occasional sound of thunder from heavy impacts. Perfect. Luke had time, he could stall for a bit.

“You don’t have to do this, Shepard. You don’t really want to murder me, do you?”

“It’s not murder, it’s combat.” Shepard said. He glanced up to the monsters heading their way and took a step back. “I gotta admit. It feels different than I thought it would. The rush, it hits you behind the eyes. But my stomach hurts too. I was hoping that would go away.” 

As Shepard talked, Luke’s armor continued to degrade. His helmet had a hole in it, his chestplate was hanging open, his left knee was gone. It wouldn’t be long before he was exposed. The monsters were getting closer. He had been hoping to do this when they were all closer, but this would have to do.

Luke activated Repair Craft and jumped up. He bolted towards Shepard, who fired his spell rifle at him as he ran up. The firebolt flattened itself on Luke’s armor, leaving a scorch mark but not even cracking the chestplate. He was in melee range before Shepard could fire again.

Like a baseball player sliding into home, Luke slid into Shepard. He punched forward with both hands at the same time, aiming for Shepard’s knee joints. His left punch was blasted back by Retribution. The right punch connected. They had used Luke’s sabotaged mech designs, so the knee joint shattered with a single hit. He smiled as he got back up and started running away from Shepard.

With a mental command, Luke sent his Switchblade plummeting from the sky. He ran directly towards the Apex Troll, who was only a few steps away now.

Shepard reflexively fired his spell rifle, leaving more scorch marks on the stone beetle armor. He yelled in frustration and started charging up a lightning attack. Electricity danced across his armor, growing stronger and stronger as he poured his life force into the attack.

Acuity flowed through Luke’s mind, giving him a half dozen seconds of bullet time. It was more than enough. Luke pushed his Dexterity to the limit and bent backwards to slide under the troll’s upraised leg. The monster was a second too late to stomp him flat. Luke grabbed onto the troll’s back and held tight. Metal fingers were easily able to dig between each troll unit. The troll roared and turned its head completely around. Its elbows inverted and fingers turned, ready to grab the unwanted passenger.

An instant later, the Switchblade hit. Luke had his eyes screwed shut, but he still saw the bright flash of white from the explosion. As he expected it was twice as bright as normal. Shepard must have used Retribution when he sensed something hurling towards him from above. The summoned drone’s explosion was reflected back on itself. But since his attacker was touching him, that meant twice as much power directly atop Shepard. Even fifty feet away, the front half of the Apex Troll was vaporized.

The explosion sent an echoing thunder across the wide arena, enough to light up the protective runes around the arena and briefly interrupt the fight between the lords. The field of silver snowflakes parted and they both glanced back to see what had made that booming sound. Then they went back to fighting, kicking off their own thunder with the impacts.

The dust cleared, revealing a wide crater in the solid stone. The center of the new rock formation was empty, but bits of armor started plunking down from the sky. The remains of Shepard’s chestplate clattered to the ground a hundred feet away, twisted and warped. 

Luke had been knocked to the ground with the explosion and rolled to his feet to see the Apex Troll had reformed, only much smaller. It was only five feet tall now, less than half the size of Luke’s fully repaired mech.

Almost contemptuously, Luke fired a pair of acid bolts into the monster’s body. The acid splattered and sizzled, seeping deep into the troll. Luke put it out of his mind immediately. Even if it didn’t die immediately, it was no longer a threat.

The real threat was barreling towards him at mach oh-shit. The eight legs of the Rust Drake churned, throwing up fragments of rock as its long claws dug in. It would be on him in seconds. It turned its head and opened its mouth wide and raised its tail for a follow up rust shard attack.

Time slowed as Luke stared at the ten foot wide mouth and foot long jagged teeth. It was moments away from clamping down on him and crushing him within his power armor. 

Luke didn’t jump out of the way, the Rust Drake was certainly expecting that. He had jumped over its attacks again and again. It had its tail raised and poised to send a storm of rust shards at him should he attempt it.

Instead, Luke pointed his arms forward, the limbs moving agonizingly slowly in the Acuity enhanced bullet time. With Machine Bond, he commanded his suit to unload everything. Ice bolts, lightning bolts, acid bolts, and a huge fireball. While the spells were still forming, Luke added a Phantom Shot to the mix.

The five shots impacted the monster’s open mouth just as time sped back up again. The Rust Drake flinched as the explosions hit and Luke dropped to the ground on his back. He was treated with an up close view as its huge mouth snapped shut inches above his face.

The drake howled in pain as it continued forward, inertia driving it forward. All eight legs stomped near Luke’s mech, only missing it by a few feet on each side. He didn’t move, suspecting that even scraping one of its scales would start spreading rust across his whole mech. He didn’t have another Repair Craft loaded up so the damage would be permanent this time.

Moments later, he saw the clear sky once more. The drake slid to a stop somewhere out of sight with the sound of claws scraping on stone. Luke activated Summon Vehicle before he even stood up. A copy of the M10 Booker tank settled onto the ground between himself and the drake.

A staccato of shards hit the tank’s armor a moment later. Luke grinned to himself and pushed the second of his three Machine Souls into the gray and violet tank. “Use everything you got to attack that Rust Drake!” he shouted.

He didn’t need to say the commands out loud, but it felt good to shout. He rolled to his feet as the turret turned and started firing. A sharp crack announced the first tank shot, followed by the machine gun’s angry buzzing, like a titan sized wasp. The guns were firing nonstop, throwing up dust from the ground and peppering the Rust Drake with shots. Even without gunpowder, the sounds were deafening.

Each cannon round put a hole in the monster’s hide, red blood pouring from the gaping wounds. The machine gun’s conjured lead mostly bounced off the monster’s natural armor, but occasionally would get through the scales and open up more wounds.

The Rust Drake roared in pain and juked to the side and retaliated with a flurry of rust shards. Luke ducked behind the tank and the projectiles plinked harmlessly off the summoned armor. The next cannon shot missed, but the machine gun rounds continued to track the monster as it failed to evade.

Luke added a few acid bolts to the mix, burning through the monster's natural armor to help the machine gun. The drake was staggering now, blood loss and a dozen large injuries took their toll. It would have fallen over if it didn’t have eight legs to keep it steady.

It refused to give up despite the pond of blood forming at its feet. The drake started running towards the Booker, roaring in defiance.

The open mouth was a perfect target. The next cannon shot went into the roof of its mouth and into the brain. Its roar cut off with a strangled whimper and collapsed to the atop the tank in a tumble of limbs. The summoned armor groaned under the weight of the apex monster. A moment later, the tank disappeared in a puff of gray and violet. The Rust Drake fell to the ground and stilled.

When it didn’t twitch, Luke sighed with relief and checked his mana. He only had six points left now. He fired a few more acid bolts into the Rust Drake’s head to be sure it was dead. He heard the sounds of cheering in the distance as some of the spectators saw he had won. He allowed himself a victory wave and then turned and started sprinting.

This fight wasn’t over yet. It had been a few minutes, and both lords were still alive. Momoh’s decay beam must not have worked. Luke was going to have to join the fight and tip things back in his favor.

            

    
        Chapter 76: I'm Gonna Give You to the Count of 10... to Get Your Ugly, Yellow... 

    
    
    
    
                The cloud of silvery snowflakes was gone now. Luke could easily see the high leveled elvish lords as they battled to the death. They were almost moving faster than he could track. They fought back and forth, sometimes leaping fifty feet in a single jump. Every time one of them got a good hit in, thunder rolled across the arena.

Edobar was covered head to toe in conjured silver, sharp edges and angles everywhere. His summoned metal armor was dented in several places, but was slowly healing itself. He was holding a long spear with a brightly glowing spearhead. Wisps of smoke curled up from the tip. He sent it towards Momoh with dozens of quick jabs, like a sewing needle. He fought like an acrobat, jumping up through the air to attack from unique angles. Every so often he would create a foot wide silver snowflake and send it spinning towards the other lord like a buzzsaw.

Momoh was a much more grounded fighter, standing still and using his sword and mace to parry and riposte. His formerly pristine armor was covered with red and green blood and tiny bits of black chitin. A carpet of black beetles covered the ground with more appearing every second. Some insects appeared mid-air, just in the right spots to deflect the silver buzzsaws. That must be his Insect Aura.

Luke slowed as he drew closer. He wasn’t sure if he could help. They were both moving so fast. He doubted Edobar would stay still long enough for any of his magnet spells to reach him, let alone break through his armor. He wanted to summon another vehicle, the JLTV would be perfect for this, its machine gun would make more than a dent on the lord’s silver armor. But he only had seven points of mana, not enough to use the skill.

Neither of them had noticed him arriving yet, too absorbed with each other. Luke decided to risk an attack, even if it wouldn’t do much. Since Momoh only moved when he had to, there was little risk of hitting his partner.

He kept jogging closer, waiting for a time when Edobar’s back was turned. Five lightning fast exchanges later, his moment came. The spear wielding lord pressed his attack with a dozen strikes in three seconds, finally stationary for long enough for Luke to attack.

He fired his acid bolts, the only thing he thought might have a chance at eating through the lord’s defenses. Three bolts were in the air before the first hit. The first shot splashed across his back, covering a few feet of spiky silver. The second and third shots never arrived. A pair of metal snowflakes appeared in the air and the spells detonated prematurely.

Edobar’s armor started smoking, the acid eating into the silver aggressively. The elf shook his shoulders and the back portion of his armor sloughed off and a new section appeared in its place. It was like Luke hadn’t done anything.

“Wait your turn, Luke of Machines. I’ll get to you momentarily,” Edobar said dismissively, not even turning around.

Momoh smiled when he saw Luke over Edobar’s shoulder. He gestured and a swarm of insects appeared, surrounding the silver clad elf on all sides. Spikes shot out of his armor and spun, turning the air around himself into a blender and negating the attack. Momoh used the distraction to disengage and dashed over to Luke, standing right behind him.

“Well done. Hold him off for ten seconds,” Momoh said, his breath ragged. He sat down heavily and closed his eyes. The beetles across the arena disappeared, turning into a puff of mana that quickly disappeared.

Luke wasn’t sure if he could do that. The gulf between them was too great. They might both be Platinum classers, but one was level sixteen, and the other forty-eight. Still, it looked like Momoh was betting his life on Luke being able to fend off Edobar. He started counting down in his head.

Ten seconds.

Edobar blasted forward, covering the sixty feet between them in a blur. His blazing hot spear led the way, aimed at Luke’s heart.

Acuity flared and time slowed down. He was laser focused on the spear as it crept closer. Luke twisted and pushed himself out of the way. Muscles strained and he saw his body move inch by inch. It wasn’t going to be enough.

Luke threw everything he had into avoiding the burning death headed his way. He fired acid, lightning, ice, everything but fireballs since the elf was already too close. Spells formed and magnets blasted forward, but the projectiles weren’t going to hit before he was skewered. Luke pushed mana into Machine Bond, willing his mech to move faster with every fiber of his being.

To their mutual surprise, it worked. Eodbar’s incendiary spearhead scraped across his breastplate, but didn’t penetrate. As the spear drew back, Luke could see the elf’s eyes widen behind the narrow eyeslits in his makeshift armor. Then the spells hit, one after another.

The ice did less than nothing, the small lightning spell was enough to make Edobar twitch slightly, but that was it. The acid spell splashed across his chestplate, but Edobar ignored it eating into his armor. He could replace his armor before the acid got to him.

He lunged forward again, and Luke moved aside again, gaining a deeper cut across his breastplate. This one took out his cell phone, sending shards of burning electronics flying. Luke kept firing spells at the elf, aiming for his face this time. None of them hit since he just ducked below the spells.

Eight seconds.

Edobar tried to spear him a few more times before giving up and stepping back. “How are you doing that? You can’t be that fast, even with your buff.”

Luke was all too happy to talk it out. “Good question. It’s actually an interesting answer. You see-”

He was cut off by a dozen impacts from behind. The elf hadn’t been pausing the fight, he was distracting him while he set up an attack. Machine Bond let him know he had been hit by several spinning blades. A few had been deflected by the tough Rock Beetle chitin. Others cut deep. His left gauntlet was cut off at the wrist, just below his actual hand. His back was perforated several times. Mark V armor had ablative armor, several layers saving him from injury. It wasn’t a perfect defense though. One of the silver snowflake blades had made it through both layers and sliced deep into his right shoulder blade.

Five seconds.

Luke cried out in pain and his right arm fell to his side. He couldn’t lift it again, his tendons must have been cut. Edobar paused slightly to see if that had been enough to kill him. The elvish lord was clearly trying to use the minimum amount of effort to get the job done.

He was going to regret that. Luke roared and leapt forwards, using the blast boots to cover the distance in an instant. Edobar was surprised, but still managed to get his weapon up.

The burning spearhead pierced through Luke’s left side, just below his lungs. It was like a hot poker and Luke felt every moment of it through the slowed down time of Acuity. He pushed himself forwards, sliding along the spear to get close to the silver clad fighter.

Three seconds.

Luke placed his gauntless hand up against Edobar’s chest and fired a Phantom Shot. The elf tried to jerk away, but didn’t want to abandon his spear in Luke’s gut. The insubstantial slug phased through his armor and into his stomach. He cried out in pain and let go of the spear. Luke fired off two more phantom slugs, emptying his mana.

Edobar yelled something in elvish Luke hadn’t learned yet. His cell phone couldn’t translate, but the elf’s next actions made it clear. A torrent of silver snowflakes shot towards him, an entire storm of blades flying at his face.

Luke threw up his hands and he was blasted off his feet by the sheer volume of impacts hitting his armor. He grunted in pain as the spear tip hit the dirt and the spear twisted in his gut as he fell.

A moment later he was on the ground and unable to move. The hundreds of blades had shattered joints and cut pistons. Shallow wounds covered his arms and legs. He couldn’t bail out of his mech because everything was pinned shut.

Edobar dashed forward and grabbed the spear and yanked it out of Luke’s gut. He aimed the still glowing speartip at Luke’s head.

An instant later, a scintillating brown ray of magic flashed and hit Edobar in his chest. He was knocked off his feet and out of view. The ray was accompanied with an eldritch screech that made Luke’s teeth hurt. A few seconds later, the magic stopped.

A sudden silence descended on the arena. His breathing was loud in his ears. He still couldn’t move.

“Is he dead?” Luke asked, hopeful that it was his ally that answered, not a spear to the face.

The System of the World gave the answer first. It flooded him with notifications, indicating that the battle was over. The silver blades embedded in his mech dissipated into motes of mana.




	
Skill Up!





	
Summon Vehicle has advanced to level 8 












	
Skill Up!





	
Summon Vehicle has advanced to level 9 












	
Skill Up!





	
Summon Vehicle has advanced to level 10 












	
Skill Up!





	
Machine Bond has advanced to level 17












	
Skill Up!





	
Machine Bond has advanced to level 18












	
Skill Up!





	
Phantom Shot has advanced to level 7 








...




	
Skill Up!





	
Phantom Shot has advanced to level 12









Luke swore, long and slow. That had been close. He had almost died so many times just now. And his Mark V armor was toast. At least he had gotten a lot of level ups from the fight.

Great progress on three of his four skills, something that would normally take weeks or months. It was a bit confusing that he had leveled up so much with Phantom Shot. It went from six to twelve all in one go. He had thought that skill level ups came from understanding the skill and stretching it. But clearly he had done something special just now. Maybe it had rewarded him for using the skill perfectly, to bypass armor in a life and death battle.

Before he could think too much on the implications of this for the future, Luke was interrupted by another system popup.
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The System of the World has judged you worthy to ascend to the next level of your War Machine class. It demands a sacrifice and will reward you accordingly. Are you ready to ascend now?





	
Yes


	
No









Hell yeah. Second threshold already. He couldn’t wait to see what his buff would be after the Ascension. And new skill choices were calling his name. He couldn’t wait to see what he was offered.

Sadly, he had to select ‘No’ on the pop-up. He didn’t have sacrifices ready. He needed an appropriate mana core and enchanted object. Maybe even an artifact, he wasn’t sure. Everything he had heard said that a System created artifact wouldn’t be needed at this level, but he had already seen how platinum classes were different from the other classes.

Regardless, right now he needed to figure out how to get out of the perforated remains of his black and red Mark V power armor. After the silver snowflakes had disappeared, he could move again. That didn’t mean it was easy. He was bleeding from dozens of wounds. His gut wound was radiating pain in waves with his heartbeat. His right arm hung limp by his side and he couldn't feel it at all. He was starting to feel faint from blood loss. He would be in trouble if he didn’t have at least one of his healing potions still intact.

Luke flopped his left arm over and unlatched his chestplate. He pulled, gently at first and then harder. It groaned in protest and popped open. Then he pulled his arms in and pushed himself out, like he was his mech’s chestburster xenomorph.

His hands trembled as he opened up his left waist compartment. Only shattered glass in there. Climbing over the mech to the right side was too much for him, so he walked around. The right side was blessedly intact. He pulled out the small potion bottle and downed the entire thing in one go. He felt the magic slide down his throat and absorb into his gaping gut wound. The pain lessened and his bleeding slowed. 

Now that he wasn’t in eminent danger of dying, he surveyed the arena. Cormac and the rest of Edobar’s retinue were all kneeling on the ground, holding their heads and moaning in pain. There must have been some backlash from the object of their oaths dying. The people who had come to challenge the estate staff were standing nearby awkwardly, unsure what this would mean for them. Momoh’s people were standing at the edge of the arena, just outside the magic dome the Indomitable had erected. They were all cheering their hearts out as Momoh stood before them with his arms wide, basking in the glory.

He hadn’t even spared Luke a glance. Asshole. Luke had just risked his life for the elvish lord, the least he could do would be to check on his partner.

Vanessa and the rest of the Monster Jaegers were standing at the edge of the barrier as well. It looked like they had been in a fight. Cracked armor, scuffed visors, a slight limp. Jinx was there too, sitting on Sandwich’s wide shoulders, licking her paw. Luke blinked slowly. He had left his cat on Earth. How did she get here? 

The Indomitable floated down from the top of the arena, standing atop one of his barriers. He dismissed the dome as he landed. He walked over to the dry and withered corpse of Edobar. He reverently extracted the medallion, careful not to disturb the body. The divine object was glowing brightly now, a pure white that didn’t hurt the eyes.

He walked over to Momoh, giving Luke a respectful nod as he passed. 

Luke returned the gesture and followed him over. Slowly.

The Indomitable cleared his throat and loudly said, “Lord Momoh Evbusogie, by the power invested in me by the Triumvirate, I declare you the winner of this duel. You have fought well and earned your glory fairly. Half of Lord Edobar Falodun’s capital and holdings are now yours. The remaining half will be returned to the empire to help train up another lord. Lord Momoh, do you have a worthy successor in mind to rule over the Bona Urbo estate until the next shuffle?”

“I do. My nephew, Imohi Minoho, is an honest man with glory outstripping his fellows. He will make a fine ruler until the shuffle in a month.”

“It is so decreed. Imohi Minoho, you are a temporary lord. Serve well and the shuffle may make you permanent," the muscly elf said and stepped away.

The challenger’s representative, Advocate Onioni, raised his bejeweled hand and said, “Finger of the Gods, Arbiter of Life, and Indomitable. May we please have a ruling on the fate of the challengers? Today’s events did not go their way through no fault of their own.”

“Are you suggesting we hold the Malamon anyway?”

            

    
        Chapter 77: They Would Claim Sanctuary

    
    
    
    
                “I would never presume to tell the Indomitable what he should do,” the advocate said obsequiously. “I am only pleading for a ruling on the fate of my charges. They have given up their old lives, sold everything to risk it all on a single roll of the bones. They risked death to find life. And now that the duel is over, will they find neither? Most of them cannot afford an escort back to the capital, and none of them have a job waiting for them there. Ignoring their plight is sentencing them to death anyway, a slow one instead of a glorious one.”

The Indomitable looked over the people who had assembled to fight in the Malamon. They were looking at him intently, some with hope, others with fear. They stood there with ramrod straight backs that tried to distract from the fact that their clothing was brown and threadbare.

“Continuing the Malamon at this point is no longer possible. There isn’t an appointed lord to serve. Besides, Lord Edobar’s sacrifice was more than enough, the gods do not require another sacrifice today. My duties as the Finger of the Gods are complete here. I will not rule on the challengers' fate because it is no longer my concern. Farewell.” The Indomitable jumped away, heading north. Presumably he would transfer Edobar’s soul energy into the portal to power it.

The assembled former staff and challengers watched in shock as the government representative fled instead of trying to solve things. They looked at each other, unsure where to turn next. Eventually most of the challengers turned to their advocate.

Advocate Onioni sighed and turned to Lord Momoh. “I assume your nephew is here today? Perhaps he would like to interview my charges and select some of them to be his staff. I understand if he doesn’t want all of them, but I assure you, many of those with me today would make superior servants to their existing counterparts.”

“Yes, excellent idea. Perhaps you could offer advice on particularly advantageous selections. Provisional Lord Imohi, come over here. Celebration must wait, your duties call. It is time to select your staff.”

Momoh’s nephew had been excitedly talking with a group of his peers. When his uncle called him, he strutted over with his head held high. He tried to affect a noble bearing, but he couldn’t hide his smile.

Luke looked over the people he had just saved, and then to the challengers that were going to try and take their place. A job interview with their lives on the line. There had to be something he could do. Momoh owed him. Maybe he could convince him to keep the original staff. But that would be dooming those that were just trying to earn a better life out here.

On the one hand, that had been his plan the whole time, even when he was planning on participating in the Malamon. On the other, he saw them now, he couldn’t pretend they were some faceless evil.

Luke cleared his throat and walked over. “Staff and Challengers. There is another option, if you want it. None of you are bound by oaths, you don’t have to stay here and work. I understand the alternative of returning to the capital would be dangerous and there aren’t good opportunities there. There is a third option. You could come to Earth.”

“Are you trying to poach my staff, human?” Imohi said angrily. He stepped up to him and leaned his six foot frame over.

Since Luke was weak, bloody, and unarmored, the attempt at intimidation wasn’t entirely ridiculous. But it wasn’t smart either. Jinx phased through the elf and rubbed up against Luke’s legs. Since he was the size of a panther now, the move was actually intimidating. Imohi stepped back and ran into Bumblebee, who was standing close, 

Vanessa said, “I’m sure your uncle would agree that Luke of Machines has earned himself some goodwill today. We can all hear what he has to say, yes?”

Imohi glanced back at Momoh who was giving him a death glare. “Uh, yes. Luke of Machines, you may proceed.”

Luke rolled his eyes and turned back to the crowd. “I am not offering to be your new lord on Earth. I am ... offering to be your sponsor, much like how Advocate Onioni led you here. Earth has no monsters, none. Food is plenty and comparatively cheap. I imagine your skills would be in demand on my world, or at least your exotic qualities.

“Now, that’s not to say there are no downsides to Earth. We have no native mana. It will feel dry to those with classes, and runes will be difficult to power. There are many humans that hate anything that isn’t like themselves, you will certainly face prejudice. You will have to find jobs on your own and work hard to support yourselves.

“But for some of you, that tradeoff will be worth it. You can take your fate in your own hands and write your future. If you want to talk further, I’ll be over here. I promise to answer any questions you have,” Luke said and walked a few dozen feet away.

The other Monster Jaegers followed him, but no one else did. The elves, orcs, and dwarves talked amongst themselves, but no one walked over to him. Luke was more than a little disappointed. He had done his best to save them, but they weren’t helping themselves. 

The only group that moved were a group of well dressed elves. They were wearing golden robes and copious amounts of silver jewelry. Luke hadn’t seen them before, but their identity soon became clear. The group somberly walked over to Edobar’s body and several of them started crying. This must be his family. Luke hadn’t met them before because they hadn’t been present for any of the royal court meetings.

Bumblebee waited as long as he could out of respect for them, but eventually turned to Luke and whispered, “Dude! You summoned a tank! Straight bussin’. The damn dragon didn’t have a chance. Oh, and the flying bomb. Shepard never knew what hit him.” He clapped Luke on the shoulder.

Luke stumbled forward and cried out in pain. “Dude, still healing.”

“Sorry, sorry.”

Vanessa climbed out of her slim negotiator armor and gave Luke a gentle hug. “I was so worried. Everything was so fast. I was sure Lord Edobar had killed you. I cried when I saw you climb out of your mech.” Tears were still staining her face.

“Heh, me too. I was in a lot of pain,” Luke joked. “What happened to you guys? Looks like you were in a fight.” He said and pointed to the cracked and dented armor.

Sandwich coughed and turned away.

“Don’t worry about it, bossman,” Bumblebee said. “We’re fine.”

“I’ll repair the armor, no worries,” Allen said.

No one wanted to meet Luke’s eyes so he said, “Now I’m worried. Seriously, what happened?”

“It’s no big deal,” Sandwich said, perhaps too casually. “When you killed Shepard, we celebrated. Maybe we were too loud. His buddies were upset. They attacked us. I think they have powers from worshiping the Kalibutan gods. One turned into a rock golem, another one made his suit light on fire. The third one started lobbing ice bolts.”

“They were seriously attacking us,” Bumblebee said.

“Yeah, but the problem is that there were three of them and twelve of us. We fought back and won,” Sandwich said.

Angela cleared her throat. “No, we destroyed them. They were beaten and broken in moments. Jinx appeared then and started slashing through their armor, cutting their mechs open like tin cans. We had to stop and convince her not to kill them.”

“Did it work, are they still alive?”

“Yes. But we had to purchase healing potions from the elves to keep them alive. We need to repay them before the end of the week.”

“Vanessa and I can pay them back today, don’t worry,” Allen said.

Luke nodded, not really sure how he felt about his team curb stomping the rest of Shepard’s team. He’d have to talk to the sheep at some point, make sure that didn’t turn into a serious grudge.

“Excuse me, Luke of Machines. May I please ask you some questions?” a timid dwarf woman asked. She was leading a group of five people, orcs and dwarves.

Luke turned to her and smiled. “Of course. Happy to answer anything you want to ask.”

“I’ve heard the treaty between our worlds won’t allow us to leave. Are you able to smuggle us out through the portal?”

“No, you can emigrate to Earth, no problem. I looked into this last month. Part of the treaty is to not accept anyone fleeing their lord, but you all don’t have a lord right now. You are free to go wherever you want.”

She sighed in relief. “Praise Malĝojo. That is a relief. Another question involves mana. You mentioned your world does not have any. Do you know if those without classes still need mana? I don’t want us to move to your world and then wither and die.”

“No, you won’t wither and die. I promise. People from Kalibutan have moved to Earth before, your peoples have dozens of embassies and thousands of vacationers. None of them have been harmed. Besides, this wouldn’t be a one way trip. I have portal passes and I can allow you to return home often.”

Luke continued to answer questions for more than an hour that day. Vanessa joined in and talked with other people that came to ask questions. Jeff and Gina joined the efforts as well, but the rest were content to let the others talk. Luke tried to give everyone a realistic expectation of what life on Earth would be like, while still encouraging them to save themselves. They agreed to meet at the portal in three Kalibutan days so he could escort anyone that wanted to emigrate to Earth.

Before they were done, Luke sent Angela to harvest what she could from the two monster corpses. She returned when most of the crowd was heading back home. A tier eight core and a tier nine core were tucked away in her storage. The Rust Drake’s hide was no longer valuable, having lost both its magic and durability when it died. However, she had still been able to harvest something useful. The drake had been big enough that it produced an artifact. The process would normally take a full day, but her Reaper class allowed her to speed up the process.

She handed over a large triangular paintbrush. It had burgundy paint on its tip, slowly dripping onto the ground. Luke made sure it didn’t drip on him. It was clearly magical, but he didn’t know what it did yet. He would need the help of a Seer to find out.

Serendipitously, Momoh’s blabbermouth Seer was still there, advising Imohi on which candidate to hire of the available choices for each position. Momoh was there too, but seemed to be taking a hands off approach. Luke waited for a break in the conversation and joined in.

“Provisional Lord Imohi, I wanted to offer you the same deal I gave your predecessor. Instead of hiring monster cullers, please allow us to complete the job. My team of Monster Jaegers will do it for free in exchange for keeping all the cores we harvest and one healing potion a week. It’s an excellent deal for you, with the small caveat that we will not be swearing any oaths. You can ask the previous Seneschal and he will attest that we did an exemplary job.”

The young elf stood a little taller and looked down on him. “Yes, I believe I will keep you on for now. We can revisit your employment after the next shuffle when I am no longer provisional.” He sniffed and turned away.

Luke rolled his eyes. The kid was trying his best to seem regal and failing badly. He ignored him and walked over to Momoh.

“Luke of Machines. I waited to talk to you until now to let you gather your own glory. You deserve every scrap of praise, you are truly a formidable fighter. From the tips of my ears to the soles of my feet, I thank you.”

“You are welcome, Lord Momoh. I hope that this is the beginning of a wonderful relationship between us. My negotiator, Vanessa, said that she mentioned we wanted to expand. Would you be interested in having Monster Jaegers do your culling?”

“After your showing today, I have no doubts about your skills. Yes, I would accept the same offer. You will need to wait until after the shuffle in a month because my current cullers are contracted until then. Once they leave, I would be happy to have you and your staff take their place. I assume you want the same payment terms, and I am sure I can arrange a healing potion every week. My nephew will need my help and now I know what I will ask for in return.”

“Excellent. One last thing. Could you have your Seer identify this artifact? My staff are talented, but we don’t yet have Seers of our own.”

“Naturally. After today, I suppose I should give you a favor or six. Seer Romanie, come tell us what this dripping brush does.”

The dwarf walked over obediently and carefully examined the triangular brush. “It’s a Fortifying Brush of Plenty. That means its paint will never go dry and whatever you paint with it will be strengthened. Judging by the mana hue, I would say the effect is minor.”

Momoh seemed uninterested, but Luke was elated. He could make whatever he painted stronger? Every single set of mech armor was getting a fresh coat of paint today. This was great. He headed back over to the group to give them the great news.

⚙⚙⚙

“Everyone ready? Ok, let’s walk through. Don’t worry, it’s nothing to be afraid of,” Luke said and strode through the portal.

He was leading a group of fifteen Kalibutan expatriates on their way to settle on Earth. He had researched the laws and arranged sponsors and places for everyone to live. They were literally carrying their lives on their backs, so each one had a large pack or two with them.

Most of them were people he didn’t know, but one of them was very familiar. Kruro slithered at the head of the pack. Luke was her personal sponsor, and had arranged a place for her to rent. They had also discussed buying land near the portal so she wouldn’t have to go without mana.

Luke was eager to get everyone settled on Earth because he had plans soon. He had finally arranged appropriate sacrifices and was going to pass his threshold after this was all over. New skills and more buffs awaited him. He was so excited.

He led the procession along the corridor between worlds and nodded to the guards and SPEAR agent. He had arranged everything with them over the last few days so they were expecting him. There was only one person in the gate room surprised to see a group of aliens. Federal tax agent Hector Moralez.

Hector stood up from his table in the corner of the room. “Mr. Moore. What have you done?”

“These people are immigrating to Earth. We have an appointment with a customs agent, but she said to meet her in building B. She did say you’ll need to handle the taxes for their belongings though. Don’t worry, I’ll be paying the bill so you don’t have to create multiple receipts.”

Hector looked at the assembled elves, orcs, dwarves, and naga. His eyes widened with each unique bag of belongings he saw. This would take a while. He turned to Luke and narrowed his eyes. “Fuck you, Mr. Moore.”

            

    
        Chapter 78: He Took a Little Tumble Off the Cliff.

    
    
    
    
                With no small amount of anticipation, Luke gripped his core and artifact tightly and selected ‘Yes’. He was finally ready to advance past his threshold. The system grabbed onto the monster core in his left hand and watering can in his right hand and devoured both. It had taken a few days to source the artifact, something good enough to sacrifice, but not so good that it would be a waste of money.

Once the two sacrifices disappeared, another popup appeared.




	
Choose Two Skills to Permanently Sacrifice





	
Machine Bond

Repair Craft

Summon Vehicle

Phantom Shot









He knew this question was coming, but it didn’t make the choice any easier. All four skills were endlessly useful. He couldn’t imagine giving up one of them, let alone two. But it was either this or stagnation and Luke wasn’t going to stop growing more powerful.

In talks with Momoh, he had advised sacrificing his highest leveled skills. According to the elf lord, it would result in the best choices to replace them.

Machine Bond and Repair Craft had been central to his build since the beginning, but Luke had accepted that he could do without them. The description for Machine Bond had always said it was for people new to the class. That meant he should be able to create a bond without the skill. He had been practicing and he was pretty sure he could create the bond without the skill. It was like training wheels and now he was ready to ride a bike without them. Giving up Repair Craft was a bigger leap. There was no way he could replicate such a complex skill on his own.  Then again, if he didn't get damaged as often, Repair Craft wouldn’t be completely necessary. He had to hope that Momoh knew what he was talking about and that bigger sacrifices meant bigger rewards. Luke took a deep breath like he was about to jump off a cliff and made his selections.

A small emptiness grew in his mana core, eating away at the two skills. A dull pain radiated from his center. It kept growing, feeling like acid was eating away at his soul. He grit his teeth and powered through.

The sensation swapped from pain to fullness. His core was expanding. Luke felt fuller and fuller, like he was going to pop. It stopped and Luke felt like his personal core was tier four now.

A shiver ran through him and a groan of pleasure escaped his lips. He was glad he decided to do this in private. A feeling of peace washed through him. Anxiety and fear were washed away and power and confidence took its place. A quiet chime rang, echoing through his soul. He immediately pulled up his stat sheet to see what changed.




	
Luke Moore; War Machine Level 18





	
Constitution


	
6(+8)+


	
Memory


	
13(+7)+





	
Strength


	
6(+10)+


	
Acuity


	
18(+10)+





	
Dexterity


	
12(+10)+


	
Perception


	
12(+11)+





	
Resources:

Health 12/14

Mana 26/32

Machine Soul 3/6


	
Skills:

Phantom Shot - Level 12

Summon Vehicle - Level 10



Two skill choices available









His buff increased again, another two points in every stat. Last time it had been an even bigger jump, but still, his buffs were insane now. It was huge, bigger than his base stats in some cases. It wasn’t the only thing to change. He noticed that his resources had changed too, more health, mana, and Machine Souls. The extra souls would be particularly useful when using Summon Vehicle.

Those changes were soon forgotten when he pulled open his skill choices.





	
Choose Two Skills From the Following:





	
Combat Wrench

Helios

Armor Adjunct

Hammer Home

Floating Shield

Vortex Door









Six choices, that was more than ever before. Momoh had been right, sacrificing his highest leveled skills had paid off. Luke immediately read the descriptions for every one of them.

Combat Wrench - Repair or enhance any machine in an instant, ignoring material costs and physics. Variable costs based on effect. Power and efficacy of repairs or enhancements scale with skill level. Repairs last .42x hours where x is the skill level.

Luke tsked. That had sounded like a fantastic skill until he got to the part where the effects were temporary. Repairing and enhancing sounded intriguing though. He wondered what an enhanced mech would be like. The temporary aspect was concerning, but after level twelve it would last over five hours and that was was plenty of time to get a broken mech back home for repairs. He put it on the maybe list.

Helios - Creates a high energy laser attack originating from your eyes or those of your war machine. Range is 3/4 of a mile. Damage and penetration scales with skill level.

That one made the short list. Laser eyes? Yes please. Being able to mimic Cyclops and Superman would be a fantastic addition to his repertoire. The range was fantastic too. Most of his skills had ranges measured by feet, not portions of a mile. The note about penetration was intriguing. Would it work like a piercing attack? It would probably blind monsters that it didn't outright kill.

Armor Adjunct - Augments machine armor with magical protection. Dispels attacks from all magic types including white and black. Reduces kinetic attacks. Uses one point of mana a minute, lasts until dispelled. Protection scales with skill level.

He had seen this skill before, but this time it was slightly better. Now the skill said it dispels magic attacks instead of reducing them. And it works on physical attacks now too. Since had just lost his Repair Craft skill, Luke needed a defensive skill. It was also the only skill that would work against mental attacks that the Basilisk and Spore Raptors used.

Hammer Home - After successful strike, the skill repeats attacks on target, regardless of distance or cover. Each subsequent hammer costs double the amount of mana invested and has double the impact. Higher skill levels lower initial mana cost, and may dip below one for the initial hammer.

A skill that would make aiming less vital. Tempting, particularly since Machine Bond was gone and he wouldn’t have the instinctive knowledge about where his guns were pointed at any moment. Being able to shoot around cover would be nice too. It was a good skill, particularly when you took into account the double damage of the second and subsequent shots. 

Floating Shield - Creates a transparent floating shield as an autonomous defense. High protection against all forms of direct attacks, scales with skill level. Cost is one mana every two minutes.

Luke wanted a defense skill, and this one promised protection against all forms of attacks. He wasn't sure if he needed a shield though. He hadn’t created a shield before because he already made his armor out of the most durable material he had, there didn’t seem to be a point. Floating Shield seemed like it would be better than Armor Adjunct for most damage types, but wouldn't protect him from the mental attacks.

Vortex Door- Create a linked pair of dimensional gateways within two hundred feet of each other. Doors are fragile and temporary, but will not harm travelers. Higher levels will enhance distance, size, and aspects.

That one just shot up to the top of the list. It was a fantastic mobility skill that would let him and his allies move freely about the battlefield. Two hundred feet was a huge distance for just the first level of the skill. He wondered how far it would go at higher levels. It was better than a teleportation skill because it seemed like it could be used more than once or for multiple people. It even had the potential for traps or tricks.

Luke nodded to himself. Yes, Vortex Door was number one on his list. He just had to decide on his second skill. Helios was calling his name, laser eyes would be so cool. On the other hand, defense was vital. Armor Adjunct and Floating Shield would be a perfect solution to that gap in his loadout. Combat Wrench was better than the Repair Craft it replaced because it worked on all machines and allowed enhancements too. If only it wasn't temporary.

He tapped his chin while he thought about it. Floating Shield didn’t really do much that an extra layer of armor couldn’t accomplish. He struck it from the list. Combat Wrench had to stay on the list, it was too good. Helios would be a good addition to his toolkit, but he could replicate that attack with the right runes. Armor Adjunct would protect him from mental attacks, or other challenges that couldn’t be overcome with a liberal application of force.

That left three skills on his list Vortex Door, Armor Adjunct, and Combat Wrench. All of them good, but only two skill slots. He bit his lip. It was tough to decide. They all filled a vital role in his loadout, none of them were easy to dismiss. Particularly when you considered the effects of Murphy's Law on these skill choices. If he didn't pick Combat Wrench, he would be all but guaranteed to have his armor break at the worst possible moment. If he didn't pick Armor Adjunct he might die the next time he ran across the Spore Raptors. If he didn't pick Vortex Door, he would get swarmed or outflanked on a daily basis.

When he considered the downsides, he realized he had to pick Armor Adjunct. That kind of protection couldn't be found in any other skill. That meant that his decision was down to either Combat Wrench or Vortex Door. Flit around the battlefield with ease, or repair and augment his armor on the fly. Both were good, and both would be indispensable parts of his combat prowess. He decided to go with the one that he really wanted to see in action. He made his choice and pushed the mental buttons for his two new skills. He felt something writhing in his core, the skills writing themselves into the center of his being. Once the changes settled, he decided to test them out right away.

Armor Adjunct snapped up around him and multicolored fireflies started slowly swirling around him. The skill looked like an aura, not an extra layer on top of his power armor. It would be the perfect skill to test with Vanessa. Her attacks were purely magical so Armor Adjunct should stop them completely. The skill cost five mana to activate and one mana a minute to maintain. Hopefully it wouldn’t cost extra when it was hit. His mana pool was already stressed as it was.

Next, he pointed at the warehouse wall to his left and activated Vortex Door. A black sludge ball formed at the tip of his finger and zipped over to the corrugated steel. A black oval appeared on the wall, sucking in all light like it was painted with vantablack. He fired the skill again at the opposite wall and a bright white ball zipped over and created a glowing white oval. A moment later, the center of the oval irised out and only the edge was glowing softly.

He could see through the portal now, a view of the warehouse and himself from behind. Luke’s jaw dropped. Portals. He had a portal gun now. He walked over to the closest portal, watching himself from behind, walking further away from the viewpoint of the portal. He reached his hand through the portal and waved it around. Just before he was about to step through, the portal disappeared and his hand was shoved back.

Luke grunted in frustration. That was a really short lived portal. Hopefully it would last longer than twenty seconds once he leveled it up. He sighed and created two more portals. The first one was the dark portal and the second the light portal. Once they finished forming a second after the flash of light, he stepped through.

There was no sensation as he walked through, it was just like there was a hole in the wall. He turned around and touched the edge of the portal he had just gone through. It shattered as soon as his gauntlet touched it. Fragile indeed. Still, portal gun. He could already tell that Vortex Door was going to be one of his favorite skills.

Next he climbed out of his suit of armor and sat down to meditate. It was time to practice a skill he didn't have anymore. He had given up his Machine Bond skill, hopefully he would be able to replicate the simple skill and create enough of a bond to get his class buff back. He had been so confident before, but now he was a bit nervous.

He took several calming breaths and started circulating his mana. Skills were mostly just moving mana in set patterns. He could do this, he just had to have a small amount of mana travel from his core to his leg and back. The only tricky part was tracing the simple rune on the outside of his core when it came back. He should be able to feel the buff take effect when it worked.

In, and out. Mana flow to his leg, and back. In, and out. Paint the rune and then do it all again. The Bond rune was a novice rune. He could do this. In, and out.

After about fifteen minutes of work, he felt his mana speed up and get all jumbled up. He lost focus and his mana scattered. Despite the failure, he smiled. That disruption was his class buff trying to take effect. He was close.

He failed eleven more times after that. A total of four hours passed as he focused on getting his mana to play nice. He wouldn't let himself give up, telling himself he needed the time to meditate anyway.

Just before quitting time, he did it. His buff took effect and he felt stronger, faster, smarter. The sudden influx of stats made holding the pattern easier. Slowly, he stood up and walked around, keeping the mana pattern active. He did it. He was getting the effects of a skill without the assistance from the system. He lost the pattern a few minutes later when he got distracted. He didn't care, he would get better with practice. This was a good day.

⚙⚙⚙

Outside their suits, Jeff and Gina were very different. He was bald and tall, she was short with long hair. But the power armor equalized them, giving them both a nine foot tall presence. Their mechs were both red, a color that was quickly becoming the company color because of Luke’s liberal use of the strengthening paintbrush artifact. They both carried a spear of Luke’s design, a boar spear with ice and fire runes. They stalked forward together, crouching instinctively as they hunted the invasive monsters targeting the Gem Flies.

Luke was following close behind, acting as the ranged fighter for their little squad. The suave Max and hardbitten Daniel brought up the rear. None of them had gained classes yet, which Luke took as a good sign. The System of the World could predict exciting times and would begin its assessment period. With no one gaining the attention of the system, it meant smooth sailing for the Monster Jaegers.

“I don’t think I really understood how boring this job would be,” Gina said quietly.

“Yeah?” Jeff said. “Fighting monsters to death with literal magic too dull for you?”

“That’s just it. We don’t actually fight monsters that much. In an eight hour shift, we’ll fight one, maybe two groups of monsters. That fight will take at most five minutes. That means 99% of the time, our job is to walk around the forest.”

“There are other people who would love to take your place, Gina,” Luke said idly.

“No, no. You pay way too good for me to quit, and I really do like fighting monsters, I just wish I could do more of it.”

“Wish granted. My drone spotted some saber-toothed hounds in the clearing up ahead. Three of them. You and Jeff should be able to take them out on your own. The rest of us will keep watch.”

Jeff muttered something about Gina’s big mouth and stomped forward. Luke chuckled and Daniel joined in.

The clearing was right on the edge of the coastal marsh and the hounds were probably feeding on the Gem Flies. They needed to kill the long toothed monsters before they reduced the herd too much. But that wasn’t the main reason Luke was here.

Even before the five of them were in sight, the three saber-toothed hounds perked up and ran forward to meet them. Their black bodies might have blended in at night, but the mid-morning light made it easy to see their approach.

Jeff and Gina leveled their weapons at the approaching monsters. He ignited his spear with fire, she used ice. The two of them used practiced motions to break up the monster’s charge and chip away at the hound’s health. Their practice on Earth and here had made them effective fighters. But not quite perfect. They each killed a saber-tooth hound at the same time and turned to the third monster.

It was already dead. They had let it slip through their guard in the melee and Luke had to put it down. He had used his chainsword and cut off its head.

“Missed one,” Daniel said mockingly.

“Looks like you did too. Skywalker killed it, not you.”

“I took out three Tentacle Giraffes on my own, I think I could handle the little doggies you put down,” Daniel fired back.

“Yeah, right you-” Gina suddenly cut out as a flash of light appeared ahead.

It was one of the Gem Flies, flashing different colors as it hovered over the shallow water nearby. The distraction killed the argument, mostly because of what was behind the fly. A Swamp Basilisk had poked its head just above the water and caught them in its paralyzing gaze.

This was the main reason Luke was here, he wanted to test something out. He allowed himself to be caught by the basilisk's magic. After he was frozen stiff, he flexed Armor Adjunct. The skill washed out in an aura of his own sparkly lights. His skill wasn’t as flashy as the Gem Flies, but it did have the advantage of protecting against magical effects.

As soon as the skill was up, Luke was released from paralysis. He turned to see that his aura had released Jeff and Gina too. They covered their eyes and then turned away, embarrassed. Luke had specifically warned them not to look at flashing lights today. They weren’t in trouble though. Their job was as vanguard, they had Max and Daniel scanning different parts of the forest so the five of them wouldn’t get caught at the same time.

But they had gotten lax during the argument, and the two rearguards had been caught up by the basilisk. They were standing just outside Luke’s aura so they were still frozen in place. Gina walked up to Daniel and tapped on his forehead.

“What’s wrong? Did the supersoldier get caught looking the wrong direction, huh?”

“Knock it off, Gina,” Luke said and walked over to them to give them the benefit of his aura. “Don’t make me file a report with HR. No bullying coworkers. Either of you. Process the hounds.”

Gina and Daniel grumbled and got to work harvesting the monster cores and teeth. Angela had taught the company which monster parts were in demand on Kalibutan so they could sell them to supplement their income. 

Luke kept his aura up and kept watch. The basilisk saw that its main attack didn’t work and stayed in the water. Apparently some monsters had a higher survival instinct than a rage instinct.

Once they were done, they headed out. Luke deactivated his Armor Adjunct once they were out of sight of the monsters.




	
Skill Up!





	
Armor Adjunct has advanced to level 3 












	
Skill Up!





	
Armor Adjunct has advanced to level 4 









He grinned. He was really starting to get a hang of how to quickly level up his skills. Using them in new ways and in high mana areas, like an area where three monsters had just died, was the fast track to success. It put him in a good mood that lasted all the way until the meeting with Lord Momoh.

The elf met him alone in his court room, deep in his mountain estate. He started the meeting off with a question that splashed cold water on his good mood.

“Lord Edobar said something right before I killed him. He said you had an interdicted skill. You may not know this, but there are some skills that are frowned upon in polite society. Other skills are so bad they get banished from society altogether. And finally, some skills are so heinous that we have to kill them on sight. So, before we plan our trip to the capitol city, tell me. Which skill do you have?”

            

    
        Chapter 79: I Propose a Field Trip. Come On.

    
    
    
    
                “Are there forbidden skills? This is the first I am hearing about it,” Luke said calmly. He strode through the mountain lord’s court and sat down casually. “Which skills are interdicted?”

Momoh turned on his throne to face Luke and gave a smile that didn’t reach his eyes. “There are several. Tell me your skills and I can tell you how much danger you are in.”

“I’m not sure if I am in danger at all. Edobar said I had an interdicted skill, but he was in the middle of a duel at the time. I bet he was trying to distract you and get you to turn on me. He seemed like the type. Not you though, you certainly seem like a more honest and straightforward lord. Please tell me more about the skills the elves have forbidden.”

The compliment seemed to put him at ease. “Well, like I said, there are levels of distaste in elven society. We dislike skills that change your body, since the elf is supposed to be the pinnacle of perfection and any change would make it worse. Druidic skills are also distasteful, but in a different way. Those that focus on growing and nurturing plants are seen as dirty. I understand your people consider trashmen to be similarly unclean. Don’t worry if you have druidic skills, they are not truly forbidden, just embarrassing in royalty.”

“I don’t have plant skills, you already know my class is War Machine. You’ve seen my summoning skill that can create tanks and bombs. It’s mana intensive though, so it will be a while before I can use it more than once a day,” Luke said, mixing truth and half-lies. “Are war skills like that on the interdicted list?”

“Naturally not, summoning skills are well regarded, and warfare skills have their place in society. Edobar must have been shouting about one of your other skills. Not the repair one, that wasn’t important. It must have been whatever you hit him with at the end. I saw a flash of gray and violet. Do you have necromantic skills or something that bypasses armor altogether?"

Luke laughed, doing his best to make it sound genuine. “No, my war class didn’t give me necromantic skills. I did have a skill that could bypass armor, but I sacrificed it when I hit level eighteen. I have an armor skill now.”

Momoh adjusted his bulk in the stone throne chair. “Did you now? That is very convenient. Phantom skills and ones that can bypass armor are high on the interdicted list. I’m glad you don’t have that skill anymore so I don’t have to consider starting an interplanetary incident.”

“Interplanetary incident? Are armor bypassing skills so distasteful?”

“Not distasteful, fully forbidden. The triumvirate won’t allow anything that could threaten them. They may have legendary classes, but certain skills can bypass their defenses. But you do not have that skill anymore and I don’t have to kill you. Please alert me when you hit your next threshold and I will guide you on skill choice so you don’t make a deadly error.” He sliced his hands downward. “Let us talk of more pleasant things.”

“Yes, you mentioned we need to take a trip to the capital?”

“Indeed. Shortly before the shuffle, we will escort the Falodun widow and her brood to the capitol. The journey will take several days, and the return trip just as long. You will need to clear your schedule. We leave on the first day of the Spear. That’s eighteen Kalibutan days from now.” 

“I’m not sure I should leave my company right now. I’m the strongest fighter we’ve got. I hate to think of what could happen if a titan appeared while I was gone.”

Momoh leaned back, an amused look on his face. “If you do not come, you won’t get your portion of the Falodun holdings. That would be a rather large gift to give me. You do not need to be so generous. I have more than enough money already.”

“Why not cede some of his holdings here? You said a twelfth of his holdings, right? Surely there is that much here that you can give to me. Even just the slime herd would be enough for me.”

Momoh flicked his fingers away. “No, no. Everything out here is owned by the Empire. It’s a bit of legal fiction to say the lords own the country estates. That’s why the Indomitable only awarded us with half of the Falodun estate, everything out here goes to the next lord to manage. We are expected to pass on all of our profits to the state. Only our holdings in the capital are truly ours.”

“Then why come out here at all if it doesn’t benefit you?”

Momoh scoffed. “A truly human question. We are not out here for money, we gather glory. The more we send the Empire, the greater our glory.”

Luke nodded like he agreed. They might profess to care about intangibles like glory, but Edobar had been bribing people so he could advance. The elves clearly cared about money as much as humans, they just lied about it. “Alright, fine. I’ll come with you to the capital. What’s the city’s real name anyway?”

“Its full name is The Summer Wind Falling on a Spear of Blood and Might. Everyone just calls it the capital.”

Luke gave him jazz hands in agreement. “I can see why. How are we getting to the capital by the way? Are we taking a caravan or are there portals?”

“Using divine power to save a few days' travel would be a horrible waste. We will take carriages to the city of Vedastine and then catch a train to the capital. I’ll pay your fare, but you must bring appropriate attire. Your bulky armor is too big. Pack food for the journey as well.”

“Sounds good. Should I meet you here on the morning of the first day of the Spear?”

“No, meet at the gates of the farming estate, Fekundaj Kampoj. The path north starts there.”

“I’ll see you there. I’d better get going. It will take some preparation to get my company ready to carry on in my absence.”

“Of course. One more thing before you go,” Momoh said. He turned and shouted, “Seer Romanie, I have need of your services.”

“What’s the Seer for?”

The dwarf walked in before Momoh answered. His naturally opalescent skin was dull white in the dim light the crystals gave off. He bowed and said, “How may I serve, Lord Momoh?”

Momoh pointed to the side and said, “Lord Edobar accused this one of having an interdicted skill before he died. Luke of Machines admits it was the truth, but claims to have sacrificed it. Since we are traveling to the capitol, it would be negligent of me not to double check. Do a deep scan.”

Internally, Luke started swearing. Momoh hadn’t believed him when he said he got rid of Phantom Shot. He chuckled and said, “You really want to know my skills, don’t you? All you had to do was ask. I’ll show you. This is Armor Adjunct. Aren’t the colors pretty?” The skill sent out an aura of magical protection, with faint colored lights flitting around him.

“Very nice,” Momoh said distractedly and glanced back at Romanie.

The Seer’s eyes were glowing and a frown formed on his face. “I’m sorry, Lord Momoh, I can only tell that he is level eighteen now. I can’t see into his core.”

“Your skill must be blocking him, stop it at once,” Momoh said angrily.

‘Yeah, that’s the point,’ Luke thought to himself. Armor Adjunct blocks magic and Luke had rolled the dice that it would block the Seer’s skills too. His gamble had paid off, but only bought him a few seconds.

Romanie grimaced and said, “I’m sorry. My deep scan is a once a day skill. He will have to return tomorrow.”

Luke deactivated Armor Adjunct and said, “Why bother? I’ve already shown you all my skills. Unless you forgot about Summon Vehicle. I used it in the duel. Maybe you were distracted? Let me show you, it’s pretty cool.”

He made an unnecessary gesture and chanted a few nonsense words. Then he activated Summon Vehicle, throttling the skill so it would work as slowly as possible. An M10 Booker tank formed in the center of the room with gray armor and violet highlights. The summoned engine rumbled, the sound echoing off the stone chamber.

Momoh covered his ears and gave Luke a look. He chuckled and unsummoned the tank. “Sorry about that. You did ask.”

“What about your other two skills? I thought you had a platinum class, you should have four skills.”

“I never said I had a platinum class.”

Seer Romanie cleared his throat. “I said he had a gold or platinum class. You assumed platinum and no one disagreed with you. A gold class for a human is already surprising. After seeing him flounder around in the duel, I don’t believe he has a platinum class.”

Luke shrugged.

Momoh sputtered for a moment and said, “Alright, fine. Leave us, I am a busy lord and have things to discuss with my staff.”

Luke was only too happy to escape and hurried out of the deep mountain estate. That had been close. It was a good thing the dwarf’s prejudices had helped him sell the lie. Still, he would avoid the Seer for the next few weeks until they left. And maybe replace Phantom Shot at the next threshold at level twenty-four.

Maybe. He was really tempted to keep the skill, no one told him what to do. Plus, it would be a fantastic skill to have in his back pocket if he ever went up against someone stronger than him.

Either way, that decision was a long way from now. He couldn’t level up past eighteen until he had a skill above that number. His highest skill was level twelve, so it would be weeks or months of work to get it up past eighteen. 

Despite the risk of traveling with a forbidden skill, Luke was excited. The capitol city sounded fascinating and he couldn’t wait to collect his loot. He could just imagine what kind of treasures that greedy bastard had hoarded.

⚙⚙⚙

Back on Earth, Luke found the entire company huddled around Allen’s desktop monitor, watching a news story. The President was addressing the nation from the oval office and big red lettering was scrolling across the bottom of the screen.

“What’s going on? Did something happen?” Luke asked and rushed over.

Vanessa glanced back at him and, “China invaded Kalibutan from their portal.” She turned back to the screen.

“What?!”

The others shooshed him without turning around. Luke held his questions and stepped closer to listen in to the President as she continued talking.

“... trust them. China has a nebulous relationship with the truth at best. We would expect to hear of their success whether or not they actually conquered the village on the other side of their portal. What we know for sure is that a large contingent of heavily armed soldiers went through the Chongqing portal at 10:20 AM this morning. It’s clear that President Jeong has violated the Kalibutan treaty, as well as the one he signed on Earth. This invasion puts us all in danger. Our reaction must be swift and firm. Later today, I have a meeting with the NATO Secretary General as well as the leaders of the G8 nations. We will discuss a global response to this provocation. President Jeong’s reckless actions cannot be allowed to plunge the world into war once more.” She looked off screen and widened her eyes a bit. Then she turned back to the camera. “I understand the next few days will be stressful. But please understand that I will be there for you and do whatever is necessary to protect this great nation and the world. God bless America.”

The camera cut to the White House logo before the news anchors came back on. They started talking after a bit, but the ending of the address was clearly more rushed than expected.

Luke put both his hands up to his hair and slowly slicked them back. “What is happening? Is Kalibutan going to retaliate? Do we need to leave?” He turned and glanced at the wall in the direction of the portal.

Vanessa put her hand on his shoulder. “Not yet, no. They don’t have instantaneous communication like we do. It will take a while for their government to hear about this and decide on a response. It will be even longer before they move troops, if that’s what they decide to do. They might not do anything.”

“Really? Why wouldn’t they retaliate? Earth just attacked.”

“It all depends on what happened on the other side of the portal. If the Chinese actually did what they claimed, captured an entire town and defeated all their challengers in battle, the Triumvirate would consider that a glorious fight. They might let it slide. But it was still a violation of the treaty, so if they didn’t fight honorably by bringing guns or whatever, then all bets are off.”

Luke started pacing. “Why did China attack? They had to know that the Empire has been building up their armies since the first invasion failed. Earth has been doing the same thing. The only thing a fight does is start a bloody war.”

“No idea. The talking heads are making stuff up, but no one knows for sure.”

It took a while for Luke to calm down and settle into the same state as everyone else. A kind of numb panic where everything seemed a bit unreal. He was glued to the TV for the next few days, but nothing substantive happened. China got sanctioned and a complete trade embargo was put in place. But there was no response from the Kalibutan government.

The portal remained open, Monster Jaegers continued their work, and everything seemed to be fine. Most of the humans knew about the attack, but they didn’t let the news spill over to Kalibutan around their portal. The other fifty portals were in the same situation, an uneasy balance, where they were waiting for the other shoe to drop. 

Vanessa took it particularly hard. The thought of war between worlds made her a nervous wreck. Luke encouraged her to go to therapy and she did. Her therapist helped her deal with that stress, along with the PTSD from almost dying to the Spore Velociraptors. She stopped visiting Kalibutan, focusing on herself instead.

Luke continued to plug along, slowly getting used to his two new skills and leveling up all four of them. The company improved as well. His new hires were competent and shifts went smoothly day after day. No one died, and Allen suggested hiring more employees.

WikiRunes had increased the demand for mana cores among the general public and China’s blunder increased the demand for cores from the US army. Monster Jaegers Inc was more than profitable. Luke wanted to raise everyone’s wages, but Allen begged him not to do it until their savings account hit ten million. Luke agreed because that would happen within a year or two.

It was two weeks before they heard a response from the Triumvirate. They ruled that the conquest of the Kalibutan village was acceptable and they could keep it as long as they sent regular taxes. But the treaty had been broken and that required a sacrifice. They demanded President Jeong and five of his generals make a personal apology at the capital. China’s leader refused, perhaps correctly assuming that the visit would end in his death. Multiple messages were sent back and forth between the two heads of government.

The rest of the world relaxed at the news. The magic aliens weren’t mad at them, only China’s leadership. An intergalactic war wouldn’t be breaking out. The peace might be uneasy, but at least they had it. Earth kept turning, life marched on. Luke focused on his own life again, killing monsters and making money. He’d leave the fate of the world to the others.

Now that war wasn’t imminent, he also went back to planning his trip to the capital of the Empire. Momoh had promised that Luke’s share of the Falodun holdings would be well worth the week-long journey. He couldn’t wait.

            

    
        Epilogue: And Now It's After the End.

    
    
    
    
                Over fifteen hundred miles southwest from the Colorado portal sat the Empire’s capital city, ‘The Summer Wind Falling on a Spear of Blood and Might’. Housing more than twenty-three million people, the city sprawled across the landscape, circumnavigated by an enormous red and white wall. It was a radial city with every road leading to the enormous castle in the center.

The castle was a marvel of engineering and magic. Steel and glass stretched high into the sky, a squat finger poking up to the firmament. Thousands of rooms housed the Empire’s best administrators and civil servants. The higher the room, the more power and prestige it housed. At the top of that castle sat the Triumvirate's court. Tiled with the bones of titans, the stark white room was open to the skies. Inclement weather never touched the court, powerful magics dampened the wind and turned aside the rain. 

Usually filled with dozens of royals and city leaders, now it held three elves. Each one had a mithril class, the highest grade class the System of the World granted. It was the minimum requirement for the Triumvirate, the leaders of the empire were titans even among the favored of the system.

The tallest of the three was also the oldest. Bamawo Dieya had lived over a thousand years, well beyond even the elf’s naturally long lifespan. He knew his next decade would be his last. He had left his mark on the Grand Empire hundreds of times over his long rule and was determined to add one last victory to his legacy.

Sitting across from him was his sometimes friend, Uyiro Ibieuwairo. He had left his own mark on the Empire over the last century of his rule, but looked forward to the day he could steer the Triumvirate towards his own goals. 

The youngest of the three, Ivie Ituah, had risen to her position only twenty years prior. The other two might have looked down on her for her inexperience ruling, but neither dared insult the strongest chosen they had ever seen.

“The rebellion on Talamh was put down this morning, which I have to admit was vaguely disappointing,” Uyiro said.

“What part of victory is disappointing to you?” Ivie asked with an arched eyebrow. “Were you hoping that the battle with the insurgent orcs would drag on long enough for you to get personally involved?”

“No, I have no need for personal glory,” Uyiro lied. “What bothers me is that we let the insurgents have a victory in hopes that we could root out more rebels when they joined the cause. None did. The once proud orcs are timid now. When we wiped out the insurgents, we killed the last brave orcs on Talamh.”

“Do not be disappointed that our subjugation work was successful,” Bamawo said with a shaky voice. “Need I remind you what happened with the naga?”

“Bah, they were never going to be a good vassal world. Too unpious. Their disaster was no great loss for us.”

“Perhaps. I must admit I am much more optimistic about Earth. Trade with them is already very valuable. I can only imagine the bounty of goods flowing through their portals after we make them our vassals,” Bamawo said with a greedy smile.

Ivie cleared her throat and said, “Speaking of Earth, I wish to discuss our plans. I understand why we have financed the collaborator movement on the human planet. It will make things easier for us to have native agents already working for us there. However, why are we bothering with diplomacy on Earth? The reports came in last month, we have all the bulletproof vests we need for our invasion plans, correct?”

Bamawo wiggled his hands in assent. “The report mentioned we met our minimum goals to equip our army. General Iken is ready to attack once more, but I ordered him to wait until we had a sizable reserve as well.”

Uyiro sighed and said, “What Bamawo failed to say is that we are delaying on purpose. An Indomitable will kill the Chinese president shortly and then we will judge Earth’s response. We suspect that they will bluster for some time and then do nothing. We’ll send some gifts to smooth things over. Then, later when we begin the invasion, we can start with demands for concessions. If they believe we can be negotiated with, even after some killings, their response to us will be slow. We must have our second invasion go well, we cannot afford to have a repeat of the first.”

Ivie picked at her ceremonial robe. It was made of mithril and adamantium, treated with dozens of skills to make it comfortable to wear. She still didn’t like it and preferred cloth. “It still seems overly cautious. The first invasion failed because of the pitifully small invasion force. Our armies are triple that size already. We have counters for all their weapons and not just the bullets. They think their fission bombs are unassailable, but we have enough miracles saved up to counter anything they throw at us. I say we attack now.”

Bamawo slashed his hands down. “We cannot afford to fail once more. Kolerego and Doloro, honored be their names, have each sent me a vision that they hunger for more adherents. The spread of their worship is growing too slowly on Earth. The divine war with the Outsiders isn’t going well. If they don’t gain an influx of power soon, the Empire will be lost. Not just our world, but all the ones we connect to. We will have one chance at an invasion, we must succeed.”

Ivie and Uyiro shivered at the mention of the gods of Rage and Pain, but their mouths dropped open when they heard how the war with the Outsiders was going.

Ivie said, “I understand. We must take the time to get this right. I will pray to Ĝojo and Timo and ask them to intercede on our behalf.”

“I guess that leaves Malĝojo and Amo for me,” Uyiro said. “I will begin preparing the sacrifices.”

Bamawo said, “Good. Earth will be our most valuable vassal world yet. We will invade soon, but only after our victory is assured.”




The End

            

    
        Edits for Book 1

    
    
    
    
                Hello everybody. Book two will drop in less than a minute. In the meantime I thought I would add one of the changes I made to book one because it's fairly important in book two.

The skill Machine Bond has a different description. Instead of an integral skill for his build, it is now described as training wheels for his class. I made dozens of small changes where he explores how to operate without the skill. Once he learns all he needs from the skill, it makes more sense for him to give it up. Below is what happens after he gives up the skill.

⚙⚙⚙

Luke climbed out of his suit of armor and sat down to meditate. It was time to practice a skill he didn't have anymore. He had given up his Machine Bond skill, hopefully he would be able to replicate the simple skill and create enough of a bond to get his class buff back. He had been so confident before, but now he was a bit nervous.

He took several calming breaths and started circulating his mana. Skills were mostly just moving mana in set patterns. He could do this, he just had to have a small amount of mana travel from his core to his leg and back. The only tricky part was tracing the simple rune on the outside of his core when it came back. He should be able to feel the buff take effect when it worked.

In, and out. Mana flow to his leg, and back. In, and out. Paint the rune and then do it all again. The Bond rune was a novice rune. He could do this. In, and out.

After about fifteen minutes of work, he felt his mana speed up and get all jumbled up. He lost focus and his mana scattered. Despite the failure, he smiled. That disruption was his class buff trying to take effect. He was close.

He failed eleven more times after that. A total of four hours passed as he focused on getting his mana to play nice. He wouldn't let himself give up, telling himself he needed the time to meditate anyway.

Just before quitting time, he did it. His buff took effect and he felt stronger, faster, smarter. The sudden influx of stats made holding the pattern easier. Slowly, he stood up and walked around, keeping the mana pattern active. He did it. He was getting the effects of a skill without the assistance from the system. He lost the pattern a few minutes later when he got distracted. He didn't care, he would get better with practice. This was a good day.


            

    
        Book 2; Chapter 1: It is Toruk, Last Shadow.

    
    
    
    
                It was days like this that he loved his job. Peaceful, calm, and only the occasional threat of death.

Luke calmly strolled through the dense alien forest. The branches above swayed back and forth, dancing to music only they heard. The soft loam below his armored feet made the walk quiet and peaceful. A green and earthy smell filled the air, occasionally interspersed with pepper and citrus.

A gray furry monster leapt from the tree to his left, claws extended to slice into his armor. It was a Hive Wolf, six feet tall at the shoulder, weighing hundreds of pounds. It looked like a dire wolf, with foot long claws for feet.

He raised his left hand and fired without looking. He was wearing a standard issue Monster Jaeger power armor, which meant his left arm held a spring powered spell rifle. The trigger activated an ice spell rune and flung a magnet forward at subsonic speeds. The ice spell wrapped around the magnet ball and impacted the monster milliseconds later.

Ice mana froze a spot on the Hive Wolf’s chest, slowly spreading across its chest, expanding as the spell ran rampant along the tier one monster. Luke stepped out of the way as the monster fell to the ground with a pained yelp. It wasn’t dead yet, but it would be soon.

“Ok, recruits, finish off the Hive Wolf and harvest its core,” Luke said to the people standing behind him.

They wore identical suits of armor, mechs Luke made himself. Over the last month or so, he had really perfected the design, something that provided strength, protection, and ease of repair. Luke was going to be traveling soon, so he wanted his employees to be able to carry on without him.

One of them, former military, was moving even before Luke finished talking. The other three shook themselves, still getting over the shock of the ambush. They hurried over and used their Lightning Hammers and Fire Spears to finish off the beast.

Once it was down, the oldest among them turned to Luke and said, “How did you do that? You didn’t even look.”

Luke chuckled softly. “I’m always looking now. My Perception is over twice as good as yours, and that’s before the buff my class gives me.”

“I wouldn’t mind a class of my own, even if it did give me eyes on the back of my head,” he grumbled. 

Luke shook his head. “People get classes after they risk their lives. The System of the World picks people who are about to go through some shit and tells them they are being observed and they'll get magic powers if they survive. Plenty of people die in their assessment period. Don’t wish for a class until you are trained up and used to fighting monsters.”

He nodded and went back to harvesting. They still sucked at it, but they were getting better.

Despite what Luke said, he couldn’t be happier that he had risked his life and gotten a class. He ran out and fought a high-tiered spider monster with his self made mech, but without any training. It was a desperate situation. He was very lucky he didn’t die. But the result was a platinum class and amazing stats whenever he was wearing a mech. Which was always because he had convinced the system that his prosthetic leg counted.

Every time he saw his stat screen these days he was happy. His stats were better than anyone else at his level, and his skills were devastatingly powerful.
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So beautiful. Particularly the two new skills he had gotten after he hit the third threshold, Vortex Door and Armor Adjunct. He had gotten the skills after a literal duel to the death. The former lord of the estate village to the north, Lord Edobar, had dueled Lord Momoh to settle a legal matter. Edobar was the better fighter between the two, but Luke had been on Momoh’s side. Luke killed the other second and distracted Edobar long enough to get him killed too. He had leveled up to eighteen from the fight and now he loved looking at the beautiful numbers.

Reviewing his stat screen hadn’t always been so enjoyable. He had been stuck at level eighteen for a month and a half. At his last threshold, he had sacrificed his two highest leveled skills and that had halted his advancement until he had a skill over eighteen again.

Endless hours of training and sessions with a mana diffuser had helped him level up all of his skills to a respectable level once more. Each one had evolved slightly when they hit level twelve, so he was excited to see how Vortex Door would evolve when he hit that threshold soon.

Luke interrupted his musings when he heard a sound in the bushes behind them. It was the barest rustle, less than the sound of a leaf falling. It was still enough for him to isolate. There was something behind the redwood-like tree behind them. He turned and fired off a Phantom Shot directly into the tree.

A foot long ethereal bullet appeared and shot forward, almost as fast as a gunshot. The gray and violet spell phased through the tree and out the other side. There was the sound of a body thumping to the ground.

Luke wandered around the tree to see a second Hive Wolf dead on the forest floor. He ordered the recruits to collect its core too and tsked to himself. If the monster was smart enough to attempt to sneak up on them, it meant that it was smarter than average. Normally the wolves attacked recklessly, only when they had enough of their brethren forming a hive mind would they have enough intelligence to use tactics. He made a mental note to have patrols reduce their numbers before the hive grew too smart.

Another small scrape sounded above him, but Luke didn’t turn to shoot. Instead, he looked up and said, “Jinx. You were supposed to help keep watch for us. You need to at least warn us if something is coming that close.” 

His cat gave him an imperious look and then turned away contemptuously. Luke sighed. He had been expecting too much of her. She had continued to level up and get bigger over the last few months, becoming a little bit smarter with every level. He knew she understood his tone and intent most of the time. She had helped out culling teams in the past, sniffing out hidden monsters and spoiling ambushes. But she was still a cat. She did what she wanted.

Luke expected that to change slightly after they visited the capital. One of the things he wanted to buy there was a way to bond with Jinx. Once they are bound they should be able to understand each other completely. That should improve their ability to work together.

Either that or she would ask for treats nonstop.

When the newbies were done harvesting the cores and claws, Jinx jumped down from the tree. Ten feet above the forest floor, she stepped lightly on air to slow herself down. That was her new skill after she passed her level twelve threshold. She could take a single step on air now, letting her redirect herself in the middle of battle. It made her already formidable combat prowess even stronger. She usually used the new skill to get into places she wasn’t supposed to be.

Jinx threaded through Luke’s legs, her five foot tall frame rubbing up against his calves. She had perfected the move of phasing just through his armor and touching the skin below. Luke reached down to pet her. He knew what she was doing, buttering him up so he would give her one of the cores they just harvested.

It worked. Luke just couldn’t say no to that cute murder kitty face. They gave Jinx both cores and she gobbled them up.

He didn’t mind too much. He wasn’t here for tier one cores anyway. Luke had led the recruits northwest of the estate village to tackle a much larger monster. His magic drone had spotted the last component for his personal mech. He mentally ordered his drone’s Machine Soul to do a sweep of the area to make sure there were no surprises. He didn’t want his new employees to be at risk as they watched the fight.

When the camera didn’t show him anything concerning, Luke said, “Alright newbies. Time for a show. Follow me.” He quickly led them to a nearby hill. “Stay here and watch. You too, Jinx. You aren’t eating this core even if you do help me kill it.”

Jinx immediately turned to the new hires, asking them for pets instead. Maybe she smelled their lunches. Once everyone was settled in, Luke jogged into the valley south of the hill. He looked around for his target, unable to see anything amiss. It was a wide valley, with sparse trees, most of them only a hundred feet tall. A shallow creek ran through the center and bulbous bushes dotted its banks. If it wasn’t for his magic drone’s infrared cameras, he would have no idea what was waiting for him.

Activating Armor Adjunct, Luke gave the valley another look. With the magical protection the skill gave him, he was able to pierce the monster’s obscuring magic. Up until now, his eyes had slid off the monster’s huge shadow. Target identified, Luke grinned and dashed forward, drawing his ice hammer.

A dark shadow detached itself from the tree, revealing itself to be a sixty foot tall Umbral Mantis. The monster had six huge legs, two of which ended in long scythes. Its insect chitin was covered by a thick layer of black fur, one that seemed to suck in the light around it. Even in the middle of the day, it was hard to make out details, like it had been dipped in vantablack paint.

The Umbral Mantis didn’t give him time to react to its sudden appearance and slashed down with its scythes. The attacks sliced down in a flash. Luke was already in the air. He had jumped forward, confusing the monster who had expected his prey to attempt to run.

Luke swung twice before he landed, hitting the upper joints of its middle legs. The huge hammer moved the joints slightly, but it was mostly uninjured. As expected. The real purpose of the attack was to transfer the ice spell and have the creeping frost lock it down. He just had to survive until then.

The instant he landed, Luke jumped to the side to avoid the inevitable counterattack. He slammed his ice hammer on the joint of its rearmost leg on the way. He positioned himself near the huge tree so he could use it as cover. The Umbral Mantis was huge and had enormous scythes, but it couldn’t cut through a seven foot wide tree. Not with a single slice anyway.

Luke ducked behind the tree to avoid two more scythe attacks. Bark flew and the tree shuddered as its scythes deflected off the trunk. The monster made its first sound of the fight, an agonized roar as it finally felt the ice growing on three of its joints.

If he wanted to, Luke could draw the fight out until all of the Umbral Mantis’ joints were frozen solid. But he had plans today and he decided to cut things short. He pointed at the tree trunk and activated Vortex Door. A white doorway spread on the surface, just big enough to accommodate Luke’s nine foot mech frame. He fired a second shot of the skill towards the top of the tree, and a second doorway opened up, facing the monster. The doorways swirled and connected to each other.

Luke fired off a pair of Phantom Shots, mostly to keep the monster’s attention on the ground. The gray and violet slugs shot the Mantis’s shoulders, damaging them enough to slow the monster’s attacks.

He turned and dashed through the doorway, reappearing above the monster. He resisted the urge to give a warcry as he arced through the air directly at the monster’s head. The Ice Hammer was charged up, white wisps trailing like a comet. Acuity sped up his mind and made it seem like the world was slowing down. He held the hammer above his head, bringing it down at the last moment to slam into the mantis’ compound eye. 

The enchanted hammer crunched into the monster, penetrating deep and splattering dark blue blood everywhere. Luke’s momentum didn’t stop, and he levered out of the wound and tumbled the remaining fifty feet to the ground. His Acuity and Dexterity combined to help him orient his feet towards the ground. As his mech impacted the dirt, it activated a complex rune on his back, flickering power into the Master Inertia rune. Over a hundred points of mana were pulled from the mech’s core and used up in an instant to halt his momentum completely. 

The Umbral Mantis shrieked in pain and stumbled about, gouts of blood spurting from his huge wound. The cry of pain was loud enough to trigger the ear protection in his helmet, protecting his hearing. It was one of the dozens of small improvements he had made to the standard mech.

Luke went to work, slamming his Ice Hammer into its joints over and over again. The monster flailed about, but he was easily able to avoid its claw swipes since the monster couldn’t see or focus well. He kept working on the joints and in less than sixty seconds later, they snapped and the huge monster fell over.

With its head in range again, Luke slammed his hammer down on the injury he had created earlier. This time the huge weapon broke through its skull and pulped the brain beneath. Luke smashed it a few more times, just to be sure.

He stopped fighting, and the only sound was blue blood dripping to the dirt. He laughed and threw his hands up in the air, shouting his victory to the world. An Umbral Mantis of this size had a tier six monster core at least. On the open market it would be a half million dollars, but Luke was going to use it himself. His newest mech was bigger and designed to last longer and it needed a big core.

“Time to get to work, come on down,” Luke yelled.

The four new hires walked down the hill. The youngest among them walked over to the corpse and ran his gauntlet across the fur covered chitin. “So wild. I thought you were fighting a shadow for most of the fight. It wasn’t until it died that I could really see it.”

The oldest recruit said, “Yeah, it looked like you were tilting at windmills. How are we supposed to fight against something we can’t see?”

“You aren’t. If you see a big shadow moving, run. Higher classed Jaegers like Angela or Sandwich will take on the big scary monsters. It’s important you never bite off more than you can chew,” Luke said.

One of them kicked the body and said, “Do you want us to collect this one’s core too?”

Luke nodded. “Yes, but there’s a reason I didn’t touch its torso. I want you to carefully harvest large swaths of chitin. You can grab the core after we have some good crafting materials. Don’t let Jinx near it. But don’t dawdle. I’ve got a meeting to get to. I need to finish prep for my big trip.”

Three of them got right to work, but the youngest looked up and asked, “Are you worried about your trip at all? You heard what they’re saying about the Empire, right?”

Luke waffled his hand back and forth, “Eh. I think it’ll be fine. It was concerning when they killed the president of China, but they haven’t done anything else. I think they were just punishing him for invading that town. They don’t want a war any more than we do.”

The recruit shook his head. “That’s not what Theo Von says. I was listening to his podcast yesterday and he said the knife ears are increasing soldier count around twelve of the fifty-one portals. He says it looks like they are gearing up for invasion part two.”

“I don’t know who Theo Von is, but I do know there isn’t any Kalibutan military around here. There is only a corpse that needs processing. Maybe you should do something about it?” Luke said and raised an eyebrow.

The new guy hopped to it while Luke thought about what he said. There had been reports of military buildup in the news and not just from podcasters. He was a bit concerned about it, but so far he had decided to still go on the trip. The rewards were too good to pass up.

            

    
        Chapter 2: Maybe We Could Do Lunch One Day Next Week.

    
    
    
    
                Lord Momoh, ruler of the estate village of Monta Hejmo, Lord under the Mountain, belched and scratched his rotund butt. The vast majority of elves were thin and tall, they weren’t genetically predisposed to putting on weight. Momoh bucked that trend by putting on the pounds. Most of the world would call him obese, but Luke was used to American standards, so he thought of the elf as merely chubby.

The two of them were having lunch in his spacious dining room deep underground. Its ceiling was painted with images of Momoh leading an army. An orc servant delivered them the second course and hurried out of the room. Most of the staff was orcish with a few elvish mixed in. Dwarves were common on Kalibutan, but they had an aversion to living underground. Luke suspected it was because they couldn’t show off their pearlescent skin without sunlight.

Luke picked up an eating stick and skewered the chicken nugget. He thought it was ridiculous to travel across the galaxy to eat lunch on another world, only to be served food from Earth. It was his fault too. In addition to killing monsters for their cores, Luke had taken to providing food for the estate villages. Compared to the options on Kalibutan, Earth food was shockingly cheap. Even with a 70% markup, the elvish chefs he dealt with felt like they were getting a steal. It was cheaper to produce food on Earth where monsters weren't trying to eat the farmers.

“I received word that my villa will be ready for our return when we visit the capital,” Momoh said and dug into the chicken nuggets. “I have a suite set aside for you, with an attached room for your servants. I know you humans don’t like having servants, but I hope you understand by now it’s expected of anyone with a high enough status to inherit a twelfth of Edobar’s holdings. It will be hard enough to get them to accept a human, we must adhere to all other conventions to give them no cause to object.”

Luke held up his hands in surrender. “It's a sixth, not a twelfth. And I have already arranged to have two people act as my servants. They’ll take lessons from your staff on the train. Speaking of which, it’s a day and a half to even get to the train in Vedastine. Any word from your nephew on borrowing his hover cart?”

Momoh sighed and looked away. “I’m sorry, but Provisional Lord Imohi will need it for himself. I offered to host him in my own hover cart, but he insisted that he ride in his own cart. He wants to look the part of a lord so that he will have a better chance of being elected permanent lord during the shuffle. I hate to say it, but I agree with him. Every little detail will affect his chances.”

Luke huffed. “Fine. I’ll buy the hover truck from Earth. It’s not as nice as yours, but there’s no way I’m walking in my mech for two days straight.”

“See if you can paint it your house colors, gray and violet. It will smooth things along, I promise.”

Luke rolled his eyes, but wiggled his hands in the Kalibutan sign for agreement. He used to think of the movement as jazz hands, but he was adjusting to their culture. Certain aspects of it anyway.

This trip was shaping up to be a real hassle. It would take days and he would have to jump through several hoops to access the riches he was promised. Momoh assured him it would be worth it. Edobar had lived for hundreds of years and had amassed a fortune before making a political gaff that got him sent to the edge of society near the portal.

Luke would prefer it if Momoh went to the capital and shipped his share back through the portal. Sadly, that would be illegal. The Triumvirate had laws against that to ensure their wealth didn’t flow to other worlds. Edobar’s fortune couldn’t leave the city, but Luke could spend it all after he arrived there. Then he could take whatever he wanted home. It would be the mother of all shopping trips.

One precaution for that trip was something he was practicing right now. He was convincing his War Machine class that his prosthetic leg counted as a machine he was piloting. It took about half his focus to cycle his mana through his core and his leg, but the benefit was that he got a class buff. That equated to fifty-six extra stat points, as long as he didn’t lose his concentration.

“Who will your nephew bring with him on the trip? Will Seneschal Cormac be coming with us?” Luke asked. Names and titles were important in Kalibutan culture. Luke was insulting Imohi by not referring to him by his full name and giving Cormac extra respect by referring to him by his title.

Momoh laughed boisterously and slapped the table. “If Provisional Lord Imohi had his wishes, that old orc would stay here. Those two do not get along. But as you know, Cormac has fully healed and having a Chosen Seneschal will boost his standing considerably. Your friend will be in the entourage, no worries. It will be years before Provisional Lord Imohi can afford to replace him.”

Luke smiled back at him. This mess had all started when Luke had saved Cormac’s life and later his job by taking over the monster killing duties for him while he healed. The medicines that could heal his cracked class core were expensive and took months to work. But Luke had given him the money and time needed to make that happen. Cormac’s Mana Maestro class was available once more.

“I’m glad to hear that. I guess having a head of your household with a high level silver class is rather prestigious.”

“For an outer lord? Yes, very prestigious. Of course, context matters. A baron wouldn’t be caught dead with anything less than a silver classed Seneschal. I hear that Viscounts and above have multiple gold classed servants.”

Luke wiggled his hands in assent. “I’m sure the upper echelons of Kalibutan royalty are rarified. Honestly, I hope that I don’t meet any of them. I want to claim my share and get out. Maybe fight in the games under the city a bit, but that’s it. Politics has never interested me.”

“Then we have very different personalities. But don’t worry. I promise to handle the icky politics for you. I will fulfill my debt to you as soon as I can and then we will part ways. If you change your mind and wish to stay for the shuffle, please let me know. I can get you in to observe the process and I’m positive that your presence will make things more interesting.”

Luke slashed his hands down. “I’ll accompany you, but I doubt my presence will make politics interesting.”

Momoh laughed again and they went back to eating.

⚙⚙⚙

Luke’s second meeting of the day was slightly more pleasant. He had Vanessa with him. Even the most boring conference was more tolerable with his girlfriend there. Things between the two of them had been strained recently, but their relationship was worlds better than his working relationship with Agent Brown.

The SPEAR agent wasn’t a bad guy, he just wasn’t good either. He blindly followed his superiors and only occasionally helped Luke out. He probably wouldn’t stick his neck out for Luke at all if it wasn’t for the fact that he owed him. Luke was employing his friend Daniel as a favor.

“Thanks for coming in, Luke. I had a few things I wanted to go over. First off, shield runes. I know we mentioned it before, but you might be able to buy shield runes in the Empire’s capitol. I just wanted to remind you that we would pay you handsomely for the runes and intents.”

Luke nodded along. That was his number one goal after collecting his share of Edobar’s holdings. If both worlds had shield runes, war would be way less likely. Plus, he wanted to kit out his ultimate mech with shields.

Agent Brown tapped his laminate wood desk and continued. “But that’s not the real reason I asked you to swing by. I have an opportunity I wanted to run by you.” 

Luke leaned back on his rickety metal folding chair and said, “What kind of opportunity? And is this an opportunity or an order?”

“It’s a real opportunity. Leadership has been developing infiltrators since day one. They want to send one with you to the capitol. We don’t get the chance to send agents that deep into Kalibutan often.”

“Infiltrator, like a spy? You want me to bring along a spy for SPEAR? Not sure if that’s a great idea. What if they get caught?”

“She won’t get caught, trust me. Our agent has been at this for a few years and has been fooling the aliens the whole time. She’s even fooled your snake friend and the rest of the aliens you brought to Earth when you killed their boss.”

“Did she really? Elves aren’t just humans with long ears. They have a distinctive bone structure.”

Agent Brown shook his head. “They used magic to make her look just like an elf. Trust me, she won’t get caught. Even if she did get caught with some bullshit magic power, who cares? We aren’t at war, she would just get sent home. If you want her to come with you, it won’t cause you problems.”

Luke leaned back, glancing over to Vanessa. She hadn’t said a word since they came in here. When she didn’t look up he said, “Why would I want her to come with us?”

“I think it’s prestigious, right? Having a classed elf as your servant? You mentioned a few weeks ago that you were trying to look fancy,” Agent Brown said. “Besides, I haven’t got to the best part. I arranged a base visit for you. Tomorrow you can sit in a fully armed attack helicopter.”

Luke’s eyes widened. That would be fantastic. He had been wanting to add an attack helicopter to his Summon Vehicle skill for months. And having an elvish servant would be useful. As long as she wasn’t caught, having a spy act as his elvish staff would make the whole trip easier. Then he shook his head. “As much as I want to accept, I’ll have to pass. I’m bringing along Jinx, Vanessa, and Kruro already. Lord Momoh said the train cabins won’t fit more than that. So unless you want to pay for an extra train car for your spy, I think that won’t work.”

Agent Brown turned to Vanessa and said, “You didn’t tell him? I thought you were here to help me convince him.”

Vanessa gave her head a small shake.

“Tell me what?” Luke asked.

“I’m not...” Vanessa shook her head. “I’m not coming with. Agent Brown talked to me last week about preparations and I told him I wasn’t going to the capital. I’ve been trying to tell you too, but there was never a good time.”

“Why not? Did something happen? Are you alright?” Luke asked and put a hand on her shoulder.

She flinched back and said, “I’m fine. I’m fine.” She stopped herself and cleared her throat. “Actually, I’m not fine. My therapist says I need to be more open and honest about my feelings. I... can’t do it anymore. I’ve tried to keep going, to not disappoint you, but I can’t visit Kalibutan anymore.”

“Is it -” Luke stopped himself and looked at Agent Brown. This looked like it was turning into a private conversation. “Can you give us a minute?”

Agent Brown looked over to his computer and moved some files around. “I can’t leave this stuff. It’s classified, sorry. But you can use the conference room. It’s empty. Feel free to lock the door.”

Luke huffed and Vanessa stood up. She hurried out the door and Luke followed her. She walked into the conference room at the end of the hall and stood there, not turning around.

“What’s going on? Is it something I did?” Luke asked.

 “No, no, you’re great. That’s what makes this so hard. If you were a jerk, then these feelings would make sense,” she said as she spun around.

“What do you mean?”

She took a deep breath and said, “You know how I’ve been diagnosed with PTSD from that time I almost died? It’s about that. It flares up whenever I visit Kalibutan, and particularly when I see monsters.” 

“I thought therapy was helping.”

“It was. Or is. I don’t know. It’s bad. My therapist says, and I agree, that I shouldn’t subject myself to triggers anymore. That means no more visiting Kalibutan. At least for now. I need time out of panic mode before we can start exposure therapy.”

“Whoa. That’s a huge change. You’ve been doing great work as our negotiator and I was counting on your help with this trip.” He stopped himself. “But that’s fine. We can make this work. I still love you and you can keep your job. Maybe you can be in charge of training the new hires on Earth? And Allen’s been talking about hiring an assistant, maybe you can help him out between classes?”

She slowly shook her head, “No, those are triggers too. And-” her voice cracked. “And you are a trigger too. Every time I see you, I remember that day. It got worse after I saw the duel. The sight of that death and blood, and, and you killed a guy. Shepard was a jerk, but I knew him. I just don’t think I can be around you. We... We have to break up.”

Luke stood there in shock, unable to come up with a reply. He had lifted his arms up to give her a hug and he dropped them. He had known things were rough between them, but he hadn’t ever guessed this could be the reason. He had been trying to do nice things for her, made dinners, surprised her with romantic dates, and gave her little gifts. He hadn’t understood at the time why it wasn’t helping.

He whispered, “I thought you were getting better.”

“Maybe I am. But I think we’ll have to do it separately. I want to still be your friend, but I can’t. I’m so sorry. None of this is your fault. You saved my life. I would literally be dead without you, but I just can’t be around you right now. Maybe if you're still interested in six months or a year from now we can talk again. I don't want you to put your life on hold though, I might not ever get better." She paused and sighed. "I’ll come get my stuff after you leave and I’ll leave the extra key with Allen. I’m so, so sorry to do it like this, but it’ll be worse if we drag it out. Goodbye Luke.”

She walked up and gave him a peck on his cheek.

“Wait, seriously? You are going to give up on us? Can’t we just take a break? What if therapy works and you feel better in a month?”

She bit her lip and shook her head.

Luke sighed. It took two to create a relationship. He dropped his hands. “Goodbye Vanessa.”

She hurried out and Luke stood there, staring at the wall. Tears dripped down his face.

            

    
        Book 2: Chapter 3: We Had A Very Healthy Breakup.

    
    
    
    
                “Luke? You doing alright? You’ve been staring at that wall for a while,” Agent Brown hesitantly said.

The question made Luke shake himself out of his reverie. “Just in shock, I guess. Vanessa broke up with me.” He hadn’t meant to say that, but the words just tumbled out.

Agent Brown tsked. “I’m sorry. I thought that might happen when I talked to her last week. I’m sorry, man.” An awkward silence followed. “Do you want to talk about it? Or maybe distract yourself with some spy gear?”

Luke looked up. “I could use a distraction. Are you handing out camera pens and laser cufflinks?”

“Oh, that’d be cool. No, I’m just going to give you a modem. Come see,” he said and led them back to his office.

He pulled out a metal brick with thick rubber corners and plopped it on the table. It had a green screen with white letters. There was a small mechanical keyboard below the screen.

“This looks like something out of Fallout, not spy gear,” Luke said dubiously.

“That’s pretty close. What we have here is something with sixties era tech and an internet modem that’s slower than dialup. You remember dialup?” When Luke shook his head Agent Brown continued, “I guess you were too young. Loading up a webpage used to take like a half hour. Anyway, the reason this is cool is that it works on Kalibutan. You can access a version of the internet on this baby.”

“That’s kind of cool. How does it work? I thought mana interfered with electromagnetic signals.”

“It does, but we’ve figured it out now. I don’t know the details but the techies said something about resonance and atmospheric refraction. Basically, we use a lot more power and we can only use certain frequencies, but we can send a signal all across Kalibutan now.”

“Huh. That’s good, I guess. Nice to be able to phone home. What makes it spy tech?”

“This is a Trojan horse.” Agent Brown tapped the brick. “We’ve actually got way better tech now, but we’re sending this with you so that their counterintelligence thinks this is the best we have. Their spies will see you using it, and think we are still stuck in the sixties.”

Luke shrugged. “I guess. You said it’s a Trojan horse. Is it loaded with a magic computer virus?”

“No, but that’s a cool idea. We can see and change what info is available on it. If you let their spies steal it from you, we’ll be able to feed them disinformation.”

“Ok, so my job will be to be seen using this janky brick and be careless about where I leave it?”

“Yep. SPEAR’s actual infiltration agent will do the real spy work, your job will to be have some fun with tech you didn’t know existed until just now.”

Luke nodded and scooped up the metal brick. “Yeah, alright. I can do that. I’ll take the elf servant too. She can take Vanessa’s place.”

At this point, he was just agreeing to get the conversation over. On another day he might fight against doing what the SPEAR leadership wanted. He felt numb and couldn’t bring himself to care.

“Sounds good. The bosses will be happy to hear it. I’ll send you a text with the details for the helicopter and how to meet up with our elf asset.”

Luke headed out, walking towards his headquarters. Habit had him walking towards the Monster Jaeger warehouse, but halfway there, he changed his mind. He sent his friend and business partner Allen a text, telling him he was taking the rest of the day off. Then he changed direction and started walking home. Thankfully, that was a much shorter walk than it had been before.

While working on arranging a place for the Kalibutan refugees to stay, he had stumbled upon the fact that the real estate around the Norfolk Complex was fairly cheap. Most people didn’t want to live near the portal to another world and the potential danger that represented.

Luke had snatched up a nice house close to the complex, a two story family home with a furnished basement. He wouldn’t have spent the money if it wasn’t for the secondary benefit the house provided. The natural mana diffusion from the portal reached this house and kept his mana topped off. Now that he was level twenty, he felt parched when he was in a mana dry area.

When he got to the edge of the Norfolk complex, there was a twenty foot tall chainlink fence with barbed wire on the top. It was partially a security measure since the complex was a restricted area. The real reason the fence was so tall was to keep monsters in. The portal on the Kalibutan side was regularly attacked by monsters, people from Earth were always concerned about monsters getting through like what happened in China.

After making sure his buff was active, Luke jumped right over the fence. His strength and dexterity made clearing the twenty foot height trivial.

Once he got home, he plopped onto his couch and pulled out his phone. He figured doomscrolling on his phone was an appropriate response to his girlfriend breaking up with him because the sight of him triggered her PTSD.

Some time later, Jinx wandered into the living room. She was pretty big these days, but had stopped growing when she reached the size of a full grown panther. It was kind of weird seeing a housecat that large, but Luke was used to it now. She hopped onto the couch.

“Do you need something, Jinx? Are we out of food already? I keep telling you, the food at home is supposed to be just for snacks. You need monster flesh for your regular diet.”

Although Jinx couldn’t talk, she understood him perfectly and answered with a shake of her head. She stared at him intently and tilted her head.

“What is it then?” Luke said with a sigh, preparing himself to get up. Moving felt like a monumental task right now, but he would do it for her.

Jinx surprised him by licking his hand. Then she slid forward and put her head on his lap. He started petting her out of habit. She purred, a deep rumbling sound, and snuggled in closer. He kept petting her and put down his phone. Tension he didn’t realize he had slowly released. He relaxed into the couch and closed his eyes.

“Thanks Jinx. I really needed this,” Luke said as a tear dripped down his face.

⚙⚙⚙

With a flick of his wrist, Luke finished the last inscription on his Mark VI armor, the one he had nicknamed Black Mamba. It was finally done. He had been working on this mech off and on since his last one was destroyed in the fight against Lord Edobar. This set was finally something he could be proud of.

The outer layer was all black, using the Umbra Mantis’ furry chitin for its stealth properties. Its frame was the biggest yet, fifteen feet tall. It had a redesigned waist to help with mobility and running. Arms and legs were fitted with redundant actuator pistons for enhanced strength. He hadn’t found anything tougher than Rock Beetle wing casings, so that served as his armor layers.

For weapons, he had improved on his air rifle spell throwers using the community input on his website, WikiRunes. They had helped him double the range of his spell rifles and add resonance to his elemental attacks. That meant when he shot Acid, Lightning, or Fire attacks, the impact would burrow the element deeper into the monster before it exploded.

Resonance didn’t apply to his final spell rifle because it wasn’t elemental based. The WikiRunes community had added an Adept Fracture rune to the public database, and Luke pounced on it. He used it along with a series of boosting runes to create an armor piercing spell. It wasn’t instantaneous, but the fracture spell was the only thing that could get through Rock Beetle wing casings in one shot. His other weapons required multiple shots to work their way through the tough chitin.

The only thing that would have made him happier is if the railgun project had succeeded. An international group of backyard scientists and runewrights had been working together to use lightning magic to accelerate a spell using magnetic fields. The principal was sound, it should work for the same reason his neodymium balls grabbed spells and pulled them along. Unfortunately, the group hadn’t had any success yet.

His arsenal was rounded out with an Ice Hammer and a Resonating Chainsword. He had been practicing sword forms in case he needed them, but he rarely got into melee range with monsters. The recent experience with the Umbral Mantis was a rare exception. Normally he just fired from a distance and brought the monsters down before they could get close.

The final improvement to his Mark VI power armor was inspired by Russian nesting dolls. He knew that his larger mech would probably be too big in certain situations, including the city they were visiting soon. So he built a smaller, svelte set of power armor within the bigger set. It looked like a cross between Iron Man and a Medieval Knight. It gave him an extra layer of protection and let him hide his humanity. He would get fewer stares as an eccentric elf than a human in the Empire’s capital city.

He climbed into the red and black set of inner armor, before climbing into the larger black set. Once fully loaded up, he walked to the portal building. He didn’t feel like fighting monsters today, the shock of losing his girlfriend yesterday had made him listless. But the new suit needed testing before they headed out on the trip tomorrow morning. In addition, a dangerous monster had spawned near the estate village of Bona Urbo.

Monster Jaeger employees had spotted a Chaos Bear. As per guidelines, they had immediately retreated so more experienced hunters could tackle the unpredictable beast. Bumblebee or Sandwich could handle it with proper support, but since Luke was going out anyway, he assigned himself the mission.

There was a short delay in the portal room. After he had carefully navigated the winding corridors leading up to the large room, the Marines in the room startled at his sudden appearance. The Umbral Mantis chitin also made his footsteps quieter so they hadn’t heard him coming. They briefly turned their gun emplacements in his direction before realizing who it was. They were used to strange new mech designs at this point.

What caused the delay was the guard stationed directly at the portal. He held up his hand in front of Luke. Which was pretty brave because if Luke hadn’t been paying attention, the guard would have gotten knocked to the ground or injured when his huge legs swung forward.

Luke stopped himself just in time and said, “What?”

“Your mech is too big. We can’t have you bumping into the sides of the corridor. The magic can take small impacts, but your big behemoth there might distablize the connection.

Luke had known exactly how big the corridor was when designing his mech but he made an exaggerated show of measuring his fifteen foot high head and the twenty foot tall gate. It was twelve feet wide and he had plenty of clearance there too. “Looks fine to me.”

“All the same, sir. We need you to be careful. I’m going to ask you to crouch down and shuffle sideways through the portal.”

Luke leaned down. All the way down so his faceplate was almost touching the guard’s head. “No.”

The guard sputtered but Luke stepped around him and through the portal. As he expected, he didn’t touch the walls or ceiling and made it to Kalibutan without incident. The power-tripping guard would probably go tattle to his superior, but Luke doubted he would have any trouble. The ‘policy’ was clearly made up so there was no reason to follow it.

He ignored the orc guard’s startled reactions and started jogging down the northern path. Every so often he would throw a pair of portals onto the trees in front of him and shorten his journey by a few hundred feet. It didn’t save much time, but the practice helped him make the move more instinctual so he could use it in battle. As he ran he also attempted to place the doors on the ground or at an angle. So far, the skill refused to form on anything but vertical services, but he knew that sometimes skills could be stretched.

He didn’t have success with changing the skill, but he did find his target. A trail of strangely devastated landscape lead northwest of the village and into the dense forest nearby. Charred tree trunks led to melted bushes and puddles of water. He briefly lost the trail before he realized that there was too much underbrush. Some of them must have been duplicated by the monster’s magic.

Eventually he found the enormous bear lumbering between a pair of redwood-like trees. The monster was huge, twice as big as his own enormous form. Luke didn’t hesitate to attack. He fired a pair of acid bolts at the Chaos Bear, followed by a large fireball.

The monster looked up just before impact. It made a high pitched screech and disappeared and reappeared. It looked like it was glitching like a bad program, but in real life. The disappearances were timed with the attacks, each shot missing the monster’s huge form. The ground sizzled and the trees burnt, but the monster was unharmed. The bear turned and roared, sparkly confetti spewing from its mouth.

It glitched again, this time appearing twenty feet closer to Luke, then galloping forward with ground eating strides. He gulped and lowered his center of gravity. This fight might be a bit harder than expected.

            

    
        Book 2: Chapter 4: The Essence, Uh, of Chaos

    
    
    
    
                Luke suspected that whoever translated the name Chaos Bear had never seen a bear. Sure, this monster was fat and furry with four legs. But it also had pointed ears and a long poofy tail. It was a bearcat, really. It was also running directly at him with murder in its eyes.

He spread his arms, pointing with both hands at different trees. He activated Vortex Door twice in quick succession, one for each hand. The dimensional doors quickly formed and connected to each other.

With a hop and a roll, Luke went through the closest door and reappeared behind the charging monster. He left the skill active and turned around, knowing that the Chaos Bear could still see him. It looked like he had cut a hole in a tree and was just on the other side.

The monster juked to the side and pounced. It roared with anger, its enormous claws only catching air. It sniffed around and spun in place, searching for its prey. While its back was still turned, Luke shot off a trio of lightning bolts and a fracture spell. They blazed through the air, landing just as the monster spun.

Only two of the attacks landed, Luke was still getting his aim down with the new mech. It was times like this that he missed Machine Bond. That skill would have given him perfect aim, but since he gave it up he had to make do with Acuity and Dexterity.

The Chaos Bear didn’t flinch as the lightning spell sparked and shocked it and the fracture spell started breaking through its thick hide. Instead, it roared and kept spinning around in circles, trying to find Luke.

He was standing in the shade of one of the huge trees, still visible, but his black Umbral Mantis armor made him fade into the background. He fired a fireball, which screamed across the distance. Just before it was about to impact, the bear’s fur shot out, growing ten feet in an instant. The long fur pierced the fireball spell and sucked the fire into the hairs. None of the heat touched the monster beneath. The monster turned to where the spell had come from and spotted Luke, standing by the tree. It opened its mouth wide and jumped forward.

Space warped between the two of them, shrinking the hundred feet down to ten. Luke yelped and ducked. He avoided one claw, but the other hit him square in the chest. The impact knocked him back five feet, but didn’t do much more than leave a trio of scratches on the black armor.

Luke grunted and jumped through the still open portal. He turned to see the Chaos Bear attempting to follow him, but it was too big. It reached a huge arm through the doorway, forcing Luke to roll out of the way. The monster brushed up against the edge of the dimensional door and collapsed the fragile spell. It shattered and space returned to normal in an instant.

Part of the monster’s arm was forced back through the gateway, but its huge paw stayed on Luke’s side. It had been cut off. Disrupting the skill had mangled and severed the limb as space reasserted itself. The skill had attempted to push the whole arm back, but the monster's strength had kept its arm in place long enough to lose the paw.

Blood spurted out of the monster’s stub. It roared once more as it held its arm up in disbelief. The spray of blood transformed into a spray of leaves. The monster’s amputated limb had changed into a plant arm and started regrowing.

Luke fired his huge fireball once more. This time, the Chaos Bear didn’t change magics fast enough and it was engulfed in fire. The flames quickly spread over the monster’s plant body. Its cry of anger turned to one of pain. Luke decided to put it out of its misery and shot out a trio of Phantom Shots, one after another. He had found that most monsters weren’t resistant to the incorporeal magic bullets.

The monster’s cries cut off as the gray and violet spells phased through the monster and tore out its lifeforce. It slumped to the ground and the swirling fire slowed down. Luke put out the fire with his ice hammer.

He checked with his magic drone in the sky and no other monsters had appeared. As he walked over to the bear, he was met with a welcome surprise.
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Skill Up!





	
Phantom Shot has advanced to level 17 









The fight hadn’t been too hard for him, but since he used these skills to take down a high tier monster with them, they leveled up. Luke liked to think that meant the System of the World was impressed with him and wanted to reward him. The SPEAR trainers said the Kalibutan magic system didn’t think or act, it just ran a program. Specialist White would say he was getting the level ups because of the high concentration of mana released when he killed the monster.

Either way, Vortex Door had crossed a threshold. The skills grew incrementally stronger with every level, but every sixth level was a jump forward. That might mean he could stretch the skill a bit farther now.

He tested that theory with several scientific experiments. He could separate the doors a bit farther now, close to 150 feet apart now. He couldn’t have more than one set of doors active, sadly. But his earlier practice had finally paid off. With a bit of mental effort, he was able to get one of the doorways to lay flat on the ground.

He whooped at the success and ran and hopped into the new hole in the ground. As he fell, gravity suddenly shifted and he was sliding sideways across the forest floor, feet first. He laughed and climbed to his feet. This opened up so many more possibilities.

Unfortunately, he wouldn’t be able to test them today. He was out of mana. That was his main limitation these days. His skills were powerful, but they burned through mana so quickly. He had been putting his level ups into Acuity so his mana pool would refill faster, but it still wasn’t fast enough for him.

The ice from his hammer had frozen the corpse of the Chaos Bear by now. He smashed the body into thousands of pieces and sifted through the shards until he found the mana core. It was a big one, tier six. Worth about $120K these days.

Every mana core was valuable on Earth since WikiRunes got popular. Luke loved seeing the crazy new inventions people came up with. He had to admit though, it was the fashion industry that drove much of the sales. Someone had discovered a trio of illusion runes that made you slightly more beautiful.

It was like having a filter in real life, better than any creme or face mask. Demand for necklaces with those runes was sky high. A small percentage of people on Earth could afford them, but those men and women that could spend the big bucks accounted for about half of all Monster Jaeger’s sales.

It wasn’t what Luke had envisioned, when he published the anonymous website, but it was what the people wanted. He tucked the core away and strolled back to Earth. On the way he let the village of Bona Urbo know the Chaos Bear had been taken care of.

He heard Kruro and Bumblebee talking as he walked through the roll up doors of the company warehouse. In the months since he bought the place, they had made dozens of improvements to the building, better offices and crafting spaces. They kept the design a open floorplan so Luke saw and heard the serious naga talking with the irreverent black guy from the other side of the building.

“Come on, there’s got to be more to it, Kruro. I wanted to go with him but Bossman said you had to go. Why do you want to head to the capital?” Bumblebee asked.

“Why don’t you believe I simply want to return home?” Kruro replied in accented English.

Bumblebee leaned forward, “That’s cap. If you wanted to go home, you would have said that the first time I asked. You would have talked about your family. I don’t even know your mom and dad’s names.”

“I do not know my progenitor's names either. That isn’t how naga society works. After eggs are laid, they give up the eggs to the nursery. We are raised in a crèche with other children our age. The closest to a parental relationship I have is with my governess. But adults do not visit their governess, it would be strange.”

“Ok, that’s fire. I wanna know more. But you are trying to change the subject. Why are you heading home? Do you owe people money? Are you part of a smuggling ring? Is your secret dwarven lover there? Tell me!”

“Bumblebee, quit bothering Kruro,” Luke said loudly.

Bumblebee turned and laughed. “I’m just being extra. Chill.” He turned to Kruro and asked, “I’m not bothering you, am I? I’m low key trying to have fun with you.”

Kruro slashed her hand down. “You are not bothering me, little man. You may continue. I know you must practice your ‘rizz’ because you are so terrible at it.”

“Hey!” Bumblebee said and sputtered.

Luke laughed along with her and said, “How are you doing, Kruro? Are you ready for the trip?”

The snake lady ignored the sputtering and said, “Yes, I am packed and ready. Thank you for the opportunity to return home. I promise to be a stellar guide. You won’t regret bringing me along.”

He waved away the concern. “Don’t worry. You don’t have to earn your place with me. You are a friend.”

“Still. I appreciate it and I will do my best to help you,” Kruro said. She put down her inscriber and tapped the mech she was working on. “I finished repairs by the way. The Jaegers should be fine in our absence. The hover truck is complete as well. Should I start loading it up with our supplies?”

“Excellent, thanks. I want to see. Is it out back?”

“No, it’s parked out front. You must have passed it on your way in.”

Luke hurried out the warehouse bay doors and around the corner. There it was. His own hover truck, complete with hovering trailer. The cab was roomy, enough to fit six humans, or two humans and a naga. The bed had high walls and a sturdy hitch connecting it to the covered trailer.

The runework on the truck wasn’t too complex, Luke could have made the whole thing himself. But he was too busy these days. He had bought one online and asked Kruro to improve the design, fixing the sloppy controls the human made vehicle had. She made a few more improvements, adding mana sight to the windshield and reinforcement runes. She also added a collapsible metal shed to the trailer so they could use it as a tent when camping in the Kalibutan wilderness.

He wanted nothing more than to take it for a spin, but he had an appointment. Luke went back inside and complimented Kruro. He climbed out of his big mech and then unstrapped his smaller red suit of power armor. Fort Carson wouldn’t let him on base wearing magitec armor. He finally got to sit in an attack helicopter. Once he had the vehicle loaded into his skill, he would have a powerful addition to his arsenal.

Agent Brown hadn’t said which model helicopter he had arranged for today, but Luke hoped it was going to be the Apache. It was a two person attack helicopter with a wide arsenal and thousands of pounds of onboard artillery. It wielded machine guns, rockets, and missiles with a state of the art onboard computer that allowed it pinpoint accuracy.

Luke wouldn’t mind if he got the Blackhawk instead. It still had some weapons, but was mostly a troop carrier. It had enough lifting power to move around his entire mech suit, making it a mobile attack platform for him to shoot from. Just as long as Agent Brown hadn’t arranged for the Chinook, he would be happy. That helicopter was way too big and slow. He wasn’t even sure if his skill could handle something that big.

His escort greeted him at the gate and drove him directly to the hanger. As they drove, the escort said, “Our orders mentioned that you needed the bird fully armed, but that you weren’t going to fire the weapons. Is that true? ‘Cus if not, I’ll have to fill out a lot more forms. It’s loaded for live fire now, and you wouldn’t believe the forms I already had to fill out.”

“Don’t worry. I just have to sit in the cockpit for a bit and then I’ll be out of your hair.”

“Seems like a waste to load it all up and then unload it all later,” the escort said and parked in front of an open hanger door. “Well, there you go. Your bird is the one in front.”

“That’s not an Apache. What is it?” Luke asked. It was a military helicopter, but not one he had seen before.

            

    
        Book 2: Chapter 5: Summon the Viper!

    
    
    
    
                “This beauty is an AH-1Z Viper, although we usually call it a Zulu Cobra. It’s the smaller and faster cousin of the Apache. It’s got almost as much firepower on a lighter frame, perfect for reconnaissance and escort missions. But don’t worry, it can really pack a punch when needed. You’ve got a 20 mil rotary cannon under the nose and the boys packed the wings to the gills. We’ve got four JAGM missiles, two Sidewinders, and ten Hydra rockets. It’ll get the job done,” the military escort said as he led them up to the helicopter.

“Impressive.” Luke said as he walked around the helicopter. 

Despite being smaller than the other helicopters he knew of, it was still sixty feet long. It had two seats, one behind the other in a straight line. With two engines and four blade rotors, it could clearly go fast. Its nose had a bulbous protrusion, probably housing a sensor package. 

“What’s the difference between JAGM and Sidewinders?”

“About 200K difference.” The escort smiled, “Sidewinders are for air to air and cost about half a million each, and JAGM are air to ground and cost about 300K. The former can turn faster, and the latter packs a bigger boom.”

“Nice. Let’s hop in. Assuming that guy knows not to shoot me. He’s giving me the stink eye,” Luke said and pointed to a soldier standing near the Viper with a hand on his rifle. He was staring at Luke like he expected him to try and steal the multi-million dollar military asset.

“Stand down, Private Simmons. This is our VIP. We’ll be in and out quick.” the escort said and opened the door to the copter. He lowered his voice and said, “And please let me reiterate, you can’t start it up or fire any weapons. You are locked out of the system but please don’t get around that with magic bullshit.”

Luke rolled his eyes. They weren’t this uptight when he sat in the tank. It was just as dangerous as this one was. Maybe. Now that he thought about it, the Viper could do more damage upfront even if the Booker might carry more ammo.

He climbed the small ladder as Private Simmons followed his every move. Luke tried to ignore him and settled into the front pilot seat. The padding made it surprisingly comfortable. He closed his eyes and mentally clicked Summon Vehicle. The skill spread out from his spot, seeping into the helicopter from nose to tail. With a final push of mana, it clicked into place, loading up the vehicle template. He climbed out of the cockpit with a grin on his face.

Now he could create a mana copy of a M10 Booker tank, an explosive Switchblade drone, and a AH-1Z Viper attack helicopter. He couldn’t wait to put them to use killing monsters on Kalibutan.

But first, he was going to mess with the twitchy guard a little bit. He waited until his escort was looking away and activated Summon Vehicle. Mana rushed out of him streaming towards an empty spot in the hangar and arranging itself. A second Viper helicopter formed out of mana, gray with violet highlights. The summoned heli was facing the guard, and clicked into place a foot away from his face.

Just as Luke hoped, the guard jerked back in surprise and grabbed his rifle. Luke pushed on his Acuity so he could time this just right. He watched the guard slowly raise his rifle and pull the trigger. He dispelled the Viper in the same instant so the bullet passed through a quickly disappearing cloud of mana.

The gunshot echoed through the metal hangar and threw everyone into action. The mechanics dropped to the floor and the second guard at the back of the hangar dashed over, his weapon raised.

“Dude! What the hell are you shooting at?” Luke yelled.

The guard lowered his weapon and said, “There was this pink thing. It was right there. You must have used your alien voodoo.”

Luke ignored the accusation and turned to the others, “Did you guys see anything or is this guy hallucinating?”

His escort looked around and said, “I didn’t see anything, but Private Simmons isn’t crazy.”

Luke shook his head, “Seems like he is to me. Get me out of here before he starts shooting at shadows again.”

It didn't take much convincing for Luke to get escorted off base. The MPs were questioning Private Simmons as he left. He knew that they would eventually come to the logical conclusion that Luke was just messing with them, but it would take time and lots of paperwork.

The stunt might teach the twitchy guard to be a little more careful, but Luke realized he should have let it go. People telling him what to do always set him off. He needed to work on that. Hopefully by getting so powerful no one told him what to do.

⚙⚙⚙

Luke slapped the top of the tarp covering the bed of the hover truck. Ropes and bungee cords held it down well. “That’s not going anywhere.”

He was fully packed now, ready for the trip starting soon. The majority of the truckbed was taken up by his Mark VI mech, one that he was calling Black Mamba in his head. No way he would be caught calling the stealth power armor that cringy name out loud though. A third of the truck bed was for food and trading supplies. Kruro slithered behind him, stacking the last of her own supplies in the trailer. The fake elf would be meeting them in a half hour so she could add her own supplies to the trailer as well.

While he waited, he did a quick walkthrough of the company warehouse. Everything was put away and cleaned up. Five of the mech suits were in use on Kalibutan right now, killing monsters. The spares were all operational and hung up on racks. His pet project was tucked away and his workbench cleared off. It really was too bad he hadn’t gotten that to work yet.

Instead of a new mech, he had been working on a combat robot. It was a wildly ambitious project, and hadn’t panned out yet. He might not ever get it working. There were far too many pitfalls that smarter men than him hadn’t been able to overcome. He still wanted to try though.

The base chassis was an evolution of the mech suit, but with internal controls instead of a human. After a few dozen days of intermittent work on the project, he had something that was capable of moving on its own. Sort of. It could perform pre-programmed movements, but he couldn’t get the governing computer to be able to see and interpret the world around them and then move accordingly. There was something about the magic and computer interface that he was still missing.

He was certain that if he could get it working at least a little bit, he might be able to put Machine Soul in it. That would solve all the AI problems, and it might allow it to use the agility runes. That would be the game changer there, tipping the idea of an effective combat robot from science fiction into science fact. He had reached out to a few people online and asked for help. One of these days they would come up with a suggestion that would work. Until then, his pet project would be gathering dust.

Twenty minutes later, the SPEAR spy arrived. He had to admit, she looked the part. She was tall and thin with long ears and a facial structure that nudged the uncanny valley. Her long black hair was braided and thrown over her shoulder. She wore jedi-like robes with detailed embroidered patterns. She walked forward gracefully, even though she was weighed down by two large canvas bags.

She knelt at his feet and put her fists on the ground in the Kalibutan fashion and said in elvish, “Luke of Machines. This lowly one greets you. My name is Dieya Bosa. I am a handmaid of the former house Falodun. Their house is broken now and I need employment. I ask for the honor of working for your glory.”

“Get up,” Luke said in English. “Your disguise looks good and your Elvish sounds flawless. Good job. I guess you won’t be a danger to me so you can come along. Just promise you’ll work with me and won’t get us in trouble.”

The spy calling herself Bosa dipped her head and said in Elvish, “I don’t know what you mean by disguise, but I swear on my glory that I will bring no trouble to your house. You may ask Seneschal Cormac for a reference. He knows my aunt and uncle well and can vouch for me.”

Luke rolled his eyes and said, “Method actor, eh? Sure, I’ll play along. Less chance of slipping up when we are on the road. Let me introduce you to our naga companion.” He walked over and said, “This is Unu Kruro, she is my friend and will be accompanying us to the capital. Kruro, this is Dieya Bosa. Once we get to the capital, you’ll both act as my entourage. We’ll collect my share of the loot and then you’ll both have a chance to tend to your own business for a few days. I’m invited to attend the Great Shuffle while we’re there, so we’ll stay for that and then head home. Do you have any questions?”

Bosa slashed her hands down in the Kalibutan sign for no, but didn’t say anything.

Kruro slithered closer and said in Elvish, “I have a few questions. My creche was raised in the capital, west pedal. You look like a family I knew there. The Dieya house was a landed elvish house next to the dwarven skyrise of Ponama. Are you related to them by any chance?”

Bosa slashed her hands down. “No, my family is from Colm. It’s a small town northwest of the capital. I’m not related to the Dieya Carpentry house. I almost wish I was. I’ve always wanted to explore ‘The Summer Wind Falling on a Spear of Blood and Might’. I want to see if it’s like the stories.”

Kruro slithered back a bit and wiggled her hands in assent. “It is a beautiful city, worthy of many stories. Only some of them are exaggerated."

Luke was mildly impressed that the spy had such detailed knowledge of the capital. He said, “I have a question for you too. What’s your class? And tell me the truth, I need to know the details in case the caravan gets attacked by high level monsters.”

“I would never presume to tell you anything but the full truth, Luke of Machines. When asked by others I tell them I have a Thread Weaver class. That makes it sound like I have a weak silver class. My real class is Needle Surge, a gold class that allows me to control all needles with telekinesis. One of my class skills lets the needles go invisible, so I can thread them and swing them around so it looks like I have the Thread Weaver class.”

Luke nodded. “Sounds good. Why bother with the subterfuge about the class though? They both sound like utility classes that could be very useful in fights.”

“Thread Weaver is a weak class and will cause people to underestimate me. The class only works with fiber thread. It’s not a danger to anyone high leveled. One of the things that makes Needle Surge a gold class is that it works on any type of needle. Even nigh indestructible artifact needles that can pierce almost anything,” Bosa said. Her sentence was punctuated by the sound of something small whooshing by.

“Alright. Glad to have you aboard. I’ll do my best to keep your real class a secret. I imagine you’ll want to know about our classes too, right?”

She bowed slightly. “If you would deign to part with that information, I believe it would be useful.”

“Kruro has a runewright class, and although she prefers not to fight, I have no doubt she has various runed weapons on her at all times. My class is about machines and I work best when I am piloting the big mech under that tarp. It’s pretty cool, made it myself. I’ll show you it later. I can also summon armed vehicles I have piloted before. For example,” Luke said and pointed, “Shazam!”

Luke forced his Summon Vehicle skill to slowly manifest. The swirling gray and violet mana took twice as long to solidify into a war machine. A Viper helicopter appeared on the pavement thirty feet away. He chose to sandbag his abilities because he didn’t quite trust her yet.

“Most impressive, Luke of Machines.”

“Yeah, I’d like to think so. Although I hear there’s a lot of high level people and monsters out there. I’ll probably take the chance to fight monsters and level up as much as I can during this trip.”

“Well then, I will endeavor to assist you in any way I can, starting with loading my supplies.”

The lanky elf slipped by him and hurried over to the hover trailer. She packed away her two bags and slipped something into her robes. Probably one of her spy tools. Luke wondered if she had anything cool like James Bond. Normally he would have thought the idea ridiculous, but magic was real, so why not cool spy gadgets too? He realized he should have pushed Agent Brown for more spy tools. Maybe when they got back.

            

    
        Book 2: Chapter 6: My Lord, Wallace Is Renowned For His Ability To Smell an Ambush.

    
    
    
    
                “Jinx! Where are you? We're leaving now,” Luke called out as he finished strapping on his slim power armor.

They were fully packed and only waiting on the elusive black cat. She had a tendency to slink away to find a good place to nap and he had lost track of her. Today of all days he couldn’t leave without her. They were going to buy an animal bond at the capital so Luke could communicate with her directly. She had to be there for that part.

The tarp on the back of the hover truck rustled and Jinx jumped out of the truck bed, phasing through crates and armor. Based on where she came from, Luke guessed she had been sleeping in his Black Mamba mech.

“Dude, don’t mess with my mech. I don’t want you accidentally turning off the safeties and blowing shit up,” Luke groused.

She ignored him and padded around him to get scritches from Kruro. The naga obliged and they pretended Luke wasn’t there.

Bosa flipped her hair back and leaned down to Jinx. “Hello Jinx. I was hoping I would get to meet you. I have heard many good things about you, but I see they have not done you justice. You are beautiful! Your eyes are like starry nights and your fur coat is divine.” She hopped up and reached into her embroidered robes. “I got this especially for you. I hope you enjoy it.”

She pulled out a package and ripped open the top. Then she slid out a dried fish, one that was a full foot long. Jinx sniffed it and her eyes went wide. Bosa motioned that she was going to throw it to her and Jinx chirped with excitement.

Bosa tossed the dried fish and Jinx caught it in the air. She chowed down on the treat and it was gone within moments. The large housecat padded over to the elf and gave her a rumbling purr as she rubbed up against her. Now that Jinx was level sixteen, she was as big as a panther and the affection almost knocked Bosa over. She laughed and made sure to give the black cat all the pets. 

Luke rolled his eyes. “One fish and you fall in love? When we first met you wouldn’t let me pet you for a week!” He shook his head. “Whatever, let’s go. It’s morning on Kalibutan now, and I want to get to the meeting spot a bit early. Kruro, you’re the biggest one, you’ve got the back row. I’m driving. Bosa you have the front passenger seat. Jinx, you can sit anywhere you want. Let’s go.”

They climbed into the truck and Luke activated the runes that lined the bottom of the vehicle. It slowly rose into the air, hovering three feet above the pavement. Since the controls were designed by someone from Earth, Luke was able to easily drive the hover truck and trailer across the Norfolk Complex.

Things got more difficult when they got to building A, the hulking concrete building that housed the portal connecting the two worlds. The winding hallways that served as a passive defensive measure were easily navigated by people in power loaders. But a truck and trailer had much a much more difficult time getting through the twisting winding hallways. Even with his enhanced Dexterity and Acuity, Luke still scraped the walls a few times.

Eventually, they reached their destination. The portal between worlds was a rectangle twenty feet tall and twelve feet wide. There were dozens of runes inscribed all along its stone edge, obscured by divine magic so they couldn’t be copied. Luke knew now that the portals were powered by literal gods who demanded sentient sacrifice. 

He’d been trying to ignore that fact over the last few months. The new perspective of driving a truck through the portal with Bosa by his side made that fact fresh in his mind. He swore to himself again that he would find a way to stop the sacrifices.

But he wasn’t going to spend time anguishing about it today. Luke waited his turn and drove through the corridor of stars and arrived on Kalibutan just as the morning sun was cresting the distant horizon. The orc guards startled when he hovered through the portal, but quickly controlled themselves. They had gotten used to Luke’s increasingly larger mechs. This was just one more bizarre machine.

Driving down the stairs at the edge of the plateau was easier than he had feared. The stone stairs were wide enough that he was able to keep his vehicle away from the edge. The hover enchantments kept them steady as they glided over the stairs. He drove past the sleepy merchants setting up for the day and turned west towards the farming estate, Fekundaj Kampoj.

He had never been to the estate. He had always wanted to, but something else always came up. The plan was for Vanessa to tell him all about the estate as they drove through it, but that obviously wasn’t going to happen anymore.

His temples throbbed as he realized that he would need a new Negotiator. Someone had to liaise with the three estates around the Colorado portal. Luke didn’t want to do it himself, his last negotiation had ended with him participating in a duel to the death. He would have to assign one of his employees to the job.

The thought of Bumblebee possibly taking the job made him shiver. That would be a disaster that would certainly end in an interstellar incident. Sandwich wasn’t the type to want to negotiate, or be any good at it. Angela’s every look promised death, so she would be worse than the others. Jeff and Gina might be good at it, or maybe terrible. He couldn’t be sure. Too bad Allen hated talking to people, otherwise he would be perfect.

The farming estate came into view a short while later. Unlike the other two estates, this one had a tall wooden wall surrounding the village and the fields outside it. The lord’s peace field kept the monsters out of the village, but the farms outside needed protection too.

There were guards slowly patrolling the palisade, keeping an eye on the forests around them. Inside there were row after row of crops gently swaying in the breeze. Farm mages walked through the fields, pushing their magic into the plants to help them grow faster. A second wave of mundane harvesters followed them, cutting down the crops for the next to waves to pack and ship out.

Luke heard that this area provided food for hundreds of thousands of city dwellers. The land was particularly fertile so it could support multiple rounds of accelerated growth.

They stopped outside the city walls and he gave the guard a little wave. They bowed slightly and went back to patrolling. Predictably, Luke was the first one at the meeting spot. Lord Momoh had said to meet at dawn, but Luke assumed that meant an hour after dawn or even later. Elvish Aristocrats were not known for their urgency.

Luke lowered the hover truck down to the ground and got out to stretch his legs. Today was going to be a long one. The caravan would be driving for most of the day. That was a Kalibutan day, which was twice as long as Earth’s. He hoped that Bosa was a good driver, otherwise he would have to be up for way too long.

He turned and leaned up against the truck, being careful not to scrape it with his power armor. It was a quiet, calm morning. A perfect day for traveling.

Jinx was laying atop Kruro’s coiled tail, settling in for a nap. She suddenly jerked up her head and turned to the forest. Luke spun and scanned the treeline for monsters. He didn’t see anything. The forest was quiet other than the sound of birds.

He kept looking, trusting her instincts more than his own. He tapped his visor to increase the power to the mana sensing runes. The suit normally ran on low power so it was more efficient. It was one of the areas Kruro had helped him improve his designs, so they used less mana and each monster core lasted longer.

Even with the boosted vision, Luke didn’t see anything for a long moment. Just trees and bushes. They glowed slightly in his mana vision, but some Kalibutan plants were magical so that didn’t mean much. Then he realized he was already looking at the monster.

There was a wide cleared area all along the wall, a few hundred feet without vegetation. In some areas the ground was bare dirt, others looked like someone had burnt the vegetation to the ground again and again. The sharp edges of the cleared area spoke to regular maintenance. The smattering of bushes and ferns a dozen feet away should have been cut or burnt down well before they grew this close to the walls.

Those bushes weren’t supposed to be there, but his eyes kept sliding off them. He activated Armor Adjunct and a shimmering field of magic enveloped his armor. The skill gave him protection from all forms of magic, including mental magic that made you ignore monsters.

With his mind cleared, he saw eight monsters standing stock still. They still looked like bushes, but without the mental aspect of their magic, he could identify their legs, torso, and eyes. Eight eyes. These three foot tall monsters were spiders.

They clearly still thought their magic was working and were just waiting for him to turn around so they could approach. It was like a deadly version of red light, green light. Luke found himself wishing that he had his bigger mech suit on. He could take all of them out with a single fireball from his right gauntlet cannon. 

The weapons on this smaller set of power armor were much weaker. He wasn’t worried though. These monsters looked like tier one monsters, they should be susceptible to everything this suit could dish out. And if that wasn’t enough, Luke had his class skills to pull on. He wanted to save his internal mana in case of emergencies, though. So he decided to see how many he could kill with just his slim suit.

Slowly so he wouldn’t spook them, Luke raised his right arm and pointed at the middle of the pack where three Bush Spiders were grouped. He charged up a shot, biting his lip for the three seconds it took. Once it was ready, he fired. A ball of tightly contained plasma shot across the intervening thirty feet and exploded, lighting all three of them on fire.

The new weapon wasn’t as strong as his other ones, but it had the advantage of not needing ammo. The plasma shot needed mana and time, nothing else. That was something particularly useful when he was going to spend weeks away from Earth and any chance of resupply. The magnets he used for the big mech were easy to source back home but almost impossible on Kalibutan.

The burning monsters screeched in pain and anger, sounding the starting gun for the engagement. The five uninjured spiders skittered towards Luke, spreading out to surround him. He stuck out his left palm and activated the wind and fire runes there. A flamethrower shot out and he moved his hand in a wide arch. Two more monsters lit up in a conflagration.

Luke cut off the fire before the gauntlet heated up too much. For the last three monsters, he wanted to test out his final weapon. He dropped his hands to his hips and pulled out the two batons embedded in the outer thigh of the armor. Each one was a two foot long solid metal cudgel with elemental runes engraved on the tip.

The plant monsters attacked as one, leaping for his face with their thorn claws outstretched. Time slowed down as Luke’s Acuity gave him time to think. He leaned back and pushed off to his right. As he slid to the side, he pushed mana into his right baton and smacked it into the monster’s vine body. The Scintillating Fire rune burst outwards a foot from the tip and lit it on fire.

The plant monster screeched in pain as it continued its forward trajectory. The monster on the opposite side had just enough time to realize it was in trouble before it hit. The two disguised monsters screeched and fell to the ground in a tumble of flaming limbs. Luke ignored them and aimed at the final plant.

This one was smarter than the others. It used feints to avoid its own immolation and attacked Luke’s left side. His ice baton met the monster’s charge with a spray of freezing magic. A pair of wide leaves caught the magic and shattered. The rest of the monster was unharmed and continued forward to wrap around Luke. His Armor Adjunct flared, but the attack wasn’t magical.

Both of Luke’s arms were pinned to his side with wide and strong vines. The impact had knocked him off his feet. Acuity let him experience the fall in slow motion, and he strained against the vines. Despite his high stats and the buff from his class, he wasn’t strong enough to break free. There was nothing he could do.

Almost nothing.

He didn’t need to use his hands to fire off Phantom Shot. He aimed for the monster’s center mass and fired the insubstantial spell. The gray and violet shot burst out of his body and through the monster’s. It immediately stopped and its limbs fell limp.

He grumbled as he unwrapped the dead limbs and climbed to his feet. The journey hadn’t even started yet and his nice new set of power armor was already scratched. The monster might have been tier one, but its thorns had left deep furrows in his formerly pristine suit. He was distracted from his grumbling by a notice from the system.
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Phantom Shot has advanced to level 18









That seemed like a minor fight to get a level up from, until Luke realized this was the first time he used Phantom Shot without his arms to assist aiming. Stretching the skill in new ways was often rewarded by the system.

Bosa hopped out of the vehicle and raced over to him. “Luke of Machines, are you alright? Oh I was so worried when you went down. You were so masterful, finding and killing those hidden monsters.”

Luke rolled his eyes and replied, “You’re laying it on a bit thick. I’m fine. But since you’re my servant for the trip, go ahead and make yourself useful. Collect all those mana cores. Let me know if there are any above tier one.”

“Of course, right away. Let me just get my sewing kit. I have my sharp thread in there.” She hurried back to the truck and dug out a bag from her luggage. 

She got out a silvery thread and had it dance through the air around her. She walked over to one of the bodies and wrapped the thread around its torso. She sawed back and forth with the thread, slowly cutting into the body.

It was much slower than what Luke could do by just plunging his hand into the corpses and rooting around for the marble sized core. But this way he wouldn’t get dirty, so he didn’t bother asking her to hurry up.

He glanced over to the wooden wall and saw three guards holding bows, scanning the forest. They must have run over when they heard the commotion. He was slightly miffed that they hadn’t assisted him in the fight.

They waited there, just outside the walls, for another half hour before anyone else came. The lord and his nephew arrived together and Luke found himself quickly wondering if he should have made the journey alone instead.

            

    
        Book 2: Chapter 7: They Worship Schmidt. They Think He's Invincible.

    
    
    
    
                “Why are you waiting around here? Let’s head into the farm so we can pray for our journey. Timo and Kolerego will surely bless us and lend us speed and strength. Up, up. We can’t spend all day waiting around here,” Lord Momoh said from the window of his hover cart. His rotund frame just barely fit in his seat.

His floating transport was slightly bigger than the silvery one Edobar had owned. That one hovered a few feet behind with the provisional lord inside. Both carts were hexagons with flat bottoms and tall walls. Each wall had a large centered window. Their roofs were pitched and every surface was covered in intricate ornamentations. It was like someone had enchanted a gazebo and sent it flying through the air.

Momoh’s floating gazebo was a few feet wider and made of different materials. The outer walls were made of a shiny black material that Luke recognized as beetle chitin. Its floor was a dark mahogany-like wood and all of the decorations fit that aesthetic. There were six inward facing wooden chairs, all of them filled. Two elvish guards sat on either side of the lord, an ornately dressed woman, and two orc maid servants. One of his maids was ‘driving’ the hover cart using a hexagon panel that rotated freely.

Luke raised an eyebrow. “You asked me to meet you here and we were waiting for you. If you are in a hurry, we can skip the prayers.”

Momoh sliced his hands down. “Never. We are devout citizens of the Empire of the Rising Dawn. We will always take the necessary time to worship. That was Lord Edobar’s failing. He selfishly hoarded his lifeforce and never gave the gods their due. I believe that’s why I was inspired to fight him, so that the gods could remove him and replace him with my divinely favored nephew.”

Luke looked over to the silver hover cart his nephew Imohi had now that Edobar was dead. The provisional lord lounged atop dozens of pillows and seemed uninterested in their conversation. Laying next to him was a scantily clad dwarf woman, feeding him little cubes of dripping meat. On the opposite side sat Seneschal Cormac and Seer Theobaldine. He didn’t have any guards with him, perhaps expecting his uncle to handle security.

If this pompous little shit was divinely favored, then Luke was doubly glad he had nothing to do with the Kalibutan pantheon. Particularly when you took into account what he did with the Falodun widow and her children.

Attached to the rear of the silver hexagon was a loose chain leading to a wooden hexagon. This crude hover cart was about half the size of the original and had twice as many people crammed inside. There were no ornamentations, no carvings, just a bare wood gazebo floating along with hastily applied runes. Luke could tell from here that the runes wouldn’t last more than a few days.

Sitting in the center of the floor was the former wife of Lord Edobar. She sat there proudly, expressionless and calm. Tracks of tears showed how that hadn’t always been the case. Surrounding her were a half dozen children, the page with the speed class, and an orc maid. They were surrounded by ten trunks that held all of their remaining belongings. The Provisional Lord had claimed everything else for himself and let them keep mostly clothing and sentimental items. Luke suspected he wouldn’t be escorting them back to the capital if it didn’t increase his chances of being made a permanent lord.

“Alright, if you are in a hurry, go ahead and lead the way,” Luke said and hopped into the hover truck. 

He activated the hover runes as the other two carts slid by. He gave Cormac a respectful nod as he slid by. The older orc returned the nod with one of his own.

Their small convoy floated through the farming estate’s outer walls and over the dirt path. They passed more than a dozen different fields, each with a grain or fruit that Luke didn’t recognize. Since food was more expensive on Kalibutan, he hadn’t spent much time exploring their cuisine. He intended on changing that during the trip. There were several dishes that the internet said would taste good to the human palate. He had brought MREs along in case they were wrong.

Lord Kadiri stood at the edge of his village, along with a dozen servants, each holding a plate of food. Behind them stood a row of large statues. The six statues represented the Kalibutan gods and were much bigger than the small shrines on the Falodune estate road. They were exposed to the elements, but each one was pristine. They clearly put in effort to keep the statues clean. 

Luke had done some research and he was pretty sure he could recognize them now. The first statue was an elf with a scimitar in each hand. His armor and furious expression made it easy to guess that was Kolerego, the god of righteous anger. He granted strength and fire powers to his most devout followers.

The next one was a female elf in billowy clothes and looked like she was afraid of the first one. Timo, the goddess of fear. She granted wind and lightning powers. Luke had a bone to pick with her. She’s the one that got three people killed shortly after he started working on Kalibutan. She’s the one that granted Shepard his speed and lightning bolts when he tried to kill Luke. As far as Luke was concerned, she was an evil goddess.

The statue of a fat guy with a blissful expression on his face was Ĝojo, the god of joy. He might be worse than Timo, actually. He took joy from his followers, making the world a worse place. The only thing he returned was light based attacks.

The emaciated guy was Malĝojo, the god of sadness. He gave out ice and debuff powers. Luke was indifferent about that particular god. The smiling goddess next to her was another evil one. The goddess of love, Amo, gave out healing powers, but only after she took true love. Rounding out the pantheon was Doloro, an elf with nails in his face and arms. He took away pain, both physical and emotional, which sounded good, until you realize he only gave out poison powers. 

Lord Kadiri stepped forward to greet his visitors and loudly said, “Lord Momoh, Provisional Lord Imohi, and Luke of Machines. So wonderful to see the three of you. We are ready for your worship and have prepared snacks to help you recover.”

The other two hover carts lowered to the ground and everyone started piling out. Luke decided to follow suit.

“Wonderful to see you as well Lord Kadiri. Thank you for greeting us at the beginning of what we hope to be an auspicious journey,” Momoh replied happily.

“May the gods hear and agree,” Kadiri said happily. The thin elf turned to Imohi and said, “How are you feeling? Nervous yet?”

The young elf shook his head, “Of course not. My combat prowess alone would get me the position, let alone my political connections. My position as a lord of the Empire of the Rising Dawn has been foreordained. I will quickly rise through the ranks of the royalty, you will be glad to have known me when I was only a Provisional Lord.”

Luke couldn’t help but snort at the guy’s pompous tone. He was trying so hard to fit in with the big boys.

Imohi slowly turned and glared at him. “Something to say, human?”

Luke almost rolled his eyes. “No, of course not. I look forward to the day you are made the lord of the Bona Urbo estate,” he lied.

Imohi clearly didn’t believe him but didn’t call him on it. Instead, he walked over to the statue of the angry god Kolerego and knelt down to pray. Momoh knelt near him and started whispering his own prayers. The rest of their staff knelt in front of the other gods and prayed as well. Once everyone else was praying, the Falodun widow and her children joined in on the worship.

Luke stayed where he was. Kruro and Bosa looked at him and then stepped back when they saw he wasn’t joining in. The farming lord walked over to them and stood nearby, looking over the pantheon.

“Luke of Machines, It occurs to me that you might not know much about our worship, since you served under the heathen. Would you like me to guide you through the process?” Kadiri asked.

Luke slashed his hands down. “Lord Kadiri, it’s kind of you to offer, but I have already decided I will not worship your gods.”

Kadiri frowned, “We all live due to their grace and glory, even humans. It’s important to give them a small offering to show our gratitude.”

“Well, I certainly respect your religion, but they haven’t done anything good for me. Worshiping your gods got three of my coworkers killed, and almost got me killed in the duel.” 

Kadiri opened and closed his mouth a few times. “I’m sorry to hear your first experiences with our illustrious pantheon were sour. I so wish it had been better. I believe with time you will find that their worship makes your life better in hundreds of little ways. I have grown more prosperous since I have increased my worship over the last few decades. I think if you give it a chance you will see how good they are to us all.”

“I do try and keep an open mind, but the more I learn about the pantheon, the less I want to worship them. Again, it’s not that I want to disparage your beliefs, it’s just that they are not for me.”

The farming lord was quiet for a moment while everyone in front of him got up and shuffled over to a different statue to worship. Once they were kneeling again he said, “There are others on Kalibutan that refuse to worship our benefactors. They are universally reviled. Not because we are intolerant of other beliefs, but because our very lives rely on the God's constant fighting for us.”

“Fighting? Who are they fighting?”

“The Outsiders, of course,” Kadiri said and gestured to the sky.

“I’ve read that name before, but I’m not sure I understand it. Is it a physical enemy or more of a metaphysical one?”

“Oh the Outsiders are very real. I’ve seen an incursion with my own eyes before. Roughly six decades ago, I was on the Vinegar Plains and saw the sky tear open myself. Their void ship burst through the sky and into our world. I was blessed to see Malĝojo and Kolerego themselves come and beat them back into the void.”

“Wait, so the gods are literally fighting invaders?”

“Yes, that’s why I said we owe our lives to them. The Outsiders want to consume our world and the only thing able to push them back is the divine six.”

“Huh. I had no idea.”

“Indeed. Worship may seem strange to your sensibilities, but it is best for our worlds and best for you individually.”

“Thanks for letting me know. I’ll have to do some thinking about that.”

Kadiri wiggled his hands and walked away. Luke stood there as he thought about this revelation. Apparently aliens from space were attacking the elves and only the gods had the power to defend them. The divine elves might be assholes, but they were actually the heroes? Maybe. Luke would have to ask around some more before he made up his mind on worship.

The others finished their prayers and got up groggily. They looked like they had been up all night. That was another tally on the anti-god side, worship literally stole your lifeforce.

Most of the worshipers ate the provided snacks and quietly talked while they gathered their strength for the upcoming journey. The widow and her children kept themselves apart. When the farming servants came by with snacks, she insulted them and sent them away.

Cormac came over and patted Luke on his shoulder. Unlike the first time he did that, this time Luke stayed steady. His higher stats combined with his slim power armor put him on par with the older orc. Cormac was looking better these days. The core treatment had given him his class back and he looked healthier. The whorls on his skin were brighter and there was a spring in his step.

“Luke of Machines, glad to have you with us on this journey. Is this your staff? Would you like to introduce me?”

“Sure, this beautiful lady is Kruro. She’s a capable Runewright and she’s been a real asset to Monster Jaeger Inc.” Luke said as he gestured to the naga with a wry smile. Of course Kruro and Cormac knew each other. He turned to the long-haired elf behind him and said, “Jinx is sleeping in the truck. She’s a cat with the class Spectral Stalker. And finally, we have Dieya Bosa, a handmaiden I hired to guide me in Kalibutan culture for the trip. And to make me look good since she’s got a silver class.” He grinned.

“Kruro of Runes, glad to see you doing well. Bosa of Domestic, happy to make your acquaintance.”

Bosa bowed low and said, “Thank you for the chance to meet you Seneschal Cormac. Perhaps I will get the chance to serve you crackers later.”

“Perhaps. Luke of Machines. I’d like to discuss caravan security. Are you and your domestic willing to assist in the defense against monsters?”

“Of course. I’d be happy to kill anything that comes our way, but I’ll have to sleep twice as often as you guys do. I’m assuming you want to set up shifts? Who will be fighting?”

“Lord Momoh is traveling with two monster cullers and they have agreed to assist us in killing anything that attacks us. I am the only one in Provisional Lord Imohi’s entourage that will handle monster killing, but I should be able to handle my shifts. I suggest you take the first shift since you are still fresh. I’ll take the midday shift and Lord Momoh’s cullers will take the evening shift. We can discuss the night watch after we have bedded down. The hover cart on duty will lead the caravan since that’s the best vantage spot.”

“Excellent. Lord Momoh mentioned we’ll stop at a waystation for the night, what about lunchtime?”

“We had planned on stopping for lunch, but I no longer believe we will have time. We will take a brief break to stretch our legs and pee when it’s time to switch lead hover carts. That first break will be about nine hours from now.”

Luke almost swore. That would be grueling. People on Kalibutan were awake twice as long as humans, but he hadn't thought that it also translated to much more time in between breaks. He would have to sleep during the third shift, wake up in time for their dinner, and then sleep again on the third shift of the night watch.

Cormac continued, “Also, I may need some assistance tomorrow. We’ll be in a thicker mana area and the attacks might increase past my capabilities. It just depends on how recently the road has been cleared of threats. But not on the way home. Provisional Lord Imohi has given me permission to rank up past level twenty-four. Once I pass that threshold, I should be more than enough to handle the return trip shifts.”

“Really? That’s great news. Do you really expect to be stronger right away? Won’t you have just sacrificed your best skills?”

“No, twenty-four is different. You give up something more valuable than skills for that threshold, and in exchange your class evolves to something stronger. Same thing happens at the threshold at level forty-eight.”

“What do you sacrifice instead?”

Cormac looked uncomfortable. “It’s not... we don’t talk about it.”

Luke tilted his head to the side. “Why not? Also, remember I’m human. You don’t have to obey cultural norms with me.”

Cormac winced and said, “Let’s not talk about this. It’s time to load up and leave.”

Luke stood there shocked as the orc walked off. He turned to Kruro and said, “Do you know what that’s about?”

“Yes. Please don’t ask me about it though.” She slithered back to the truck and slid inside.

Luke stood there confused for a bit before he walked back to the truck.

Bosa stood at the driver’s side door. “Master Luke of Machines, may I suggest that I drive? You will be focusing on keeping the caravan safe and I can ensure we stay on the path.”

“Yeah, sure. Do you know what Cormac was talking about?”

She lowered her voice. “Yes. Ask me about it tonight after the naga is asleep.”

            

    
        Book 2: Chapter 8: The Road Goes Ever On and On

    
    
    
    
                Gliding through the forest at the head of the caravan was surprisingly quiet. The truck’s hover runes were silent and floating above the muddy pathway was as soundless as you could get.

The marshland around them had buzzing insects and rustling grasses. There were mangrove trees in the distance, but there weren't any tall plants nearby. The dirt road was raised slightly from the surrounding area, providing a stable and occasionally dry path for carts to drive across. Brackish water lay still on either side of the path, an opaque chartreuse with green bushes and grasses poking up from the toxic looking water. Pops of red appeared sporadically, a flower with softly buzzing petals.

Luke leaned forward and rested his arms on the roof of the hover truck. It hadn’t taken him long to realize that he couldn’t defend the convoy from inside the cab. He needed to be able to respond with all of his arsenal instantly, not waiting to climb out first. He had moved the tarp in the truck bed and climbed into his second layer of power armor, the mech he called Black Mamba.

A few monsters had attacked them once they left the safe zone around the farming estate, a Gray Slug and a troop of Sand Imps. Luke had killed them without stopping. He didn’t bother to collect their cores either. They were tier one monsters and this trip would net them dozens of tier three and above monster cores.

Three hours later and Luke was really wishing he had brought Angela along. Her Reaper class would be perfect for this trip. Monsters were attacking every ten minutes or so and they had left dozens of cores behind by now. She could have harvested the cores without slowing down and they would have been hundreds of thousands of dollars richer.

There was a reason they weren’t stopping though. It would slow them down, but that wasn’t the main reason. The main reason they hurried across the landscape was that if they stayed put too long, they would attract the titans that live around here. Even if they survived that encounter, they would be further slowed. Reluctantly, Luke had agreed not to stop for any core less than tier three.

A stand of grasses up ahead moved against the wind briefly and Luke sat up. He scanned the area with his visor’s mana vision and saw a faint blob of magic nearby. It could be a particularly magical plant, or a monster waiting to ambush them as they passed by. He raised his right arm and started charging his plasma bolt. It was much slower and weaker than his regular spell rifles, but it didn’t use up his limited magnet ammunition.

Before he fired, he checked the surrounding area for other targets. It was difficult to tell if there were any. The bushes and grasses around this area were all mana dense. This must be near a ley line or mana spring or whatever they had here. It wasn’t until he searched farther out that he was able to tell which blobs of mana were monsters and which were plants.

They were all monsters.

As he looked farther out he had realized the swamp grasses were naturally devoid of mana. All the splotches of mana around him underneath the water must belong to monsters. They were surrounding the caravan on all sides up and down the road.

Luke canceled the plasma bolts charging in their tubes. Their best bet was to hope that none of the monsters saw them and they glided on by. He held his breath and they kept hovering forward. He turned around to make sure none of them were sneaking up on the caravan.

They were.

A dozen monsters were creeping down the road, running silently behind the final hovercart, the wooden one housing the widow and her children. They were nine foot tall fish-like humanoids with long spines running down their backs. The dark green monsters were creeping along in the bright morning light, but magic made them look like they were in deep shade.

He decided to call them Shadow Fishmen. Out here there weren’t any humans translating Elvish names into English, so he could call them whatever he wanted. That thought raced through his mind and then he refocused on the present.

Luke immediately fired his spell rifles. They were already close to the widow and her kids, so he couldn’t risk a fireball, or splatter from an acid shot. He used lightning and fracture runes. They arced through the air along the sides of the caravan. The guards and a few of the children saw the spells and shouted in surprise.

Before the spells landed, Luke focused and pushed more than half his mana pool into Summon Vehicle. As the lightning spell hit two monsters and the fracture spell pulped a third, mana streamed from him and split in two. An M10 Booker tank formed on either side of the hover carts in Luke’s signature colors, gray with violet highlights. They were facing downrange with the majority of monsters in front of them.

The tank might seem like a bad matchup for swarms of monsters since the main gun moved slowly and fired one round every twelve seconds. However, the Booker came with two independently rotating machine guns atop its turret and that should be more than enough to handle these marsh monsters.

As the summoned vehicles formed, Shadow Fishmen leapt out of the waters on both sides of the dirt path. Sickly yellow water sluiced off their dark green scales as the monsters landed directly in front of the hover carts. Their shadow magic activated and they started to fade into the background.

Luke threw a Machine Soul into each of the tanks and yelled, “Kill the Shadow Fishmen.” 

The summoned Bookers immediately started firing their machine guns and center cannon. The whip cracks of dozens of rounds of ammunition filled the air. It was oppressively loud, and would have been deafening if the tanks had been real. Without gunpowder, the only sound was the bullets breaking the sound barrier.

The gray and violet summoned ammunition streaked across the intervening space. It pierced the fishman’s scales and sent out a spray of red blood, like a violent flower blooming. The round disintegrated back into wisps of magic, but hundreds of bullets followed.

The assembled monsters didn’t get a chance to raise their claws before they were riddled with holes. Blood sprayed, monsters and men screamed, and twenty monsters died within three seconds. They fell to the ground one after another, like their strings had been cut.

Shadow Fishmen behind the tanks had mostly flinched back at the sudden influx of oppressive sound. Some of them had stronger constitutions and shook off their shock and attacked. A half dozen leapt onto the gray and violet tanks, attempting to avenge their fallen. The machine guns spun and shot some of them point blank, sending brain matter splattering across the summoned armor. Luke assisted his tanks by firing a few lightning shots at the monsters the guns couldn’t reach.

The turrets spun, firing in a wide arc around itself. When their turrets were pointed backwards, the main cannons fired again, the summoned rounds blasting through five monsters at once. The tank on the right finally accumulated too much damage and was unsummoned. Four Shadow Fishmen fell to the ground. Luke blasted them away with a large fireball.

Fifteen seconds after the attack began about fifty monsters were dead. The children in the final hover cart were crying and holding on to their mother. The remaining tank fell silent. Luke scanned the area with his mana vision again. This time there weren’t any particularly magical plants. The swamp was clear.
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The System of the World agreed with him and gave him the level up notice that only appeared after the fight was over. It was a particularly nice level up, too. Now that he had a skill above level twenty, his class could level up again. It would probably happen after the next fight.

“No need to worry, all the monsters are dead,” Luke called out to the kids.

They quickly stopped crying, but he wasn’t sure if that was just because the human was yelling at them. He decided not to try and befriend them right now. Maybe later, when he wasn’t wearing his scary armor.

“Bosa, before we start moving again, use all your threads to collect as many cores as you can, as quickly as you can.” Luke said.

The rule Momoh had given him was to not stop for low level cores, but they were already stopped.

The chubby elf himself was ignoring Luke, deep in discussion with the elf to his left. They were talking politics and hadn’t flinched when the monsters were mowed down. His nephew had a different reaction.

“Excuse me. Some of us are trying to relax. Could you use quieter skills next time?” Imohi said from the rear hover cart. He hadn’t even sat up from where he was laying on pillows.

“Oh, I’m sorry. I’m a low leveled human. There isn’t a lot I can do about how loud my skills are. Maybe when it’s your turn to protect the caravan, you can show me how it’s done,” Luke said with a grin in his voice.

The provisional lord had only brought along Seneschal Cormac for defense. The orc had a fantastic Mana Maestro class, but it was never quiet, he basically played music every time he attacked. If Imohi wanted to be quiet, he would have to assist in attacking the monsters himself. Which, as an aristocrat was a social faux pas. They were supposed to have power but not use it.

Imohi grumbled something about idiot humans but didn’t say anything loud enough to continue the conversation.

Less than sixty seconds later, Luke tapped the roof of their hover truck to get them moving again. As much as he wanted as many cores as possible, they couldn’t stay put for long after that loud attack. Bosa had eighteen thread wrapped cores that she floated over to the truck bed and they got moving again. Luke checked and they were all tier two cores. Those sixty seconds of harvesting would probably earn them $200K when they returned to Earth.

The next hour was quiet and Luke decided to do something he had been avoiding. He launched one of his magic drones and sent it ahead to scout out the way.

Up until now he had been wanting to save his Machine Soul resource since he only had six of them and needed them so Summon Vehicle was really useful. But the ambush made him change his mind. He had used two souls because it had been a surprise, and he might not have needed to use any of them if he had been prepared for them.

He sent the flying camera ahead with instructions to send him video if it saw any monsters ahead. Hopefully that would allow him to be more efficient with his resources. Not only did he wish he hadn’t spent so many Machine Souls, he had also spent more than half his mana on monsters so low tiered that he couldn’t even level up by killing them.

Thankfully, the mana situation should resolve itself soon. Every passing mile increased the mana density and made his mana regeneration faster. Instead of taking a few hours to refill his pool, it would probably only take an hour and a half now.

They passed out of the worst of the swamp a few minutes later. The ground was still soggy and filled with ponds but there were more and more trees. Thirty minutes later, his drone sent him a picture of large lumbering monsters walking across the road. They were cow sized platypus monsters.

They had duck bills, clawed feet, poison spurs, and a beaver-like tail. Their only non-platypus aspect were the enormous fangs jutting out of their lower bills. The monsters rooted about in the nearby stream, muddying up the water. There were eight of them, three of which stood directly in their path.

Luke leaned down and whispered for Bosa to slow down. The monsters hadn’t seen them yet as they were just out of sight around the bend. As soon as their hover truck peeked around the corner and he spotted them in the distance, Luke tried something he had been practicing over the last few days.

His Vortex Door skill was level twelve now and much more flexible than before. Instead of just creating gateways he could walk through, the skill could be used as a precision portal. He focused hard and created a three foot wide portal atop the truck roof in front of him. He pointed ahead and created its pair directly underneath the biggest Fanged Platypus.

He used his body to shield the portal from prying eyes behind himself and stuck his chainsword through the portal in front of him and activated it. The blade sprung to life and dug deep into the monster’s neck. The spinning teeth pulled themselves along, tearing through the flesh with a high pitched whine. Blood fountained out of the wound and sprayed up through his portal. Gravity on his side pulled it back down and kept him from being soaked.

As soon as the first monster was dead, Luke moved the portal to the next monster. The beasts were just starting to react to the sound and were looking around in anger. Luke plunged his chainsword through the next portal and activated the enchantment once more. This time the Fanged Platypuses were on guard this time and noticed the strange portal below their second in command. They were too slow to react before Luke gutted that monster, but his third portal was noticed as it formed.

Unfortunately for them, their instinct was to rush forward and slam their feet onto the black portal. Luke cut off a pair of feet before one of them brushed the side of the Vortex Door portal and dispelled it.

Now that the jig was up, Luke stopped using the portal and activated his spell rifles. The fire and acid balls fell from the sky, killing three more monsters. There were only two left by the time they realized the distant floating thing was the source of their problems. Luke took them out with a pair of fracture bolts.
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He told Bosa to collect a core, but he didn’t have high hopes about the quality of their cores. He hadn’t leveled up yet and that was the key signal for whether or not the core would be worth their time.

To his surprise, the core was a tier three one. Perhaps they had some magical talent that they hadn’t been able to bring to bear since he had killed them from afar. Bosa was able to collect two more cores before they hovered past the bodies.

The next group of monsters was only fifteen minutes later. They had been deeper in the forest but had sensed his magic drone somehow. They raced over and leapt into the air in an attempt to take it out of the sky.

The Machine Soul piloting the drone was able to avoid the attack by shooting up into the sky. Luke was treated to a close up video of the next monster’s sharp claws and needle teeth. When they were running towards the drone, his first thought was velociraptors. But as they came closer he realized they had more in common with cassowary birds. They had long needles instead of feathers. The Porcupine Cassowary pack flocked together to observe the flying contraption for a moment or two.

Luke was formulating a plan to take them out, but they didn’t wait for him to come up with something good. Three of them stretched their wings out and flapped as one. Dozens of steel-like needles filled the sky. The drone tried to avoid the shot, but they had filled the sky, cutting off any retreat.

His drone was pierced an instant later and fell out of the sky. Luke was concerned. The latest version of his magic drones only had hover runes and a camera to cut down on expenses. But the underside was made up of Stone Beetle carapace. That was the strongest defense he had access to, and they had pincushioned it from a hundred feet away.

            

    
        Book 2: Chapter 9: Switching to Sidewinders. Moving In.

    
    
    
    
                Luke decided to pull out the stops to take out the Porcupine Cassowaries. He had enough mana in the tank to summon one vehicle, which made his decision easy. The AH-1Z Viper might be loud, but it had more than enough firepower to take out the herd of stiletto throwing monsters.

He signaled for Bosa to slow down. Then he pushed mana into his Summon Vehicle skill, making sure to have it appear as far ahead as his skill would reach. Once the gray and violet helicopter finished forming, Luke threw his fourth Machine Soul of the day into the creation. That left him with two souls. Since it took about twenty hours to recharge one of them, he was really burning through resources today.

“Fire one shot from your gun,” Luke said. An echoing whipcrack sounded across the forest. “As soon as the herd of monsters is in sight, use one of your missiles on them. Kill any stragglers with your rotary cannon. While you wait, get ready to take off.”

The helicopter blades started slowly spinning, gaining more and more speed. He knew from experience that it would be about three minutes before the Viper could take off. The herd of two legged monsters appeared well before then.

They flowed around the corner as one, like a flock of birds swooping down on their prey. They were met with a summoned version of the AIM-9 Sidewinder. The supersonic missile was designed for air to air combat, and was overkill for the current situation. Its warhead had a fragmenting payload of shrapnel in a ring pattern. The ten foot wide explosion hit the lead bird and three of the monsters behind it. The tumbling shrapnel killed four monsters behind the first one, turning them into a mist of blood and bones. The shockwave knocked down a further two monsters.

That only left four monsters standing, and they retaliated immediately. They stopped and flapped their wings, sending a dozen metal quills screaming through the air towards the heli. Luke flexed his Acuity at the same moment, knowing that if all of those piercing attacks hit, his Viper would be immediately unsummoned. He shot out a pair of Vortex Doors, one on the ground in front of the monsters, and the other on the nose of the Viper. He watched in agonizing slow motion as his skill zipped through the air and landed where he aimed.

The portal between two points always seemed fast to form, but now it seemed like molasses swirling. Luke could see the quills streak across the intervening space, getting closer way too fast, even in his Acuity boosted perception. He bit his lip in slow motion.

Just before the lead projectiles hit, the portal finished forming and the majority of metal projectiles disappeared through it and reappeared shooting straight up hundreds of feet. Two quills still hit the Viper, both too high and too low to be absorbed by the Vortex Door. One hit the landing skid and cracked the summons. The final quill pierced the glass canopy and imbedded itself into the seat. If anyone had been piloting the helicopter, they would be dead.

Time sped up and Luke held his breath to see if that was enough damage to unsummon the Viper. That was the main weakness of his Summon Vehicle skill, it couldn't withstand the same amount of damage as the original before it gave in and turned back into mana. Luckily for Luke, this attack hadn't crossed that threshold.

The underslung rotating cannon below the Viper's nose fired up then and shot out dozens of rounds. The high pitched buzz cut across the road, pulping all four Porcupine Cassowaries, one after another. 

The Viper spat three more times and a few downed cassowaries twitched and lay still. Apparently they had been alive and the Machine Soul killed them before they could get back up. Luke remembered now that the sensor package on the military helicopter was one of the best in the world. Of course it would be able to tell which ones were still living.




	
Skill Up!





	
Summon Vehicle has advanced to level 22









“Hey! What did I say about being loud?” Imohi shouted. “You are going to attract titans and those are a real hassle.”

Luke rolled his eyes and turned around. He addressed the young elf’s uncle instead. “Sorry about the loud explosion, Lord Momoh. These Porcupine Cassowaries seemed dangerous.”

Momoh gave the summoned Viper a wary look and then glanced over to the bodies on the ground. “Yes. Tier five monsters if I’m not mistaken. An appropriate response, if a bit loud. Perhaps practice with your quieter skills would be in order?”

Luke nodded. He didn’t want to summon any more vehicles today anyway. Controlling them took Machine Souls and he wanted to keep a few in reserve for emergencies.

While they talked, Bosa stopped the hover truck and sent out a dozen threads snaking across the ground. Luke found himself impressed with her control. He knew now that her class controlled needles, not thread. The deception required so much finesse.

She was able to collect two tier five cores and seven tier four cores. There had been more monsters than that, but apparently Luke had so thoroughly killed them that they hadn’t even formed a core. A pitfall to keep in mind for later.

For now, Luke wanted to get some use out of the Viper. He commanded, “Take off and stay just above the treeline. Fly ahead of the convoy, maintain a three mile lead on us. When you see a group of monsters, send me a video.”

The summoned helicopter slowly rose into the air and then shot forward. The steady drone of the blades soon disappeared. Luke hoped that his mana would last long enough for the Viper to kill some monsters. Each minute ticked off a point of mana and he only had four points left.

Thankfully, his high Acuity came with high mana regeneration. The death machine should last at least ten minutes. Maybe more if they drove through high mana areas. If the Machine Soul found some monsters and not other travelers, he was going to have it unload its full arsenal just to see what the explosion was like.

As the convoy sped forward again, Luke turned his attention to his stat screen. He wanted to check if he had leveled up from the high tiered monsters. To his delight, he found that he had.
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He was level twenty-one now. And since Summon Vehicle was high enough, he could level up his War Machine class to twenty-two now. He just needed to decide on where to put the stat points he had just gained from level twenty-one.

After some consideration, he decided the only good choice was Acuity. If he could get his mana regeneration up to one per minute, he could keep his summoned helicopter up full time. That would turn his skill from an occasional special attack to a key part of his build.

He put two points into Acuity and told himself to put the next two points in there as well. He bet that when he hit level twenty-four in Acuity, it would have another jump forward in efficacy. 

He closed the screen and then tapped into the camera feed from the Viper. It was very different from his drone he had built with runes and electronics. Instead of a standard camera view, the summoned Viper gave him a layered view of the forest with heat, depth, and color.

The sensors could detect a group of monsters wandering ten miles away from the road, far enough that they hadn’t heard the earlier explosions. He considered diverting the heli for some fun, but he decided to keep the Viper above the road for now. He was down to three points of mana, so he had at least a few more minutes.

Time slowly passed with no more sightings. Luke kept switching back and forth from the view from his helicopter to the view from his mech. Only the latter had mana vision, so he needed to keep checking for hidden monsters.

His mana pool ticked down to two points. Then he saw it. A lumbering giant. It towered over the nearby trees, almost two hundred feet tall. It had to be a titan. Luke mentally directed the Viper to turn and zoom away towards the monster. It was an Ent of some sort. It had a buttery yellow bark and cream colored leaves. A white mist trickled down from its branches and covered the forest floor as if it was snowing.

Luke had the rotating cannon fire a few dozen rounds into the monster’s central trunk. A few chips of bark were knocked off, but it failed to do any real damage. The Snow Ent looked up at the helicopter and opened its jagged mouth. It must be roaring in defiance, but he couldn’t hear it.

Tick. One point of mana left. Luke gave the command to unleash everything at the monster. Hundreds of rounds of bullets, ten Hydra rockets, four JAGM missiles, and the last Sidewinder. The summoned arsenal created a real explosion, throwing up dust and bark and obscuring the Ent.

Luke thought he could hear the explosion faintly from his spot on the caravan, but that might have been his imagination. Dust slowly cleared and then the camera feed cut out and he felt a wave of weakness wash over him. He was completely out of mana.

A few minutes later, Luke felt better as his regeneration started refilling his mana pool. It was too bad he hadn’t been able to see if he had killed that enormous Ent or not. Although... A check of his stat screen gave him his answer. He was still level twenty-one. That must have meant the titan lived and the combined might of the modern US military wasn’t enough to kill a single Ent. That was too bad, but at least the monster was wounded and had no reason to suspect the hovering people on the road were related to its pain. It would have no reason to wander their way.

All the same, Luke decided to keep his defense of the caravan as quiet as possible for the next twenty miles or so. He took out the Dazzle Deer with well timed acid shots. The Paper Oni fell to fireballs. The Mist Kobolds died to lightning and acid bolts.

After they were miles away from the Ent titan, Luke started to relax. He took the time to appreciate the fact that they were in hovering vehicles. The smooth ride meant that the journey was comfortable. More importantly, they were able to glide across the land at about forty-five miles an hour. If they were taking carts with wheels, the poor dirt trail would have slowed them down to twenty or thirty miles an hour.

He checked his mana and to his surprise, it was already full. The mana density must have gone up again. That only made him more wary. The more mana, the deadlier the monsters.

More monsters appeared and they died one after another. Luke noticed that low level monsters appeared often, but if there weren’t any monsters in the area for a while then a high tier monster was in the area. He kept an anxious eye on his store of magnet ammunition. He was already down to three-fourths of his loadout. He had more magnets packed away, but he couldn't keep this pace up indefinitely.

Towards the end of his shift, they came across the first sapient travelers of the trip. He heard them before he saw them. They were singing a warbling dirge, many voices raising and lowering in a chorus. Luke thought it was a monster at first and activated Armor Adjunct. The sparkly defense spread out from him in a small aura.

When they came around the bend, he saw a small river crossed the path and an old wooden bridge spanned it. A trio of wagons were just on the other side, one of them blocking the way. Luke tapped the top of the hover truck, the signal for Bosa to slow down and stop.

There were six guards per wagon, each of them heavily armed with shining metal crossbows, spears, and axes. The wagons must have been driven by a spell engine because there was nothing attached to pull them along. Instead of the brown seasoned wood Luke expected, the wagons were constructed of green wood, even the rims of the tall wagon wheels. 

Orcs, elves, dwarves, and dryads were all loudly singing, their eyes closed. Luke was wondering if there was some river crossing ritual that he had never heard of before. Bosa slowed and stopped a few hundred feet away from the bridge.

Now that they were close, they could hear other voices too. There were five people in the river, singing up at the people on the riverbank, providing a counterpoint melody. They were bulbous headed and covered in slimy scales. Their ears were like fish fins and their heads were covered in thin scraggly hair. They were ugly and gave Luke a weird feeling. If they weren’t singing, he would have assumed they were monsters. Maybe that was his prejudice talking.

The other two hover carts behind them didn’t stop when Bosa did, instead sliding around and heading directly to the riverbank. The servants sang too and joined in on the dirge. Luke looked over to Momoh’s cart as they passed, and he wasn’t singing. Instead, he had jumped to his feet and was shouting something, but it was muffled by the singing.

Luke realized all at once what was going on. The people in the river were actually monsters. They were sirens or something, and the song was a mental attack. The only reason he hadn’t succumbed was because of his Armor Adjunct. Momoh’s high level or platinum class must have been enough to overcome the effect.

A small smile grew. He hadn’t been speciesist after all, those ugly shits were monsters after all. He decided they were River Siren and they were going to die. He shot out a lightning bolt and a fracture bolt. Momoh joined in with a writhing ray of brown magic.

All three shots were blocked. The river itself rose up to stop the attacks and the sirens sang unimpeded. They had turned and were now staring evilly at Momoh and Luke. Huge tendrils of water started rising up, each monster controlling one. Momoh fired his brown ray again, but it was swiftly blocked. 

Internally, Luke cursed himself. He knew that the little shits would die to a few well placed Phantom Shots. But that was the one skill that he couldn’t show off. It was a forbidden skill and he had specifically told Momoh that he didn’t have it. One of the five tendrils wrapped itself around the lead wagon and was slowly pulling it towards the river.

He clenched his fist. He wasn’t going to let people die to protect his secret.

            

    
        Book 2: Chapter 10: You and Me and the Devil Makes Three

    
    
    
    
                Their hover truck had stopped a hundred feet away from the edge of the swiftly flowing river. A huge water tendril controlled by one of River Sirens was reaching up and over the bank, slowly swinging down to capture them and pull them under. 

Luke ignored the attack and focused on the furthest monster. It had already caught a wagon and was dragging it into the water. They were about three hundred feet away, well within the range of Phantom Shot. But that wasn’t the only skill he could use here. Now that his Vortex Door was past its second threshold, it could reach that far too. If he revealed the skill, it would confirm to everyone else that he had a Platinum class, but it was better than them knowing he had an illegal skill.

He placed the first half of the Vortex Door on the roof in front of him, and then shot the second half at the siren pulling in the other travelers. He could feel the skill resisting him. It didn't want to form on top of water. Acuity sped up his thought processes and he clamped down on the bucking skill. After the longest half second of his life, the portal formed. The door appeared right next to the bulbous headed monster. It reacted swiftly, swimming a few feet to the side in an instant. It wasn’t far enough away.

Luke reached his right gauntlet through the portal and twisted around so it was facing the right direction. Then he fired both spell rifles on the gauntlet, a lightning ball and an acid bolt. The two spells shot across the short distance and impacted the monster while it was still trying to react. The lightning made it twitch in place while the acid ate through its scales. The surrounding water started diluting the acid, but not quickly enough. Three seconds later, the water was stained with blood and the monster was dead.

The water tendril it had been controlling fell apart and splashed down. The small wave was enough to disturb the water and dispel the Vortex Door. The edge of his mech’s gauntlet was forced back through the portal as it closed.

Luke looked around to see that another monster had died. Momoh had been using his brown rays as a distraction and had sent a wave of insects around behind them. The River Siren that had been focusing on Momoh’s hover cart had been surrounded by dozens of beetles. They pierced the monster’s scales and stripped the corpse in seconds. Another water tendril splashed down.

By now his nephew had climbed to his feet with an annoyed look on his face. With a dramatic gesture Imohi sent a wave of blue and pink magic rocketing forward. The three remaining monsters blocked with their water tendrils, but the magic passed through without stopping. A shape formed below the monsters obscured by the river. Luke couldn’t see what was happening, but a few moments later, each remaining River Siren was pulled under. The water was quickly tinted red. The last of the floating water dropped and the eerie singing stopped.
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Vortex Door has advanced to level 14









Nice. Convincing the skill to form on top of water had paid off in a level.

Everyone that had been enthralled by the sirens suddenly awoke with a shout. The wagon that was half in the water shot backwards so fast that it bumped into the wagon behind it. They stopped and shouted at each other in fear and agitation.

Imohi cleared his throat. “The one time your loud summons would be useful, you don’t use them. Shameful.”

Luke scowled. “It’s a limited resource. I can’t create as many of them as I want.”

Momoh slashed his hands down. “Do not disparage him, Provisional Lord Imohi. Those were tier six River Sirens. It is impressive he managed to fight at all.”

“Yeah, I had my skill to protect me from the mental attack. How were you two unaffected?” Luke asked Momoh.

“We are lords, what else do you expect?” Imohi interjected.

Momoh chuckled. “Mental stats protect against a variety of magics, particularly the perception stat. My nephew and I are able to easily shake off their influence.”

“Interesting. I won’t ask how high your stats are. If I wanted to raise my perception to protect myself from these exact monsters, what number should I shoot for?”

“You can’t raise perception alone, it needs acuity and memory to support it. But I would suggest raising your perception to at least eighteen and your acuity and memory at twelve. That’s the minimum I suggest for these sirens, stronger monsters could still overwhelm you. You have a gold class, correct? If you work on it, you will be able to get there before you hit level thirty-two.”

Luke waggled his hands in agreement. He was going to focus on acuity for now, but afterwards perception would be his next goal. He would have to sacrifice Armor Adjunct at some point, it would be best to have mental protection for when that day came.

Imohi turned to him and gave him a weird grin. Luke was about to ask what that was about when the elf sat back down and ordered his servant to back away from the bank.

Momoh was first across the river and spent a few minutes talking to the people there. It turned out they were delivering trade goods to the portal and he convinced them to visit his mining village first. The traders would give his village first dibs on their goods as thanks for saving them from the sirens. Imohi ignored the exchange, but that earned him a lecture afterwards.

Luke ignored the talk to focus on himself. To his delight, he had leveled up from that fight, he was now a level twenty-two War Machine. Killing one monster hadn’t been that impressive, but it was a higher tier monster and that must have been enough to count. As planned, he put another two points into Acuity and closed his eyes as the change washed through him.

It was a bigger change than he had experienced before, this was his first stat to hit twenty-four naturally. As a multiple of six, it gave him outsized benefits. He felt like he could think faster and he intuited that his bullet time in combat would last longer. More importantly, he felt like he could think easier. His thoughts flowed more smoothly and that also translated to his mana obeying him faster. He circulated it around his body and felt revitalized, reinvigorated. 

As a test, he looped his mana through his prosthetic leg, creating a copy of the Machine Bond skill. This would allow him to keep his buffs even when he wasn’t wearing armor. It was so much easier this time. Before he felt like he was juggling one handed. Now he felt like he was holding something in his hand and he could let the sensation fade into the background.

He let the bond lapse and moved on to his next test. His main goal with hitting level twenty-four in Acuity was to get his mana regeneration up to one a minute. Time to find out if he had reached that point yet. He removed his phone from the magnetic shielding in his armor and started a timer.

With one eye on his timer and the other on his stat screen, Luke watched his mana pool refill. It looked promising. Their caravan crossed the river and got moving again. Twenty minutes later, he had firm numbers. His mana regeneration was now at 0.76 points per minute. Not quite at his goal yet, but getting there. With the current mana density, he could keep Armor Adjunct or Summon Vehicle active for a while.

The rest of his guard shift wasn’t as exciting. Monsters still attacked, but they died without endangering the caravan. 

Sulfur Elementals made themselves known by their stench before he saw them. He had a spell ready as soon as he saw the yellow mist creeping across the ground. There were four of the gaseous monsters hovering over a nearby pond. He was happy to take them out with a few well placed fireballs. The explosions made Imohi grumble, but it wasn’t Luke’s fault sulfur was flammable. 

The Devil Skeletons were impervious to his lightning and fireball attacks, but it only took one fracture spell to shatter each of the six monsters. Three of the monsters had tier three cores, so Luke had Bosa collect them before they moved on.

The Plant Kraken looked like a tier six or higher monster. It was huge with a beak as big as their truck. It had long grasping tendrils with rows and rows of poisoned thorns along the bottom. It might have been a serious fight if Luke hadn’t seen wagon wheel ruts. The traders who had recently come this way had gone around the huge monster instead of attacking it. Luke directed Bosa to do the same and they made a wide circle around the stationary monster.

When Luke’s shift was over, he was happy to climb out of his larger mech and into the cab of the hover truck. Constantly being on alert was draining. Momoh took the lead and Luke’s vehicle fell to the back of the convoy.

“I’ll drive for the next nine hours,” Luke offered. “That way you can sleep. Kalibutan days are way too long for either of us to stay awake the whole time.”

Bosa slashed her hands down. “That is not necessary. I am an elf, heart and soul. I would prefer to stay awake all day and sleep the full sixteen hours at night.”

Luke glanced back at Kruro and Jinx. They were sleeping in the back seat. He settled into the passenger seat and said, “So wait, does that mean you are genetically an elf now?”

“Yes, the same as the day I was born,” Bosa said and pointed to her ears and then forward to the others.

Luke sighed. She didn’t want anyone to overhear her saying she wasn’t born as an elf. It seemed wildly unlikely, but then again, some of them had very high perception.

“Alright, I guess we won’t talk about that. What can you tell me about yourself?” Luke asked.

She tapped her chin. “I suppose I can tell you some things. One interesting fact about me is that I hate sewing.”

Luke chuckled softly. “You have a thread mastery skill and you hate sewing?” He knew that her real skill was the ability to control needles, but that still implied a love of sewing.

“Yeah, I killed a monster with a metal dart during my assessment period. It was kind of an accident. I was traveling between villages and the orc escort lopped off the legs of this spider horse. It was almost dead, but then it twitched towards me. I reacted without thinking. Afterwards, I had two choices, a bronze class, and the Thread Weaver class. The Archer class wasn’t nearly as good as this one.” Bosa replied. “How about you, how did you end up with a War Machine class?”

“That’s a good question. I was actually gunning for a Runewright class. I made a mech so I could go kill monsters with my runes. I got the class I was hoping for, a gold one. But the platinum class of War Machine was calling my name. Turns out, it was a good choice. I still get to make mechs, and now I have skills that make it even easier to kill monsters.”

“Yes, your summoning skill is particularly impressive.”

“Thanks. It burns through my mana, but it’s super useful.” Luke paused and looked back towards Kruro. She was still asleep. “Hey, you said you knew something about the level twenty-four sacrifice. Judging by Kruro and Cormac’s reaction when I asked, it must be some sort of social taboo. Can you tell me about it now?”

Bosa glanced back to double check that the naga was sleeping. “Sure, I can tell you about it now. It’s as you have guessed, there is a taboo against discussing it. It’s a serious one, so don’t repeat what I tell you.”

Luke nodded and gestured for her to continue.

She straightened her long black hair and settled into the driver’s seat. “The first thing you need to know is that people from Kalibutan consider glory to be a real thing. On Earth, you banter about that term because it’s an ephemeral idea. Here, we talk about glory as something valuable and measurable, because it is, to us.”

Luke tilted his head to the side. “Wait, is this like a translation issue? I know we are talking in elvish right now, but what does ‘glory’ mean, exactly?”

“It means what you think it does, glory is how we measure renown or honor won by notable achievements, how we determine magnificence or great beauty. The main difference is that we have a sixth sense you do not. We can quite literally sense when someone else has a great deal of glory.”

Luke sat up straighter. “Really? Even if you’ve never heard of this guy, you can tell if someone has a lot of glory or not?”

“Yes. They exude a presence, they feel heavy and bright in a way that others do not. When I met you, I knew instantly that you were my employer because your glory was higher than any other human I had met that day.”

“Wild. So you just have this sense that goes ping when someone with a lot of glory goes by? No wonder Kalibutan still has royalty.”

Bosa leaned over to him and whispered into his ear. “Yeah, it was such a shock to meet someone with a lot of glory after my transformation. I felt like kneeling down in front of this random four star general and doing whatever he wanted me to.”

The hairs on Luke’s arms rose up. It was a heady feeling to have a beautiful woman whispering in his ear, even though it wasn’t a romantic situation. To distract himself he said, “So if glory is real, does that mean that whenever someone says ‘we work for their glory’ they are what, transferring glory over to their lord?”

She straightened back up and tucked her hair behind her ear. “Precisely. Any miniscule bits of glory servants gain in the course of their service, they pass on to their lord. That’s how some lords gain all their glory, by having impressive people working for them.”

“Can you do anything with glory? Or is it just a flex on those without?”

Bosa tilted her head back and forth. “There are probably multiple uses for aristocrats, but the only one I know of for sure is sacrifice. At levels twenty-four and forty-eight, you have the choice of sacrificing your glory.”

Luke shrugged. “Is that it? People don’t want to admit they are sacrificing glory because it’s so important to their society?”

“I doubt that’s all there is to it. It’s a major cultural taboo. I just don’t know more than that.”

Luke thanked her and spent the next few hours meditating on the nature of glory and what it would mean to have a glory sense. He took a shift driving, to give Bosa a break, even if she didn’t need to sleep.

When it was nighttime on Earth, afternoon on Kalibutan, Luke leaned back in the passenger seat and attempted to sleep. It would be another nine hours before their caravan stopped for the night, but Luke needed some rest now. He was slightly jealous of Kruro and Jinx’s ability to sleep the journey away. It took some time, but he eventually fell asleep.

Hours later he was jolted awake, the fading edges of a nightmare putting him on edge. He sat up and looked around, trying to determine why he felt off.

            

    
        Book 2: Chapter 11: At Boy Scout Camp, Watching Falling Stars.

    
    
    
    
                The caravan had stopped for the night, their hover carts on the ground in a circle. Luke must have woken up when the hover truck touched down. Bosa gave him a nod and hurried over to the center of their little convoy. They had circled the carts and someone was stacking logs to start a fire. Apparently the servants were working together to make dinner for everyone. Well, breakfast for him, dinner for them.

Their campsite was in the center of a clearing, devoid of any vegetation. There were large shapes surrounding them. Luke thought they were strange trees for a moment before he realized they were bones. Huge bones bigger than any dinosaur on Earth surrounded the burnt out clearing. The skull was absent, but it was clear these were the bones of a dragon.

He walked over to the ribcage, but stopped several feet away. The bones were giving off a foreboding feeling. It was like a predator was breathing down his neck, about to pounce. He turned to see that Kruro had joined him on the edge of their campsite.

She gestured a scaled hand at the gray bones. “This is why we stay here for the night. The bones still have enough draconic magic that they scare away any predators.”

“I feel like there are spiders crawling over my soul. No wonder this keeps monsters away,” Luke turned to walk back to the caravan.

Kruro held up a hand. “I wanted to ask you something.”

“Sure. What do you want?”

“I’m grateful for everything you have done for me, for saving my life with the duel and then employing me afterwards.”

Luke chuckled. “Why do I get the feeling you are going to ask for something even bigger now?”

She wiggled her hands. “Indeed. I will ask for a boon, but not yet. I wish to tell you more, but the wilderness keeps no secrets.” She made a vague gesture towards the elves still lounging in their hover carts. “Instead, I want to ask you a question. What are you willing to sacrifice to do the right thing?”

“I guess it depends on the situation. I like the environment, but I think paper straws are dumb. On the other hand, I've already fought for my world. I'm willing to lay down my life to save the lives and liberty of others.”

“That is good. Think more on that question and I will tell you more on the train when we have privacy.” Kruro turned and went back to the caravan.

As she slithered off Luke shook his head. “If you were any more cryptic, you’d be a mausoleum."

Kruro laughed softly but didn’t turn around.

Luke rolled his eyes and headed back to the group. The other carts were working on converting their gondola-like vehicles into a shelter for the night. Widow Falodun was attaching tarps to the inside of the windows and her children were moving the luggage outside so they would have room to sleep.

Momoh and Imohi’s servants were making much more elaborate preparations. They were attaching a small tent on the outside of each of the six windows. It was tall and spacious, giving everyone a private area connected to the central hub of the hover cart.

Luke’s preparations were a bit simpler. He had bought a two man tent, the kind that unfolded and set itself up. He staked it down, even though the breeze was gentle. Then he rolled out a pair of thick pads and some sleeping bags. He had originally planned on having Vanessa in there with him, he hoped it wouldn’t be awkward with Bosa there. Kruro had built the cab of the hover truck as her own nest so she would be sleeping there tonight, just as she had been doing all day. Naga slept as much as cats did when they wanted to.

The sun dipped behind the distant mountain range, turning the sky purple. Stars slowly popped up on the other side of the sky. He realized that this would be his first Kalibutan night. He had spent months of days on this planet, but always went home at night.

Day transitioned into night and the sky was studded with stars. A glittering arc of light curved through the sky from the east to the west. That was the planet’s ring, seemingly brighter now that it was night. Kalibutan also had three moons, but only one was out now, a distant dot that was brighter than the rest of the stars. The night sky was ethereal and beautiful. Luke took the time to soak it in. It was an inky ocean with celestial currents, where unfamiliar constitutions trace out secret stories.

Dinner was surprisingly good. Luke hadn’t been impressed with Kalibutan food in the past, but today someone changed things up. It was a sausage and squash soup with sharp spices and a heady aroma of something savory. It made him think of an Asian-Irish fusion dinner.

Imohi wasn’t as impressed and grumbled to the dwarven woman he had brought along that she needed to make breakfast tomorrow.

They split up the night watch into three, just like the day. Luke volunteered to take the worst shift, the middle one. That way the others wouldn’t have their sleep interrupted. As everyone bedded down for the night and Imohi started his watch, Luke rifled through his bags. He wasn’t close to tired and needed something to occupy his time.

Finally, he found it. His interdimensional modem. The brick was too simple to be called a computer. It had a terribly simple display and a tiny keyboard, but it did have access to the internet. Despite its simplicity, Luke was impressed that it worked this far from the portal.

He checked his email first. It took so long to load, and half of it was spam. His hands itched to throttle whoever had wasted so much of his time on an ad for processed meats. There were a few business emails from Allen and Sandwich, so Luke took the time to type out short replies.

Still bored, he switched over to WikiRunes. The railgun project had new test results up. He couldn’t watch the videos on his crappy modem, but the comments let him know that they had made progress but hadn’t cracked it yet. Someone else had posted an Adept Copy rune, which was designed to copy books, but could copy almost anything with enough mana. It couldn’t copy watches or electronics though, the rune wasn't precise enough. Still, the possibilities were amazing. The entire output of a factory, reduced down to a single rune.

He was about to close the website before he thought to check for DMs. He had a new one from someone claiming to be from Boston Dynamics. The Boston Dynamics, the premier company in robotics research. They wanted to meet with him and discuss his plans for a runic robot.

Luke was sorely tempted to turn around and head home right away. If they could help him complete his robot project, that would be a real game changer. Unfortunately, he had to wait. His trip to the capital would net him just as many benefits if he was patient. He replied to Robert Playter and suggested a meeting in two weeks at the Norfolk Complex.

Robert would have to apply for clearance and get a background check, which would be perfect for Luke so he could be sure he was talking to the real deal and not some rando from the internet.

With his business sorted, Luke put away his brick of a wireless modem and wandered around the campsite a bit. It didn’t take long for him to end up back in the center of the clearing. The dragon bones gave him a haunted vibe and he didn’t want to go near them.

Cormac was standing guard, Imohi’s only martial servant. Luke wandered over and stood next to him. They stood with the embers of the campfire behind them. They looked out over the landscape in companionable silence for a bit before the Seneschal broke it.

“I swore myself to him, so I understand if you don’t believe me when I say that the Provisional Lord Imohi is a good guy.”

“I judge people by their actions, and his actions aren't great.” Luke paused for a moment and then continued. “I get that he’s overcompensating for the fact that he’s not a lord yet. I do. But all his posturing leads me to believe that his idea of a good lord is a pompous tyrant.”

“Time will calm his river.” Cormac said softly. “There are seeds of greatness in him. For example, he asked me not to activate the sound dampening enchantments in his hover carriage." 

Luke tilted his head to the side. “What does that have to do with anything?”

“We are escorting the Falodun widow and her children back to the capital, a situation that some lords use to abuse their power. Instead, he listens for the cries of her children and tries to keep them calm. That is why he doesn’t want you to use your deafening summons. He doesn’t want the children scared.”

“Better scared than dead.” Luke shot back. Then he shook his head. “No, I didn’t mean that. I don’t want the kids scared either. Imohi sounds like a better guy than I assumed. I’ll try to keep the loud sounds away from the kids during my shift tomorrow.”

Cormac waggled his hands near his waist, the Kalibutan version of a slow nod. Luke glanced at his friend's hands. All orc skin was wrinkled, deep groves and ridges that formed patterns across their body. The Seneschal’s skin was deeper than most, the tops of his ridges dusty. Luke hadn’t thought about it much, but the man was a grandfather. Maybe he was older than he had first assumed.

Luke cleared his throat. “Why don’t you turn in early? I’m going to be awake no matter what, I’ll take the rest of your watch and mine. Get some rest so you can be fresh tomorrow.”

“That isn’t necessary. I am perfectly capable of completing my watch.”

“Of course it isn’t necessary. I’m trying to be nice. Go, get a good night’s rest.”

Cormac smiled. “I suppose refusing would be rude, so I’ll take you up on that.”

He quietly walked over to the silver cart and slipped inside one of the six tents attached onto the outside. Luke took a deep breath and settled in for a long watch. As creepy as those dragon bones were, it made things peaceful. He had felt on edge most of the day because there were constant attacks. Now he could enjoy the beautiful ring of Kalibutan and the cool breeze of their night air.

At some point, Jinx padded over and joined him in his watch. He removed his gauntlets and gave her lots of pets. Her purrs still sounded like a housecat, but now they had a deep rumbling quality to them. When she was done with the pets, she phased through his hands and wandered away. He warned her not to go too far, but he was pretty sure she was going to ignore him. Her ability to phase through attacks and escape danger meant that she had never really learned caution as they spent the days hunting monsters.

At one point, Luke had asked Cormac about her skills, since his own Phantom Shot was interdicted he worried that her phasing abilities would be too. Surprisingly, the answer was no. There were no skills that beast companions weren’t allowed to have. Instead, Beastmasters and their animals were relegated to the outer city. There were numerous skills that kept monsters out of the inner city, and those worked on animal companions as well. The upper nobility didn’t fear the beast skills because they wouldn’t ever see them.

It didn’t seem fair to Luke. He didn’t want to have to worry about being killed if they found out he had a forbidden skill. He wished that he could let them know and just stay in the outer city without having to worry about being found out and murdered. Sadly, that wasn’t an option. Luke would have to try to level up to twenty-four as fast as he could and sacrifice the skill before a strong enough Seer found him out.

A bouncing light appeared in the distance and Luke was instantly on guard. It reminded him of the stories of a will-o-wisp. He activated Armor Adjunct to protect himself from any mental attacks.

The bouncing light came closer and Luke’s perception picked it out as a softly glowing slime. He laughed to himself at freaking out over the weakest monster on the planet. He fired a lightning ball in a long arc that hit a foot away from the bouncing monster. The lightning shot out and crackled against the slime’s gelatinous skin. The glancing attack should have killed it but the slime bounced forward unharmed a moment later.

Maybe this was a lightning slime? Luke wanted a closer look. He created a pair of Vortex Doors, one on the dirt in front of him and the other on a nearby boulder. He dropped into the portal and gravity switched from down to the side. His dexterity was high enough that the change didn’t throw him and he landed on his feet. He was twenty feet away from the slime now. He oriented himself and fired off a Phantom Shot. Since everyone was asleep it was one of the few times it was safe to use the skill.

Luke watched the gray and violet slug shoot forward and impact the monster center mass. It immediately slumped, turning into a puddle. An instant later, it slurped up into a slime again and hopped backwards. Then it turned and hopped towards him.

In surprise, Luke fired off another Phantom Shot. The spell hit the monster and it fell into a puddle again. He could see the slime skin perforate from the shot and its innards spill out into the dirt. But just like last time, the slime slurped itself back up, bounced backwards and was fine. It discovered him again and started bouncing forward to attack.

One after another, Luke fired off a fireball, another lightning attack, an acid bolt, and a fracture spell. All of them hit and seemed to kill the monster, but after each attack, it reconstituted itself and came at him again.

Luke had to take a few steps back. The slime was slow, but there wasn’t anything he could do to stop it. He looked towards the nearby camp and wondered if he could bear to scare the kids again by shooting the slime with a summoned tank.

He shook his head. No, he would figure this out quietly. If there were truly a super strong slime out there, he would have heard about it before. Worst case, he could use Vortex Door to portal it away from the camp. It wasn't dexterous enough to avoid a well placed portal.

As a test, Luke let it get closer and fired off another Phantom Shot. The monster ‘died’ again and then hopped backwards as usual. This time he saw something new. The goop sucked itself into the slime exactly the reverse of how it spilled out. It hopped backwards through the air in a reverse of its previous attack. He smiled as he figured it out.

This was a Time Slime. Every time it died, it triggered its magic and reversed time to when it wasn’t dead. The smile slipped off his face. If this was a slime that could use time magic, how was he supposed to kill it?
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                Luke danced backwards, keeping out of the Time Slime’s range as he thought about how to kill it. Its magic was unlike any he had seen before and he wracked his mind for something he hadn’t thought of before.

First he tried combining attacks, Phantom Shot and Fireball, Acid bolt and Lightning ball. It didn’t work. Every time the attacks hit, the monster would die, but then reverse time and be completely whole again.

He tried physical damage next, hitting it with his chainsword and ice hammer. Neither worked. Or rather, they killed the monster spectacularly and sent slime splashing everywhere, but then the monster reversed time and was whole again. He did notice that the spots on his armor where the droplets of acid hit weren’t repaired. The monster could only reverse time for itself, not the world around it.

That gave him an idea. He fired off another Phantom Shot, and then as it died, Luke fired off an Acidbolt. This time, he sent the second shot behind it, to the ground where it had been a moment before. When the monster reversed time and bounced backwards, it landed into the pool of acid Luke had temporarily created.

The magic acid ate away at the slime and killed it again. The monster’s instinctive magic activated again, and sent it jumping forward through time. This time, when it landed, it was immediately torn apart. Luke hadn’t fired a third shot, but the time magic still replicated the injury. When it died, it bounced backwards again, burning up once more.

The slime bounced back and forth between deaths. Luke would feel guilty if it had enough cognition to feel the agony of constant death. He sat there and watched it run through the loop over and over again. He glanced around to make sure no other monster was coming near their camp.

After dozens of deaths, the monster’s innate magic must have run out. It died and stayed dead. A small tier one core coalesced above the dripping slime. Luke plucked it out and made sure it was clean before tucking it away. He wondered if he could make something cool with it. Kruro had mentioned once that there was a different branch of runic crafting that used the elemental magics the monster cores still had. It was an entirely different process than the runework he was used to, but it would be fun to learn something new.

He walked back to the center of the camp and resumed watch. It was a boring night. No other monsters approached and Luke couldn’t pass the time by reading or playing on his phone. He spent some of the night practicing his bond with his prosthetic leg, circulating his internal mana to replicate the rune that allowed him to retain his buff even when he was out of his mech. One of these days he would be grateful he practiced.

Eventually, his shift ended and he crawled into bed. He noticed that Bosa woke up when he entered the tent, but pretended to keep sleeping. Apparently she didn’t trust him yet. He ignored her and drifted off to sleep.

The next morning started shortly before the sun rose. Bosa snuck out of the tent, waking him. Jinx was snuggled up to Luke, her head resting on his chest. So cute. He decided to wait before he got up, just enjoying the moment. Even though she was huge now, she was still a housecat at heart.

Bosa called him when breakfast was ready. She packed up the tents while the lords and Luke ate. He felt a little weird being waited on like that, but he was trying to build up a reputation in Kalibutan society. He might as well start practicing it now.

“We’ll be passing through two dangerous areas today, the acrid canyon and the queen’s forest,” Momoh said as he skewered a vegetable roll and used it to point towards the path. “We can’t afford to stop as often today as we did yesterday. If you need assistance during your shift, Luke of Machines, just ask. I suspect my nephew and I will be pressed into service several times today.”

“It gets worse? How do the wagon trains get to and from the portal if it’s that dangerous?” Luke asked. He picked up a slice of pickled monster meat as they talked.

“They choose stealth over speed. The mundane wagons sneak along, doing their best to avoid attention of the stronger monsters. For weaker monsters they have crossbows and special bolts.”

“And that works? We saved a wagon train yesterday, their stealth clearly wasn’t good enough.”

“One of the reasons lords do not sneak as they travel is so that we can kill pests and make it easier for them. But do not pity them. They succeed more often than not. I would say at least four fifths of the wagon trains arrive at their destinations.” 

“That’s not great odds. I’m not sure I would want to join a wagon train that had a twenty percent chance of death. Do they have to force people to be merchants, like an alternative to jail or something?”

“Of course not. People vie for slots on the trading wagons. It is a dangerous job, but one comparatively well paid.”

Luke shook his head slowly, aware that the gesture wouldn’t translate. “It sounds like life in the cities is a desperate struggle for the bare necessities and people will take any risk to get out of that life. Sounds like a pretty shitty Empire if people are literally dying to leave it.”

Imohi scowled and put down his dish. “How dare you besmirch the great name of the Empire of the Rising Dawn! I could challenge you to a duel for that slander.”

Momoh put a hand on his young nephew’s shoulder. “Calm yourself, Provisional Lord Imohi. You won’t be able to lose the provisional if you explode at every incendiary comment. Use this time with an irritating human to practice your calm demeanor. You will have to work with idiots and ferrets if you want to secure all six votes during the shuffle. Politics is self control.” 

Luke bristled at being called irritating. The corner of Momoh’s mouth twitched up.

Momoh continued. “I understand how this must seem from the outside, Luke of Machines. You see the easy life the aristocratic class has and contrast that with the desperate lives that the lowest class lives. There is a great disparity.

“What you don’t see is that our culture has many strata. We all earn a higher place through effort and risk. The lowest class risks death, true, but success means advancing to a better life. A joyful struggle is better than a hopeless trudge. As I understand it, most people in your world have lives full of drudgery.”

Luke slashed his hands down. “I wouldn’t say most have a life of drudgery. And almost none of them risk their lives. Even our military, people whose job it is to fight, have a better survival rate than eighty percent. I believe most people on Earth would never accept a joyful struggle if it meant possible death.”

“I don’t believe that is true. I lived on Earth as a visitor for five months. I saw several different nations and ways of living. There are a great many people in abject poverty, I believe they would jump at the opportunity to fight for a stable life. However, I am not human. Perhaps you are correct. There are things that I cannot understand as someone who has grown up outside your culture.”

Luke took a few seconds to think about it. There were plenty of Americans that lived in poverty and even more from other countries. Maybe he was right, if they had the chance to fight for a better life, some of them would probably take it. “There are many different cultures on Earth. Violence is always an option, and I suppose some of them do choose it.”

Momoh waggled his hands. “Yes, and unlike your people, my people choose violence against monsters, not each other.”

“You act like you live in a paradise. That may be true for the aristocrats, but it certainly isn’t for those at the bottom.”

“Struggle reaches from the dregs to the pinnacle. We have no heartless tyrants because all of us have earned our spots. Success breeds glory and compassion.”

“That’s quite the claim. I would be surprised to find compassion at the pinnacle of any society.”

“It is the truth for the Empire of the Rising Dawn. It comes from how our society is constructed. There are five mortal strata and everyone is encouraged to do their best to rise to the top. On the bottom are the monster cullers and others that live without glory like civic servants. If they work hard enough, they could be promoted to the second strata, the craftsmen. If they make a strong enough contribution to society, they are promoted to the next strata, the farmers. Many stop at this strata, it is a profession full of glory. Those that strive for more can apply to be an administrator. This is a growing strata in recent centuries because modern life demands it. Those that show clear leadership in their administrative duties may be advanced to the aristocracy. Even once they have reached the aristocracy, they must continually justify their position in the periodic shuffles.”

“Is that how you gained your own position as a lord? Did you and your nephew start as monster cullers and work your way up?” Luke asked, trying not to let his supreme doubt seep into his voice.

“I was born into a family of farmers, I worked my way up from there. Provisional Lord Imohi was born after I reached my position.”

Of course. They talk about social mobility, but the biggest asshole Luke had met on this planet was a nepo baby.

Momoh continued. “I can guess what you are thinking, that these two lords did not work up from the bottom. It’s important to note that each member of the Triumvirate has worked up from the lowest strata. They were born without glory and earned every scrap as they climbed up. Glory and compassion come from the top, and we all follow their example.”

Luke could see the fervent look in Momoh’s eyes and decided not to continue this conversation. That kind of zealotry wasn’t usually associated with truth. They talked of other things and loaded up into the hover vehicles.

The first shift went to Luke again. He had a new plan that would hopefully help with the increased monster presence and not scare the Falodun Widow’s kids. Two Machine Souls had regenerated during the Kalibutan night. That brought him up to four, and he sent one into his magic drone. After he gave it instructions, the small device shot into the air and zoomed down the path at max speed. The trio of cameras should spot most kinds of monsters well before he got there.

A half hour later the camera spotted a group of Explosive Crows about three miles ahead. Instead of waiting for the caravan to get closer, Luke immediately used Summon Vehicle to create a Viper. He threw a Machine Soul into the helicopter, but didn’t tell Bosa to stop driving.

The hover vehicles left the gray and violet construct behind as it slowly spun up its blades. Three minutes later, the heavily armed Viper buzzed past them, flying a few feet above the treetops. After seeing the bones of the dragon, he had no wish to send the helicopter high enough to draw their ire.

Luke kept track of his mana as it flew forward. Summoning the Viper had cost twelve points of mana, and in the four minutes since then, his mana hadn’t gone down yet. The summons took a point of mana per minute, but so far his mana regeneration had kept up with it.

It was too early to tell, but he might be at the point where he could keep the Viper summoned indefinitely. The actual numbers depended on his regeneration from his Acuity stat and the local mana density. Yesterday the mana had been thinner. The denser mana in the area combined with his upgraded stat might have finally hit the sweet spot of one mana a minute. Time would tell.

The helicopter’s nose gun pivoted and tracked the flock of five foot tall birds. They were all black with ugly feathers that drifted down to the forest floor and exploded on contact. The explosions were more like grenades than fireballs. The monsters immediately took flight when the beat of the helicopter blades reached them. They flapped their wings and sent swarms of feathers flying forward like arrows. If even one feather hit the helicopter blades, the Viper would crash.
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                The murder of Explosive Crows flapped hard and accelerated towards Luke’s summoned helicopter. With a ten feet wide wingspan they were able to quickly get up to speed. As they flapped, they sent wave after wave of black feathers into the air. The swarm of black feathers turned and accelerated towards the loud machine in the distance. They sliced forward without dropping, primed to explode on contact.

They never reached the helicopter.

The AH-1Z Viper was the pinnacle of Earth engineering. It opened fire before the monsters flew fifty feet. The Machine Soul piloting the summoned vehicle was able to use its advanced sensor suite to track all fourteen monsters and unloaded on them with its nose cannon.

Round after round of summoned ammunition streaked through the air like the buzz of a titan bee. It tracked the targets and eliminated them one after another. Monsters fell out of the air, trailing feathers. Before the Explosion Crow attacks came near, all fourteen monsters were dead. The Viper juked out of the way as the feathers' magic disintegrated and they turned to dust.

Luke pumped his fist over a mile away. He had been watching through the eyes of his Machine Soul and was ecstatic with its performance. He mentally directed it to continue forward, staying about two miles ahead of the caravan. The mana upkeep cost for the helicopter warred with his higher regeneration and his mana points slowly ticked down at a rate of one per five minutes.

Fifteen minutes later, the Viper found a nest of Blink Ants. After the first few monsters died to the nose cannon, the rest of the ants teleported fifty feet away. The helicopter spread out its attacks, trying to catch the monsters off guard. It was no use. They were too fast now that they were alerted. Luke sent a mental command to the Machine Soul to stop wasting ammunition and skip to the missiles.

Twin JAGM missiles shot down towards the twenty foot tall anthill. The nearby monsters teleported away from the impact site, but not far enough. The fifty pound warheads in each missile detonated simultaneously and erased the anthill from existence. Luke could see the plume of dirt from a mile away.

Despite all that, the Viper still hadn’t got all the monsters. Four Blink Ants had teleported far enough away to avoid the blast radius. They were currently scrambling up nearby trees, trying to get closer to the hovering heli. Luke didn’t wait for them to teleport in for revenge and ordered the Machine Soul to fly away, leading the Blink Ants away from the road. Once the ants were lost in the dust, he ordered the heli back to the road. The next monster it came across was a hulking solitary monster. 

Luke wanted to call it a Biceritops because it reminded him of a two horned dinosaur. But when the helicopter drew close, the monster stood up on its hind legs. He decided it was a Devil Dino. The monster swung its forelimbs and two thin crescents appeared midair and zoomed towards the Viper. Only inhuman reflexes allowed the helicopter to evade the twin attacks.

The Machine Soul didn’t need prompting to unleash the big guns this time. It fired two JAGM missiles followed by two Hydra rockets. The quartet of explosions knocked the huge monster back and threw up massive clouds of dust. The Viper immediately switched to thermal vision, just in time to see another crescent attack.

The summoned helicopter tilted to the side and the near invisible blade of energy sliced through the air inches away from its skids. As it was recovering, the viper sent out its Sidewinders. The internal guidance allowed the missiles to curve and hit the huge monster in the face. The Viper then tilted down and aimed its Hydra rockets at the Devil Dino. It fired one after another until the big beast stopped moving. The Viper was left with two rockets and no missiles by the time it died. Later, when the caravan drew close, Luke made sure to pick up the monster core from the corpse. He was vaguely disappointed to see it was only tier five. He perked up when the system gave him an update.
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Every level up to Summon Vehicle was doubly exciting. It was awesome getting a skill higher so it could do more. This skill was also his highest skill so every level meant that his class could level up too.

An hour and a half after he first summoned the Viper, Luke’s mana ran out and the vehicle dissolved into little sparkles. He had to take on the next group of monsters himself. Thankfully, the Plant Kobolds were easily dispatched by the weapons on his Black Mamba mech. All four elemental spells were effective against the small aggressors so he was able to take them down before they got close.

With his higher mana regeneration, it was only another half hour before he was full on mana and was able to safely summon another vehicle. This time he went with the M10 Booker. The medium tank wasn’t as versatile as the helicopter, but it cost less mana to summon, so he could keep it out longer with his remaining mana.

He sent it racing along the path ahead of them, the tracks easily able to handle the rough condition of the dirt road. The Booker did have cameras, but Luke didn’t bother watching through them. They were all short range cameras designed for the driver to keep track of the nearby terrain. Instead, he watched the tank from his other machine, the magic drone flying high above.

Hilariously, the first thing his summon ran into was a wagon train. A group of four wooden wagons was trundling down the dirt path. Each wagon had four dwarven guards, each armed with a spear and crossbow. They each had identical purple and blue uniforms that spoke to a well organized group.

As soon as she saw the tip of the tank barrel, the lead guard shot her crossbow. A silvery bolt embedded itself into the tank’s front armor. Luke commanded the Machine Soul not to retaliate, but the command wasn’t necessary. The soul hadn’t twitched in response to the attack.

Ever since his last threshold, Luke had noticed that his Machine Souls were smarter. Before they wanted to shoot anything that moved, and now they were able to recognize friend from foe. Which was better than the dwarven guards could say. Two more crossbow bolts streaked through the air and hit the tank. The third one set off a cascading failure, unraveling the spell that kept the summons together. His magic drone saw a puff of gray and violet sparkles dissipate into the air.

Luke couldn’t hold back a groan. What a waste of mana and Machine Soul. The mana would regenerate quickly, but the Machine Soul took much longer. He only had two left out of the six he started this journey with.

He turned around and waved back to Momoh. His hover cart sped up and drew closer to the hover truck. Luke said, “Lord Momoh. There’s a wagon train ahead. Buncha guys in purple and blue. They attacked and dispelled my summoned vehicle. Should we be worried about them?”

Imohi yelled from the rear of the caravan. “Was your machine being annoyingly loud again?”

Luke rolled his eyes and said, “No, it was being quiet, I hadn’t fired the guns once before they killed it.”

Imohi laid back on his cushions and waved his hands dismissively. “Maybe they thought it was ugly.”

Momoh chuckled and said, “Luke of Machines. Be not concerned. The blue and purple tabard is the uniform of the Vincenne merchants. They are not our enemies. They must have erroneously assumed your summon was a monster or an illusion.”

“If you say so. How about you go first until we meet them? I don’t want them to accidentally shoot my hover truck because they don’t recognize the design. They are about a mile ahead,” Luke said.

Momoh chuckled and gestured forwards. His servant pushed forward on his little gazebo model and they drifted forward to take the lead. A short while later, they came up to an agitated group of travelers. The wagon train had circled and all of them were staring nervously into the forest.

This time, the guards didn’t shoot first and ask questions later. Instead the lead guard leaned forward and put her fists on the wagon planks. “Esteemed aristocrats. It is an honor to see you, but we must warn you, there may be a monster with illusion magic out there. We encountered a strange metal beast a few moments ago. It disappeared after we shot it.”

Imohi laughed uproariously. Luke scowled at the brat and turned back to the guard. “That wasn’t an illusion, that was my summoned construct. I had sent it ahead to clear out monsters before we got there.”

It was a bit annoying how weak his summons were. The conjured ammunition was effective, but the conjured armor wasn’t as durable as the real thing.

“My apologies, uh, Metal Master. We didn’t mean to interrupt your hunt.”

“Don’t worry about it. I just wanted you to know there wasn’t anything to worry about. There is no monster nearby, and I just killed all of the monsters on the path behind us. You won’t have to worry about being attacked for a while.”

She brightened up at that and thanked him. She ordered the wagon train to get going again and they were soon out of sight.

Luke took the lead again. Despite his earlier bad luck, he decided to summon a Booker tank again. He loaded it up with his second to last Machine Soul and sent it ahead. Predictably, the tank didn’t run into any resistance for a while. The dwarves had cleared out some of the nearby monsters.

Some, but not all. An hour after they saw the wagon train, his summoned tank found resistance. There was an Apex Troll sitting in the middle of the road, slowly pulling the meat out of a giant spider corpse. Monster’s instincts didn’t force them to fight each other, but they did enjoy eating. Inter-monster conflict was common.

The tank fired its big gun before the troll had a chance to stand up. The summoned cannon shot blasted through the monster’s torso and left a gaping hole in its center. The Apex Troll didn’t even look down at the wound. Instead, it jumped up and raced forward. The wound was quickly filled in by tiny troll units until it was whole again.

The two machine guns atop the turret started firing, each shot taking out a few troll units. Every shot was slowly wearing the monster down, shrinking it slightly. Given enough time, the three guns could whittle it down to nothing. The monster wasn’t going to give them enough time. It was still over fifteen feet tall when it got close.

The Machine Soul piloting the tank was happy to sacrifice itself to hurt the monster, but Luke wasn’t. He had just created that thing, he wanted it to last a few more hours. He ordered the tank to reverse at full speed.

It jolted into action, backing up at a blistering pace of twenty miles an hour. The troll’s attack was delayed, but not by long. Luke ordered the tank to focus on the monster’s legs. The next cannon shot took the leg off at the knee, making the troll tumble to the ground. It quickly got up and continued its mindless pursuit.

The Booker was able to repeat that trick two more times before the troll was almost upon it. At the last moment, Luke’s hover truck came around the corner. He raised his mech’s arms and sent a fireball and acid bolt arcing through the air to hit the troll just before it killed his summon.

The troll roared in pain and frustration. The elemental attacks were effective in a way that the bullets weren’t. Luke was able to quickly wear the monster down without it hitting either his tank or his hover truck. He was rewarded with a tier seven monster core.

He tucked it into the storage compartment with the others. It was getting full. When they got back home, they were in for a huge payday.

The rest of his shift went by uneventfully. The tank’s weapons were well suited to killing off Acid Bears, Snake Bushes, and way too many kobolds. He collected some of the bigger mana cores, but didn’t bother with the small ones from the kobolds.

When his shift was over, Momoh congratulated him on not needing assistance to kill the stronger monsters in the area. Luke was proud of himself, but already had ideas on a better war machine he could construct and then load into his Summon Vehicle skill. He needed something fast and agile, with a variety of weapons to be able to handle a variety of threats. He wouldn’t bother with armor, since even summoned tank armor could be breached with a crossbow bolt.

Luke relaxed as the next shift slowly slid by. The countryside transitioned from a temperate forest to a jungle forest. Every so often, the monster cullers in Momoh’s cart would fire off a bevy of laser shots and water jets. It was mostly quiet. And boring.

The interdimensional modem should have been the perfect way to stave off boredom, but it was so slow. He had grown up after the time of dial up modems, but it seemed like this thing was even slower. He checked his email and the WikiRunes website before putting it away again. It was so frustrating to see the screen fill up one line at a time.

Jinx seemed to sense his boredom and woke up and stretched. Luke held out his hands so she could climb up front and get pets and scritches. She turned around and phased through the back of the cab. Of course.

The movement did wake up Kruro and Luke pounced on the opportunity.

“Kruro, or should I say Kruro of Runes? What should I call you on this trip?”

“Kruro of Runes is the proper address when we are in Kalibutan society. Among friends, you may call me Kruro.”

“Well, Kruro my friend, I was thinking about what you said last night. You were being all mysterious, but I think I know what you were talking about. Do you have-” Luke cut himself off when she held up a hand. 

“Please, wait until we are aboard the train. It has special privacy enchantments that even the Triumvirate's seers cannot pierce."

Luke leaned back and said, “Ok, fine. But we gotta talk about something. I’m so bored.”

“Travel isn’t exactly entertaining. I try to sleep to avoid boredom and the anxiety that comes with traveling through the monster infested wilds.”

“Well, you are up now. What do you want to talk about?”

She tapped her fingertips together for a moment before she said, “I might find a mate while we are in the capital. What do you look for in a mate?”

Luke smiled. “I think you and I have different definitions of a mate. We’re only going to be in the capital for a week. That’s not enough time for a real relationship.”

She rolled her hand. “Still. You wanted to talk, answer the question.”

“Well, I think you know that Vanessa and I broke up just before this trip. I don’t think I want to get into a new relationship anytime soon. But I have been thinking about it. Where I went wrong, what kind of personality would be a better fit for me.

“I think I jumped into the relationship with Vanessa because she was beautiful and interested in magic like me. That kind of surface connection is fine at first, but we never developed a deeper connection. I think when I start dating again, I’ll be looking for someone that I can trust with a conversation that goes beyond surface level.”

The cab was quiet for a beat before Kruro said, “I’m looking for a mate with a muscly tail and thin cheeks.”

Luke and Bosa both laughed at the disconnect between the two answers. Kruro joined in a few moments later.

“Bosa of Domestic, what do you look for in a mate?” Kruro asked when they stopped laughing.

“I hope we can be friends, please call me Bosa,” she said. “I haven’t thought much about what I look for in a mate. I’ve been busy with other things recently. I’ve only been Chosen for a year, I’m still training myself up.”

“Yes, but if you found a perfect mate, what would they be like?” Luke asked.

“She would have to be special. Kind and giving, interesting and adventurous. I want a relationship that helps me grow and discover who I am. And she would have to have a good butt.”

Luke smiled. That sounded like a good list. Kruro wiggled her hands in approval. Bosa brightened up when she realized that neither of them were upset that she was a lesbian. They kept talking about trivial matters until the forest opened up to a wide grassland. In the center of the grassland was a gentle hill with a walled city atop the mound. Vedastine. It was the largest city Luke had seen on Kalibutan, although admittedly it was smaller than Fort Collins, the Earth city that housed the portal.

Even from a distance, he could tell that the city was drastically different from the estate villages. He couldn’t wait to explore it while they waited for the train they were catching later today.
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                The city of Vedastine was a primarily dwarvish city, and that was reflected in its construction. Instead of the cold metal and stone architecture that defined elvish cities, Vedastine was organic and growing. Wooden construction defined its style and every rooftop was covered in gardens and greenery. Many buildings had vines crawling up the sides, woven in specific patterns. The roads were paved with stone, but framed by trees. Only the city’s huge black walls were bare of any plant ornamentation.

Their small caravan had stopped in front of the city gates and Seneschal Cormac had hopped out of Imohi’s hover cart to talk with the guards. Luke drummed his fingers on the steering wheel, impatient to get into the city. Hopefully they wouldn’t charge too much for entrance. 

Cormac finished his conversation and then said something to his lord, and then the other lord. Luke rolled down his window and leaned out to talk to the older orc as he walked up.

“The train to the capital is earlier than expected. The man I spoke with said they might be leaving within the hour. Provisional Lord Imohi and Lord Momoh have decided to drive around the city and park directly at the train station. The fees are slightly higher there, but that way we don’t miss the train and have to wait until tomorrow.”

Luke slumped. “So we don’t get to see Vedastine? You went on and on about the cuisine and echo plants and we won’t even step foot in the city?”

Cormac waggled his hands in assent. “Yes. Sorry about that. The lords are happy though. They are typical elves in that regard. They prefer their civilization to be clean and spotless.”

“Well, as long as they are happy, I suppose I can’t complain, can I?” Luke groused.

He really wasn’t going to complain to them. Only a few hours ago, Momoh and Imohi showed him why it would be a bad idea to piss them off. Their class skills were well beyond anything Luke could match.

A swarm of more than two dozen black beetles had attacked the caravan. Each one was ten feet tall, with a trio of horns that stretched up twelve feet high. The two monster cullers in the front hover cart had been quickly overwhelmed, prompting Momoh to join in the fight. He swept a scintillating beam of brown energy across the assembled monsters. Everywhere it touched, the monsters liquified and decayed. They went from healthy to year-old corpses in an instant.

While Momoh was decimating the front line, Imohi was taking out the back line. Luke finally saw his skills in action. The Provisional Lord had a type of summoning skill, it created mana copies of a half dozen of the monster beetles. The copies were mutated and stronger than the originals, bigger with stronger natural weapons. They cut through the back line and met the disintegrating front line. Between the two elves, they had killed twenty-six high leveled monsters in a handful of seconds. They were high leveled monsters too, as evidenced by the fact that all of the servants hopped out of the hover carts and scrambled to quickly collect the cores before they sped off again.

Outside the black city walls of Vedastine, Luke followed the other two hover carts in a looping path around to the train station on the other side of the city. There was another gate here, one just big enough for the train itself to pass through. He noticed that instead of a train track, they had installed a thin blue stone in a straight line leading away from the city. After another short conversation with the guards and they were let into Vedastine.

Luke could hear the beautiful music and smell alluring foods in the distance, but he couldn’t get to any of them. Instead, they had to board the train right away. The conductor let them know they were the last ticketed guests and they would leave as soon as they were loaded.

The train itself sat in a long loop around the train station. It was a hover train, sitting above the blue stone. The stone probably made the hovering more mana efficient. Towards the front of the train, there were multiple small train cars. Each one had ornately carved designs in different metals. Past them there were more sedate cars with minimal ornamentation and thick glass. The final cars were long wooden blocks with thin slit windows. The entire thing was perhaps a half mile long. There were no doors between cars, instead they had a walkway on the train’s roof with short bridges and low railing.

Cultural norms insisted that the servants load all the luggage and prepare the rooms while the aristocrats ate crackers. Momoh suggested they pretend that was what happened and loaded up his luggage into the train car himself. Luke followed suit since his mech gave him even more effective strength than the mountain lord.

Within ten minutes, everyone was aboard and ready to go. Luke’s group got the brass train car, the last of the individual train cars. He suspected he was supposed to be upset that the other lords got better train cars. Instead, he couldn’t be happier with his accommodations. It was like they gave him his own apartment.

The bronze designs on the outside continued inside, giving the room a muted and calm feeling. It felt like they had been inspired by the art deco style from Earth. There were three rooms, one large room in the center with a bed, two chairs, and a small table. There was a small closet with a hole in the floor and enchanted water spigots. A basic toilet and shower was a luxury on a train. To the front and rear were two much smaller rooms with not much more than a bed. Kruro would have to stuff herself into the room in order to fit, but she assured Luke she preferred it that way.

A hidden hatch in the floor opened up to the storage underneath. Half of that storage had been taken up by the Black Mamba mech, the rest with everyone’s luggage and the trade goods Luke had packed. He knew the spices and chocolate would sell well, but wasn’t sure about the VR goggles and ornate pocket watches. It was an experiment, some things were bound to fail.

The train started moving shortly after they got settled. It started up so smoothly, only the movement outside let them know they were moving. They accelerated for a while, getting faster and faster until the sound of wind rushing past the windows grew loud. At some point, they reached an equilibrium and the oscillations dampened. They were going at least twice as fast as the hover truck’s top speed.

For the first time in the trip, Luke climbed out of his smaller set of power armor. The conductor had said that the train had the highest grade of protection available and the privacy wards were as good as the ones in the Triumvirate's castle. It felt nice to finally relax.

He was about to sigh in relief when he saw the look on Bosa’s face. Her expression was twisted with disgust. It was like she was looking at a rat in her soup.

Luke glanced down, but his fly wasn’t down. “What? Do I smell? I’m sorry, I can take a shower.”

Bosa schooled her expression and said, “No, no, that’s not it. It’s not you at all. I was just reminded of an unpleasant memory.”

He sighed and sat down heavily. “Seems to be a lot of that going around. No one can stand the sight of me.”

She shook her head, worried now. “Seriously, it’s not about you. You seem great.”

He flopped back on the bed and said, “It’s not you, it’s me. How is it that even the lesbian servant wants to break up with me?”

“What?” Bosa sounded confused now.

Luke sat up again. “Sorry. That was me being overdramatic. I’m normally not like this, but I guess I’m still getting over being dumped a few days ago. My girlfriend, Vanessa, was supposed to come with me on this trip. She dumped me because she has PTSD and now she gets triggered when she sees me. It’s why we broke up. I guess I’m sensitive about it. I’m sorry, I shouldn’t make that your problem.”

Bosa ran through a few different emotions. She looked away and said, “I’m sorry I made you think of that. I didn’t mean to throw you into a tailspin. I’ll stay out of your hair.”

She hurried to the rear servant room and slid the door shut. A large rune in the center of the door started softly glowing.

Kruro had been retreating into her own room during the discussion. The naga really hated talking about emotional stuff. With Bosa gone, she slithered back into the main room. Kruro pointed at the rune on Bosa’s door and said, “That’s a privacy rune, one of many around the cabin. She can’t hear us anymore, neither can anyone else, regardless of their skills.”

“Huh. Seems like a useful rune. I’ll have to memorize it at some point. But you said something last night. You wanted to tell me something, but only while no one could overhear. What was that about?”

Kruro wiggled her hands in assent. “Indeed. The Empire’s spies are everywhere and most nobles are loyal to the Triumvirate. I couldn’t risk talking to you about this before. I know you have an interdicted skill.”

Luke’s eyes widened. “What makes you think I have an illegal skill?”

She waved her hand dismissively. “Don’t bother trying to deny it. You aren’t nearly as secretive on Earth as you are on Kalibutan. I saw you use the phase spell that bypasses armor. That’s not just illegal, it’s actually interdicted. One of the few skills that. if properly leveled, could kill the Triumvirate."

“I’m not sure what you saw, but I’m pretty sure I’m too weak to be a danger to any royal, let alone one of the Triumvirate."

She huffed. “I’m not going to turn you in, Luke of Machines. Just the opposite. I know you are a just and good man, and I trust you with my life. That is why I’m willing to admit I am a member of the White Scales.” She paused and held her breath.

“Uh, is that supposed to mean something to me?”

She shook herself and leaned back on her tail. “I see I’ve assumed too much. A history lesson is needed to explain who the White Scales are. Kalibutan is the world of the elves. They are the only intelligent species native to this planet. Almost a millennia ago, The Empire of the Rising Dawn succeeded in conquering the disparate tribes. For centuries, the Triumvirate ruled with an iron fist. But an empire built for war cannot survive without an enemy. They attempted many solutions, organized religion, eldritch enemies they called the Outsiders, none of it worked.

“When their nation was about to fall to infighting and civil war, the Triumvirate’s Runewrights succeeded in creating a distraction. They opened portals to another world. A race of warlike beings, called Kapro, attempted to invade Kalibutan. They failed. Instead, the elves beat them back and invaded their world. It was a total genocide.”

“They killed off an entire species? A planet of people, just gone?”

“Indeed. They only realized their mistake when the last foe was dead. With no one to fight, the Empire grew directionless again. They opened up new portals, only this time they conquered instead of exterminating. They turned the dwarves into a vassal race. When their world was completely dominated, they moved on to the Merfolk, Orcs, Cyclops, and Naga. The Naga were a proud people, so we didn’t capitulate like the rest. They had to kill almost all of us before the remainder surrendered. Our world is still devastated decades later.

“They think us a broken people, but we never stopped fighting. Many Naga are part of the White Scale, a group of rebels with the goal of destabilizing the Triumvirate and closing the gates to other worlds. People from all the conquered races are working together to trap the elves in their own world. We will not rest until they turn their war machine on themselves.” She leaned forward. “And I believe you can help us.”

Luke blinked and sat back. He never would have guessed that Kruro was a terrorist. She played the part of a dutiful servant so well. “You want me to join your rebellion? I assume it’s because of my skill. Do you want me to kill a king with Phantom Shot? I don’t know if I want to be an assassin.”

“Eventually, yes. You are too low leveled for now, the White Scale would help you past your next few thresholds first. If you agree, we’ll train you and arrange a meeting with one of the Triumvirate. With one of the three killed, the government will slow to a crawl because the remaining two won’t be able to agree on anything.”

Luke was still reeling from the revelation and took a minute to respond. “What if I say no? I sympathize with your plight, but Earth is at peace. This might send my entire world into war, millions would die.”

“Millions have already died and many more millions will die if we do nothing. Your world is at peace for now, but that is only because the Triumvirate is taking time to build up a bigger invasion force. They will attack your world again, it is an absolute certainty. The only way for you to save your fellow humans is to help the White Scale stop the elves before they can attack.”

“I believe you, I really do. Everything I know about the elves tells me you are telling the truth. But still. I have to assume this would plunge my world into war. No one man should be able to make that decision.”

Kruro sighed and looked out the window. The countryside slid by as the train rocketed forward. “You asked what would happen if you said no? Nothing. You would be left alone. We only recruit from those whose whole being is dedicated to the fight. I would report to my superiors that I have failed and they would eliminate me.”

“They would kill you?!” Luke shouted. He was glad for the privacy runes so no one else heard that outburst.

“The only reason the White Scale still exists is that we take our security very seriously. The moment I mentioned their name to you, I knew that my life was on the line. I understand your reticence to join our organization, you must be loyal to your world first and foremost. However, give my proposal some thought. You do not need to make a decision until after we are at the capital. We will either give you some training, or you will never see me again.”

“That’s not fair. You can’t put that on me like that.”

“Life is rarely fair.”

A soft chime rang from near the door to the roof. A small hexagon hung there, with dozens of small colored flags. They flipped over after the chime, forming a new pattern. Kruro slithered over to the magic telegram and consulted the small booklet that hung there.

She said, “It is a notice that the train will be attacked by monsters soon. It is not an emergency, those that wish to exercise their skill may join in the defense of the train.”

Luke looked out the window. He didn’t see anything yet, but he felt like killing some monsters right now. “I’ll join the defense. But this isn’t the last we are talking about this. I won’t let you kill yourself, even if I don’t join your terrorist organization. I dueled a lord to save your life, I’m not going to let you throw it away.”

Once he was back in his slim power armor, Luke opened the exit door and stepped onto a narrow platform. There was a ladder attached to the side of the train car for roof access. One slip or false step could have him falling off the train to his death. Then again, most people using this ladder would be very high leveled, unlikely to fall and strong enough to survive if they did.

When he got to the roof, he saw a simple platform with a four foot tall railing on the edges. There were small bridges connecting to the other train cars. Of the twelve high class cars, four of them had people on them. The wind was howling, whipping their robes and tunics. Jinx had followed him up to the roof, but decided she didn’t like the wind so she phased back into the cabin. Luke smiled as he realized it wasn’t affecting him at all. Score another one for mech suits.

Luke turned to the countryside. They were in a dry area with scrub brush and stunted trees in between the rocks and sand. Off to the left of the train were about fifty monsters racing this way. Some of them wouldn’t get there by the time the front of the train passed, but they would still hit the rear of the long train.

If any of them survived that long, anyway.
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                The assembled mass of monsters must have thought the train looked like a buffet. So many different types of monsters were ignoring each other and racing directly for the train speeding through their territory. Out front were the Flying Sharks, swimming for the front of the train in a pack. Behind them were Spore Raptors, closely followed by Mist Kangaroos. There were bears, ants, and demons in the group, but Luke couldn’t tell what kind they were yet.

Luke quickly took it all in and used Summon Vehicle to create a Viper on the ground nearby. He wanted to have his widest arsenal of weapons available to confront the horde.

He realized his mistake shortly after the construct fell behind. It would take several minutes for the rotors to spin up, by the time the helicopter was airborne, the train would be long gone. He facepalmed and unsummoned the Viper. At least he hadn’t wasted a Machine Soul on it.

The second time around he pointed ahead of the train and summoned a M10 Booker. It took a few seconds to fully solidify into a tank and then he threw a Machine Soul into the construct. He instructed it to race forward at full speed and take out all the monsters it could.

While he was getting his summons into play, the other four aristocrats sprung into action. One of them pointed at the ground in front of the velociraptors and sent a tiny orange ball shooting forward. When it hit, the ball turned the ground into a tar pit. It started at ten feet wide and quickly expanded. Three Spore Raptors fell into the transformed ground before the rest of the pack ran around the hazard. The Mist Kangaroos simply floated over the tar.

Another mage twisted and danced, and then stopped instantly. The air in front of him was warped and twisted too. When the Flying Sharks hit the distorted air, they suddenly sheared apart. It was like the lead shark had been hit by a glitch in reality, sending parts of its body to the left and the other parts to the right. Unlike a glitch though, the shark parts didn’t reassemble themselves. Bloody monster parts ran into the sharks behind them and disrupted the entire school for a few moments.

The woman in orange robes and man in a gray onesie both sent their magic attacks forward, but Luke didn’t see them land. 

He was focused on the results of his own magic. The Booker had gotten in range and opened up with a cannon shot to the Flying Sharks. The 105mm projectile blasted through two sharks before petering out.

The two machine guns atop the turret sprung into action at the same time. They swept the field of monsters, a steady rat-tat-tat-tat. Blood sprung up from the bodies of velociraptors, sharks, bears, and demons. They were dying in droves from the steady onslaught of the modern tank. Some monsters hid behind small outcropings, but the tank kept coming, blasting its cannon at hiding monsters.

The Mist Kangaroos were mostly immune to the summoned ammunition, but another aristocrat had opened his window and blown them all away with a huge gust of wind. It was so strong that they disintegrated into wisps and monster cores rained from the air.

One other monster was able to withstand the tank’s onslaught. It was his old nemesis, Blink Ants. They had insane reflexes and teleported out of the way every time they saw the machine guns point their way.

They didn’t elude the tank for long though. Luke had been paying attention and noticed that their teleports, while fast, were predictable. He ordered the Machine Soul to simultaneously attack where they were, and where he expected them to teleport to. It took him a few tries, but eventually, he killed most of them. The glitch guy got the last two.

Luke had killed more than forty of the fifty monsters attacking the train. He was pretty happy with himself, even though the aristocrats were giving him the stink eye. The System of the World gave him a reason to ignore their ire.
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His class level went up as well. He was now a level twenty-two War Machine. He put a point each into his Memory and Dexterity. The stats would give him a larger mana pool and more precise control of his body and his mana.

All in all, a fantastic result after just two minutes of combat. The only sad thing was that he had spent another Machine Soul. The tank’s top speed was forty miles an hour, well below the train’s. It was quickly being left behind. Too bad he couldn’t just take the soul back, he was down to one now.

Or could he? He hadn’t really tried. The vast majority of time the Machine Soul left when the craft it was piloting was destroyed. This was one of the few times where he had the chance to attempt to pull it back.

He focused on the tendril of magic connecting him to the tank and imagined himself pulling on it. There was resistance, like the soul didn’t want to come back. He wasn’t even sure it was possible, but he kept trying. Time passed, and the tank fell further and further behind. 

Just before he gave up, he felt the tether wobble and contract, like a snapped rubber band. The Machine Soul shot back to him and he felt it re-enter his core. A double check of his stat screen showed that he had two machine souls now.

This changed everything.

He had always been so stingy with his Machine Souls since they took a full day to regenerate. Now that he knew he could pull them back, he could comfortably send out all six of them at once. It would burn through his mana at an astounding rate, but for that two or three minute timeframe, he would be a one man army.

⚙⚙⚙

“If you haven’t noticed it yet, the other royals are growing irritated with you,” Cormac said and picked up his pasta sandwich.

“Oh, I noticed. What I don’t get is why. Is my robe not fancy enough or do they all hate humans? I thought the Kalibutan aristocracy was indifferent to us,” Luke said and crunched into his nut salad.

They were at the back of the train’s dining car because every other table gave him the stink eye. He had already been wanting to sit with Cormac because he liked the orc, but it was weird that all the royals gave him the cold shoulder.

“You’ve heard that the essence of nobility is to have power and not use it, yes?” Cormac asked.

“I have. Are you saying I killed too many monsters too quickly? Are they pissed that I am showing them up?”

“In a way, yes. Using minimal power to kill monsters is seen as virtuous. You’re acting like a monster culler, coming into their hunting grounds and killing with overwhelming force,” Comac said.

“I don’t know how much virtue there is in monster killing. It’s a job, like any other.”

“This is not a job, it is a chance to gather glory. Perhaps this is an aspect of Kalibutan culture no one has explained yet. I will explain. Our methods gather glory for the individual and for society. First of all, those with overwhelming power need to leave some monsters for the young and newly Chosen. It’s the only way the next generation can advance. Secondly, being precise with your skills is one of the best ways to level them up. You could stand to practice a little precision. Thirdly, the Chosen have a responsibility not to make the unchosen fear for their lives. They need to trust that we will use the right amount of power and not overreach into dictatorship. They all know that restraint is the only thing keeping them free from tyranny. Seeing Chosen acting without restraint makes them very nervous.”

Luke leaned back. “I suppose I was being a little close-minded there. I’ll use more restraint if I join the aristocrats on the roof again.”

“That brings me to another question. Why were you on the roof in the first place? I was under the impression none of your skills were hampered by a simple window.”

“That’s... actually a good point. Why didn’t I think of that? Huh. I feel silly. I guess I’ll do that from now on. I’ll focus on being efficient while I am at it.”

Cormac chuckled and said, “It’s good to hear the great human prodigy can be taught.”

“Prodigy? Says who? I got lucky with my class, that’s it.”

“Yes, yes, you are lucky, not talented. And kobolds dance on their toes,” Cormac said dismissively. “You can’t say you aren’t a prodigy. You might be the most talented human runewright ever. Platinum classes are supposed to be difficult to level up, but you have been racing through the levels. I’d be shocked if you don’t hit your third threshold this year.”

Luke had to admit, Cormac had him pegged there. He was pretty good with runes, even for someone born on Kalibutan. And he had already passed his third threshold at level eighteen. Then he realised something. “Wait, why do you think I have a platinum class? I’m awesome but not that awesome.”

Cormac smiled wryly and slashed his hands down. “No reason to deny it, your secret is out. Lord Edobar told me about the blackmail before his death and I told Provisional Lord Imohi everything I know about you shortly before we went on this trip. Your platinum class is no longer hidden, sorry.”

A flash of anger washed through Luke. He had spent so much time and effort to keep that fact secret and this old orc just blurted it out? “Why would you do that? Even if your oath compelled you, you could have at least warned me. I spent the day before we left lying to Lord Momoh’s face about my class. He’s going to think I’m untrustworthy.”

“For that, I am sorry. I had intended on keeping your life private but Provisional Lord Imohi surprised me with pointed questions right before we left. But I wouldn’t worry about the secret getting out. Lord Edobar exaggerated the dangers of people killing you for your class core. Only the truly debased would even consider it. If you have practiced and leveled up at least a little bit since the duel, you should be safe from their kind. What are you now, level sixteen, seventeen?”

Luke shrugged noncommittally.

Cormac laughed and went back to eating. Luke was pissed about his secret getting out, but he decided to let it go. Instead, he asked how Cormac’s family was doing and got a detailed response. The Seneschal’s close and extended family were doing splendidly. More family members had moved to the estate village and the old orc loved it. They all knew that it wouldn’t last long because Imohi didn’t like Cormac, but he was stuck with the older orc for now. The Gobnait family was saving up and planning out the next phase for their family.

Jinx joined the dining car then. She had walked through the wall and padded into the room. There were a few shocked gasps, but when they realized she wasn’t a monster, they went back to their dinners. Luke was impressed with their restraint. If some beast had walked through the walls, his first instinct would be to attack. He supposed if anyone was used to magical pets, it would be the aristocracy.

He waved to Jinx so she could join him. The overlarge housecat ignored him. Instead she rubbed up against people until they gave her pets. She never stayed for long, getting pets and stealing bites of food and then moving on. When she got back to where Luke sat she demanded more pets than she got from anyone else.

It was nice knowing that Jinx had really chosen him as her person. She had the most freedom of any pet, but still chose to stay with him.

After dinner, Luke went back to his train car in a good mood. That mood was dashed when he walked inside. Bosa and Kruro had been talking animatedly, clearly in a good mood. While the naga was happy to see Luke join them, Bosa turned and scowled as soon as she saw him. She quickly turned and slipped into her servant room.

“What is with her?” Luke asked Kruro. “I thought we were friendly. Ever since we boarded the train, it’s like she did a 180°.”

“I noticed the same thing but she only spoke positively of you while you were gone. I believe she still enjoys your company, but perhaps she only likes you when you are wearing your suit of armor. Some women are like that, they prefer the uniform to the man.”

“Maybe. Seems like a stretch though. I’ll have to ask her about it sometime.”

“Tell me how it goes. Incidentally, I will be sleeping for the next day or so. It’s one of the perks of being a naga, we can skip travel by sleeping through it. Please wake me when we are near our final destination.”

“Will do.” Luke said. He also suspected that she was also skipping the conversation he was going to have with Bosa. Kruro hated dealing with the emotional stuff.

Alone in his room, Luke decided to practice the precision the aristocrats expected of him. He had a plan to get amazingly precise with his skills and show up all of them. Then, once they all accepted him as one of their own and invited him to their country clubs, he would blow them out of the water by sending a fleet of helicopters to steal all the kills.

Summon Vehicle was the one skill that didn’t seem precise no matter how efficient he was with his mana. Instead, Luke decided to practice with his other three skills. It took him a minute, but he realized he could practice all three at the same time.

He cleared out the middle of the room and used Vortex Door to place a large portal on the left and right walls. He stood in the middle of the portal and saw himself repeated onto infinity. Perfect. He jumped through the portal a few times just because it was fun.

Afterwards, he stepped back and activated Armor Adjunct. This next bit might be dangerous. He was going to mess with Phantom Shot. He held out his hand and envisioned his skill firing a bullet through the portal. Instead of beginning at the tip of his finger, he envisioned it starting a foot to the side and pointing towards the portal.

When he released the skill, an insubstantial projectile whizzed forward. It was entering and exiting the portal over and over again. He hadn’t aimed it perfectly forward. Each time it entered and exited the portal, it was just a little bit more to the left. A scant second later, the bullet hit the edge of the Vortex Door and dispelled both skills.

He grinned. That was almost perfect. He threw up another pair of portals and focused on his aim a bit more. This time the Phantom Shot was aimed a bit to the right. It flew through his portals faster than he could track. Instinctively, he flexed his Acuity and the projectile seemed to slow down a bit. He realized it was going to hit him if he didn’t move.

He didn’t move.

Instead, he pushed his mana into the Armor Adjunct surrounding him, trying to strengthen his protection. The bullet dissolved into motes of mana before it hit him. The anti magic aura had been strong enough to dispel it before it hit. He couldn’t stop himself from grinning. Three skills. He could practice all three skills in this high mana area. Those two uses had taken two thirds of his mana pool, but if he was more efficient with the amount of mana used, he could extend his practice indefinitely. 

He focused and practiced over and over again, only taking small breaks to recharge his mana. He might have gotten bored and stopped after the first hour, but notifications kept trickling in. It gave him the motivation to keep practicing hour after hour until he grew tired.
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Those noble elves were snooty and elitist, but they were right about how to practice. Focusing on being efficient was paying quick dividends. The high mana concentration in this part of the world probably played a part too. The system seemed to work better and give more level ups the more mana the environment held. It was probably much easier to level up in this part of the world as opposed to the area near the portal.

Bosa came out of her room to go to the bathroom. She was just in time to see him fire a projectile from his elbow and then deflect it off his knee. She smiled and gave him a thumbs up. Luke turned to grin at her and her own smile slid off her face.

“Bosa, did I do something to piss you off? I thought we were good, but now you seem to hate me. You don’t have to tell me if you don’t want to. But if you don’t tell me what’s bothering you, I can’t fix it.” 

She slashed her hands down. “No, it’s not you at all. Well, it is and it isn’t. I suppose I owe you an explanation.”

            

    
        Book 2: Chapter 16: It's My Personal, Private Business.

    
    
    
    
                Bosa sat down heavily in one of the padded chairs. She looked out the window and took a deep breath and slowly let it out. “I usually don’t tell people my personal business, but I feel like you have a right to know. As long as you keep it to yourself.”

“I can keep a secret, but you don’t have to tell me anything you aren’t comfortable with.”

“No, if we are going to be traveling and working together for weeks, you should know why I like you, but not your body,” Bosa said. She turned and looked at him. “You are the spitting image of what I used to look like. Face, body, everything.” She gestured to herself. “I much prefer my new body and I don’t like being reminded of the old one. I’m sorry I’ve been acting weird around you because of it.”

Luke sat up fully and gave her a serious look. Was she saying she used to be a guy? That’s a huge transformation. Agent Brown said they used magic, but he had no idea that there were magic sex change potions available. He immediately had questions, but realized that she was probably sensitive about it since she didn’t mention it before.

Luke said, “Thanks for trusting me with that info. I promise to keep your secret.” Then he stopped himself from saying more.

“I can see you biting your tongue. I didn’t think people literally did that. You can ask me whatever you want. Seriously.” Bosa said with a smile.

“Ok good, because I have a lot of questions,” Luke said and leaned forward. “So, you used to be a human guy, one that looked like me, and you got transformed into a female elf, right?”

“Right.”

“How? Did you do a lot of surgeries first, and then magic up the rest? And was it somebody’s skill or a potion?”

“It was actually just one potion. I took it and five days later I looked like this. SPEAR has a few alchemists and they got ahold of a vanity potion. It’s just supposed to make elves look prettier, but they adjusted it to turn humans into elves so they could create spies.”

“That’s so wild. Do you think they could adjust the potion to turn you into a human woman after you are done being a spy?”

“Maybe, maybe not. The alchemists are working on it. It doesn’t matter though. I couldn’t afford it if they did. The potion that did this cost two million bucks,” she said and gestured to her body.

“Wow. That’s expensive. Although I bet it would cost three times as much to turn a woman into a man.”

She tilted her head to the side. “Did you just make a six million dollar man joke? That reference was old when my dad was young.”

Luke grinned widely and shrugged. “You still got it though, two million dollar woman.” 

Bosa rolled her eyes. “Whatever.”

There was a short pause and then another question popped into Luke’s head. “Do you consider yourself trans? You aren’t genetically male now, right? You are a reborn elf, female through and through.”

She tilted her head back and forth. “That term is a loaded one, it means different things to different people. Some people claim it as their own, but not me. I hate that it’s become a political boogeyman. I’m a woman, I’ve never called myself trans, even when my genetics didn’t agree with me. Then or now, my gender was always just a part of my identity anyway. I’m a good friend, a musician, a Lord of the Rings superfan, and bug collector.”

“And spy too, right?”

“For now, yes.”

“Just for now? You’re not the next Jane Bond?”

She smiled slightly at the dumb joke. “No, I’ve never really wanted to be a spy, even though I do have some talent with it. I agreed to be on this mission to pay SPEAR back for the potion.”

“They made you pay for it? Aren’t they supposed to pay you?” Luke frowned.

She tilted her hand back and forth. “It was part of the negotiations we went through to get them to give me the potion instead of someone else. I really wanted the magic transformation and had to convince them. I have to do this one mission, and maybe one more later, and then my life is my own.”

“What is your mission, by the way? Am I supposed to help you out somehow?”

She sliced her hands down and then realized what she was doing and then shook her head. “You don’t have to do anything. I’ll play the part of a domestic servant until you get your inheritance or whatever it is you are doing. Then when my identity is fully established, I’ll pretend I don’t like working for a human and go looking for a new job. That should give me an excuse to infiltrate key organizations in the capital. If I’m successful I’ll stay on for a few months and then come back home. If no one wants to hire me, I’ll steal some intelligence and come home with you.”

“Cool, cool. Hey, let me know if you do get a job. I don’t want to leave the capital if you get caught or whatever.”

She smiled and said, “Thanks. I’ll let you know.”

“Oh! One more question. Do you have any cool spy gear?”

“No, nothing cool. I have the communication device, a smaller version of your brick. And I have a few cameras that use film, so they work even if mana fries our tech.”

“What? That’s it? SPEAR’s Q had to give you something else. What about a laser watch or cigarette missile? Did they at least give you shoes with knives that pop out?”

She shook her head and giggled. “No, I asked about that too. They said the fewer spy gadgets I have, the less likely I am to be caught.”

“Boo. That’s boring. What’s the point of being a cool spy if you don’t get awesome gadgets?”

She nodded in agreement and said, “Sadly, real spies are more about being in the right place at the right time than cool gadgets and seducing women.”

“Have you done spy work before?”

She tilted her hand back and forth. “Kinda sorta.”

“You’re gonna have to tell me more than that,”

 “Maybe another time,” Bosa said and stood back up. “I really do need to use the facilities and head to bed.”

Luke nodded and looked out the window. The sun had set a while ago, but he wasn’t tired. He had already slept eight hours earlier in the Kalibutan day. The natives, and Bosa, would be sleeping for sixteen hours, but he wasn’t tired yet. He went back to practicing his three skills, focusing on being efficient and getting the most out of every drop of mana.

The hours slowly slid by. Although he felt like he was getting better at this, he didn't level up again. Maybe he had gotten all the easy levels, or maybe he needed to try something new.

The communication device near the outside door flipped flags, near silently. Luke walked over to see a new pattern there, different than the one calling them to dinner. He picked up the small booklet hanging below the hexagon and flipped through the patterns. It was one he should have recognized. The train was being attacked and they could help, if they wanted.

Luke smiled and quickly suited up in his smaller mech. He walked to the door and paused. Cormac was right. He didn’t actually need to leave his cabin to fight monsters.

He turned and checked the left window. It was dark, no moons were out tonight. Only the reflected light of the planet’s rings revealed the landscape outside. Luke’s superior Perception didn’t reveal any monsters, only writhing bushes and sparse trees. He went to the other window and saw the reason for the notice. There were two large monsters, probably titans, stomping towards the train. They were very different from each other, but both towered over the nearby trees.

One was a slim and spindly thing, with four spear-like legs and a torso with many jointed arms. He decided to name it a Slenderman Centaur. The other monster was the opposite of a cyclops. It had bark like skin and two legs and two arms and a head atop that torso. Instead of one eye, it had well over a dozen huge ones taking up most of its head. Both titans were bleeding, black blood dripping off their frame. Luke guessed they had been fighting before the train came along and presented a new enemy.

Luke fired one Vortex Door at his feet and aimed the second half at the ground where the Manyclops was about to step. The portal snapped to the window instead. Apparently, his skill couldn’t go through glass. He dismissed the skill and rolled his eyes. It looked like he was going outside anyway.

He climbed atop the train roof and was unsurprised to see that almost no one else was up there with him. The roofs nearby were empty except for him, and there were only a few train employees atop the other train cars behind him. Hopefully Luke could take these titans out without summoning a tank. The only thing the aristocrats would hate more than him hogging all the monsters, would be him waking them up with cannon fire.

The Manyclops was closer, so Luke focused on that one first. He fired a Vortex Door at the train roof and its pair where the titan was about to step. This time the portal formed as he expected. 

His arsenal in the slim suit of power armor was much more limited than his regular full-sized set. His right arm held a plasma cannon that took three seconds to charge, his left held a lightning bolt spell rifle, and he had an Ice Baton stored at his hip. His class skills of Phantom Shot and Summon Vehicle were his main damage dealers, but he couldn’t use them for different reasons.

Just before the Manyclops’ foot hit his portal, Luke fired lightning balls through it. Spell after spell hit the titan’s foot, spreading lightning magic across his skin. A second later, the enormous foot came down atop the portal and dismissed it.

The titan stumbled slightly at the unexpected pain, but then caught itself and kept striding forward. Luke tsked to himself. He couldn't even make it fall down with five shots from the spell rifle. He would have to try something else. 

While he thought about it, he started charging his plasma cannon. This would be a lot easier if he could place his portals midair, or even atop the monster’s skin. Vortex Door didn’t work that way though. Not yet anyway. He had high hopes for it after he leveled it up some more. 

For today, Luke decided to skip the portals and aimed his plasma shot directly at the monster and fired it across hundreds of yards towards the monster. The titan’s many eyes caught the bright light coming its way and twisted out of the way. Luke’s jaw dropped. The Manyclops was huge, it shouldn’t be able to move that quickly.

The other train defenders sprung into action then, taking advantage of the monster’s distraction. One of them threw a large clay pot, streaking through the air in a long arc. Another employee started dancing and the dust and dirt around the two titans started swirling up, partially blinding them. The final Chosen atop the train worked with the second. He made acid drops appear like rain above the two titans. The wind blew them all towards the monster’s heads, further injuring and distracting them.

The clay pot arrived, but even with the distractions, the Manyclops was able to see it coming and leaned out of the way. When the projectile was about to miss, a surge of magic made it explode instead. Red dust joined the swirling dirt around the monster’s head. The titan screamed in pain as soon as the dust touched its skin. It fell to its knees and tried to wipe the dust off its eyes.

Luke shifted his attention to the other titan. The Slenderman Centaur overtook the writhing monster and sped up, racing ahead of the dust and debris the Wind Chosen had thrown up.

While the others were focusing on the Manyclops, Luke had been coming up with a strategy for the other titan. He grinned when the spindly centaur sped up. That would only make this easier. He flexed his Acuity to slow down his perception of time and put his plan into action.

            

    
        Book 2: Chapter 17: I've Never Seen the Centaurs So Riled.

    
    
    
    
                The spear-legged titan centaur was galloping forwards at sixty miles an hour, eating up ground with its long limbs. Its upper arms lifted up, poised to stab into the train. When it was still two hundred feet away from the train, it stumbled.

Luke had sped up his mind with Acuity so he could time this just right. He placed half of a Vortex Door in front of himself and the other half directly in front of the Slenderman Centaur. The tricky thing was timing it just right so the titan couldn’t avoid plunging both front feet into the large portal he had created.

On the train’s roof near Luke, two long sharp limbs stabbed upwards through the portal he had created in front of himself. The legs moved forward as the titan fell in the distance. He watched them move in slow motion and moved himself into position.

The monster’s legs were a lot like spider legs, chitin with dozens of barbs. Luke grabbed them in slow motion and held them tight on either side of his head. The legs hit the edge of the portal and immediately destabilized it.

Vortex Door had a safety feature when it closed, forcing things back through the portals so they wouldn’t get cut off. Luke was trying to make that happen anyway. The monster and the portal pulled back, but he held on tight and stood steady. The portal continued to iris shut and a second after he canceled the skill, the closing Vortex Door lopped off both front legs.

The Slenderman Centaur shrieked in pain, its mouth opening wider than should be possible. Luke flinched at the sound, hoping that wouldn’t wake anyone. He decided to take a small risk. He threw a portal into the narrow gap between the writhing titan and the ground. Once the portal formed, Luke reached though and placed his hand directly on the monster’s belly.

Then he unleashed Phantom Shot after Phantom shot, most of his mana pool. The monster’s screams warbled and it twitched with every spell. Luke kept a careful eye on the titan, making sure that none of his insubstantial projectiles escaped the monster’s body.

The titan’s screams suddenly cut out and it slumped to the ground. Luke stood back up and watched as the titan’s body fell back and into the distance. The train kept going eighty and they soon left it behind. It was too bad that he couldn’t collect the core. Still, the fight wasn’t without rewards.
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He also leveled up his class, he was a level twenty-three War Machine now. Only one more class level and he would hit his next threshold. He had good sacrifices already lined up, and apparently he would be sacrificing his glory too, whatever that meant. He shook his head and pulled up his stat screen to decide where to put his two stat points.




	
Luke Moore; War Machine Level 23
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Machine Soul  2/6
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Phantom Shot - Level 20

Summon Vehicle - Level 24

Vortex Door - Level 17
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He felt like his Acuity was good enough for now. With the rising mana density, he was pretty sure he had a regeneration rate of one per minute. He had bumped up his Memory and Dexterity last time, which ended up being useful. He could do that again, but he really wanted to focus on one stat at a time. It would be faster to get to their thresholds that way. The only question was which one to focus on. He wanted to raise them all.

It wouldn’t be hard to find a great reason he should focus on each stat. Constitution would keep him alive, Strength would help him fight in melee, Dexterity would help him take advantage of his sped up thoughts from Acuity, and Perception would help him aim and avoid ambushes.

He was back inside the train car and in his pajamas before he made up his mind. He decided to go with Dexterity. If he could move fast and precise, that would help him build on his strengths that came from Acuity. He put both new points into the stat and stretched as his body was made more limber and fast. Next level up he would put two more points into Dexterity and hit that threshold too.

Jinx arrived then, phasing through the door to Kruro’s room. She hopped up on the bed and Luke welcomed her with scritches and smoothing out her fur. Now that she was bigger than him, he had to really put some effort into petting her.

“I hope you weren’t bothering Kruro, Jinx. Naga really like their sleep. Maybe as much as cats do.”

Jinx purred and snuggled in closer.

“Eh, whatever. I’m just glad that we’ll be bonded soon. I really want to be able to hear what you are thinking.”

⚙⚙⚙

“I’m here to ask if you are willing to sell your pet night stalker,” an elvish woman said and gestured towards Jinx, who sat at Luke’s feet.

“She’s not a night stalker and she’s not for sale. Jinx is my pet and soon to be my bonded companion,” Luke said, gearing himself up for action.

This elf was clearly an aristocrat, with her ornate yellow robes patterned with glittering silver runes. Her short blond hair was sparkling with flakes of gold. She was probably used to people giving her what she wanted.

To his surprise, she slumped in relief and said, “Thank Ĝojo and Amo. I don’t want another mouth to feed. I’m only here to appease my kept man.” She gestured subtly towards the front of the dining car where a burly man sat at a table made for two. “May I sit here briefly, so that my paramour thinks that I’m working hard on his behalf?”

Luke smiled easily and said, “Sure, have a seat. I’m Luke. Luke of Machines. What’s your name?”

Her eyebrows rose slightly. “You don’t know? Well, I suppose you are human, so I shouldn’t expect too much. I am Baroness Elo Ewaen. My demesne is the border land you traveled through to get to the train.”

“A pleasure to meet you, Baroness Elo Ewaen. It’s an honor to speak with you,” Luke said, suddenly much more polite. There was a good chance this was the most highly ranked person on the train. He didn’t want to piss her off. Besides, she seemed reasonable.

She swept her hand through her hair, raining flecks of gold on the ground behind her. With a smile she said, “Please, you are not one of my vassals, you may call me Baroness Ewaen.” She leaned back in the chair and brushed her robe off. Jinx moved over to get pets, but she was ignored. “What brings you to the Empire’s capital? I’ve heard that humans aren’t allowed without special dispensation.”

Luke glanced over to where Momoh sat. “I hadn’t heard that, but I believe I have dispensation anyway. I participated in a noble duel and I am going to the capital to collect my share of his holdings.”

“Oh, you’re that human. I’ve heard of you. From the stories, I expected you to be twice as tall. You know, you’ve upended my Shuffle plans, replacing Edobar Falodun will cost me political capital, no matter who I choose.”

“I’m sorry to cause you extra work, Baroness Ewaen. Is that how the Shuffle works? You just choose the new lord? No one has explained it to me yet.”

She slashed one hand down, lazily. “No, the actual process is complicated and obtuse. Sufficient glory or adequate connections will upend anything the nobility plan. But in practice, what I say will usually end up happening.” She glanced back to where Imohi ate with his uncle. “It’s always a sacrifice. Do I choose the better leader and anger my best producer, or do I bow to nepotism to keep my faction happy?”

“I’m sure that is a difficult decision. If you are asking for my input, I would say Provisional Lord Imohi needs more experience before being put in a position of permanent power. But I’m just a human, I don't really understand all the factors at play.”

“Thank you for the opinion all the same. An informed decision is always better than not. Allow me to give you some unsolicited advice as well. While you are in the capital, be careful. Humans are not well loved at the moment. The uninformed populace is often swayed by baseless fears. You may wish to wear your armor and helmet in public, regardless of how ridiculous it looks.”

“Thank you,” Luke said, both grateful and offended. All his mechs looked awesome, not ridiculous.

She turned to the window and pointed ahead of the train. “You should see this, I find it fascinating, so it should be doubly interesting to a human.”

There was a large clearing cut out of the forest, barren of anything green. There were monsters slowly climbing out of the forest, which were met near the train path by a group of dwarves with spears and scythes. They had neatly stacked monster bodies off to the side, packaged and ready to go. Luke guessed that the train was probably going to take them to the capital. He could see why the baroness pointed out this particular monster culling operation. The wooden monsters were very strangely shaped.

“Are those monsters furniture? I swear I’m seeing chairs and tables running around.”

She laughed. “Your eyes do not deceive. Those are furniture monsters. They come from a cracked artifact deeper into the forest. It creates copies of tables, chairs, and ladders and animates them. The dwarves kill the monsters without damaging the wood, and the capital has a source of ready made furniture."

“Fascinating. I heard about broken artifacts creating dungeons, I never thought about how you could turn them into a factory. How many of these are there out there?”

“Thousands of cracked artifacts litter the land, but I have only heard of a handful of them producing something useful and close enough to civilization to be worthwhile. I’ve heard about harvested mirrors, teleboxes, buckets, pressure jacks, and tents. There may be more.”

“So cool,” Luke said and stared out the window at the operation.

The dwarves were so precise in their stabs and cuts so they wouldn’t damage the merchandise. The baroness returned to her seat as Luke watched. A hook on the side of the train picked up stacks of furniture and swung them around to land on top of the train.

The rest of the journey seemed to slide by as train travel became more familiar. The next day passed by quicker than the last. The aristocrats grew to like him when he didn’t summon his vehicles again and efficiently dealt with his share of monsters. He got the pleasant surprise towards the end of the journey. The train employed a Harvester stationed in the caboose. The Chosen spent all his magical power collecting orbs from the monsters they killed. They kept most of the spoils for themselves, but Luke’s feat with the titan had netted the train something extra. They had paid him half value, a tier eight mana core. It was enough to make him feel rich.

When they were almost to the Empire’s capital, Luke spent some time sitting on the roof. He told Kruro and Bosa he wanted to be able to see the city as soon as possible, but he was actually meditating on if he should betray both of their trusts.

They had separately entrusted him with secrets that could get them killed, their lives were in his hands. But if he ignored the risk and told the other about their respective missions, they might be able to join forces and both succeed. Or one would kill the other, who knew. When spies and rebels were in the mix, just having good intentions wouldn’t be enough to guarantee a good outcome.

Bosa would probably be happiest if her secret didn’t get out. She was a spy for hire, she didn’t necessarily care if she did a good job. She just wanted to do the job and get home safely. Her bosses might feel differently, but she seemed like she wasn’t a ‘true believer’.

On the other hand, Kruro clearly was a ‘true believer’. She had dropped the revelation about the White Scale on Luke’s lap and mentioned her possible death as an afterthought. She might be ok with Luke spilling the beans to Bosa, since it would probably end up with a major ally in SPEAR. That assumed that she didn’t feel like the security breach warranted her death.

The whole thing was a mess. The safest choice would be to keep both their secrets, but he wasn’t sure if that was the right choice. If an invasion truly was imminent, everyone needed to start working together as soon as possible.

Luke sighed and decided he would make up his mind after he collected his winnings and before they both went their separate ways. Besides, he had a convenient distraction. The capital was coming into view now. 

The train had rounded the final bend and the city was in the valley below. Its official name, ‘The Summer Wind Falling on a Spear of Blood and Might’, had sounded pretentious to Luke when he heard it the first time. Now that the city was in front of him, the name seemed inadequate. 

The capital was a colossal edifice, construction on a scale so grand it was impossible to imagine it being replicated without magic. It was about the size of Manhattan, with several physics-defying features. The entire city was lifted up on enormous pillars. The street level was over fifty feet above the ground. It was shaped like a hexagon of stone with several layers reaching into the sky. The lowest level was green with bits of white stone peeking through. There were dozens of parks, tree lined streets, and a farm on every flat surface.

The next level up was constructed mostly of black stone. Huge hulking buildings were interspersed with turrets and parapets like a medieval castle. This layer was more sparse than the one below and let in plenty of light to the greenery.

Atop the stone layer was one of metal and glass. This third city was very similar to a modern Earth metropolis, with the exception that they used a great deal more curves and flowing lines. There wasn’t a speck of green on this highest level. Thin shapes flitted between buildings on this layer and the one below. Luke couldn’t estimate height very well, but he suspected that his ears would pop several times if he were to go from the bottom to the top of the city.

In the exact center of the city was a glittering castle. It had flying buttresses supporting building that stretched high into the sky, above the clouds. It was made of white stone with metal bands throughout, the wide windows were clearly crystals, as evidenced by the way they sparkled in the sun. Waves of magic started at the top and slowly cascaded down in hypnotic patterns.

Luke suddenly got the feeling that someone was looking at him, staring down directly at him from the palace. He shivered and quickly climbed off the roof. It was probably just his imagination but he needed to pack now anyway.

            

    
        Book 2: Chapter 18: The Entire Planet is One Big City.

    
    
    
    
                “Fine, I grant you that makes sense, but don’t follow me closely. I don’t want anyone to assume you are with me,” Momoh said.

He turned and swept away, his servants scurrying after him. Imohi gave Luke the stink eye and followed his uncle closely, along with his own retinue.

Luke shrugged. He didn’t think his Black Mamba mech looked embarrassing. But even if he agreed that it was cringe, he would have still worn it. The first leg of their journey through the city was two miles of walking. He had brought along enough luggage that it only made sense to carry it all with his big mech. Perhaps the three of them could have split up the luggage and carried it all through the city streets, but that would have meant leaving his big mech behind at the train station.

He didn’t want to be without his greatest weapons, even in the middle of the city. There were a few other good reasons he decided to shlep his mech all the way. With a war on the horizon, he couldn’t chance the elves breaking into the storage and copying his mech designs.

The other reason he wanted his mech with him had to do with why the city was up on stilts. The entire city was lifted up five stories because monsters still spawned on the ground. The estate villages got around that problem by having a peace field stretch around the village walls. The capital was far too big for that to work. Instead, they lifted the city above the monsters and turned the undercity into a series of training and fighting grounds. It was the best place to train skills and level up a class. All of the aristocrats used it, but anyone could pay their way in. Luke planned on doing just that later on in the trip.

He slung his luggage over his right shoulder and tapped his left shoulder. Jinx hopped up there and he started walking through the city streets. They were currently on the lowest level, the green level. There were large bushes on either side of the white flagstone street and trees with branches that stretched up and over to create an incomplete arch. The buildings on either side of the road were a mix of old stone buildings and newer looking wooden buildings. Without fail, they had garden beds out front, plants in the windowsill, and greenery inside. It was clearly built with the dwarven aesthetic in mind.

Speaking of which, the street was absolutely chock full of people with pearlescent skin. The dwarves were shoulder to shoulder, shouting over each other as they went about their business. Occasionally there were orcs or elves that waded through the center of the street. In the distance there was a tall woman striding across the street confidently, the crowd parting before her. She had a prodigious mane of white hair down to her knees that flowed behind her like a cape. Her one eye made it easy to identify her as a cyclops.  

Luke decided to follow her example and started walking forward faster, expecting the crowd ahead to part for the huge machine walking down the street. To his delight, it worked perfectly. Bosa and Kruro fell into his wake and the three of them made great progress towards the Evbusogie family tower. Hopefully the apartment Momoh had promised him would be bigger than the train car they had just left. It had gotten a bit claustrophobic towards the end there.

Walking through the city like this gave them a glimpse into the lives of a typical citizen. It was clear most of them were inured to strange sights, because almost no one gave Luke’s fifteen-feet-tall furry black mech a second look.

The ground floor was mostly taken up by businesses. Everything from fruit shops, leatherworkers, to high end enchanters. The wooden building’s second or third stories were clearly apartments with curtains closed for privacy.

Luke was struck by how sophisticated everything was. He had the impression that runic technology was rare in their society. But apparently that was only for the remote estate villages. In the big city, runework was everywhere. It covered doorways, windows, projected advertisements, managed foot traffic, and adorned clothing. More than half of the dwarves around him wore a sash with runes that protected them from bumping into others.

He tightened his gauntlet. His hands were positively itching to get new runes. With their abundance here, surely they would be happy to part with a few?

Every so often, a large flying shape would flit from one building to the next, high above their heads. Many of them were flat hexagons with a dome on top, but some were flat discs with nothing protecting the passengers from the wind. There were bird and dragon shaped ones too.

As they continued their way through the city, Luke started to get used to the ebb and flow of things. With this many people about, things could get snarled and clogged up. But it never did. There was a logic to when and where people walked to either move forward quickly or to slip into one of the stores. They walked in waves, fast, then slow, then fast. People pulling carts around usually stuck to the middle of the street, except near intersections, where they turned left to avoid the middle. Luke mostly kept swiftly walking forward, but used the flow of the crowd to make sure he didn’t accidentally step on people. 

Since he was paying attention to the flow of traffic, it was easy to see when it was disrupted. At the next intersection, there was an unusual slowdown. People were slowing and listening to someone from the second story balcony before moving on. He was wearing a flowing yellow robe that fluttered in the wind as he gesticulated wildly.

As they walked closer, the shouts of the older dwarf were clearer. “They act civilized, but they are bloodthirsty monsters. I’ve seen it with my own eyes! They kill their own for entertainment! They are worse than the voles in the fields. They kill with their boom wands for fun, no one is safe, even infants. The humans are a scourge! If the Triumvirate don’t climb down from their cloud tower and deal with these vermin, they will sweep through the portals and kill us all!”

Luke frowned at the mention of humans. What a speciesist. This dwarf was an asshole, but he didn’t think every dwarf was a fear-mongering jerk. Luke recognised his cadence from hate filled podcasts, the jerk was high on emotion, low on facts. He wanted to put this guy in his place, but he knew it would be a bad idea. The political climate was clearly anti-human and he shouldn’t create a disturbance right before he was set to convince the local government to hand him riches.

He decided to do it anyway, because to hell with that guy.

“Oh, so you're saying everyone who has gone through a portal to Earth is a liar?” Luke shouted, just loud enough to interrupt the guy. He stepped closer to the balcony. He pointed his finger into the guy’s face as Jinx hissed at him. “Thousands of elves, orcs, and dwarves have gone through the portal and none of them say humans are baby killers. Are you saying that all of them that go through the fifty portals are liars?”

The dwarf sputtered and pulled his yellow robe closer. “I have been to Earth and seen these things with my own eyes. Who are you to doubt the word of a priest of Ĝojo?”

Luke ignored the question and casually said, “Are you even a priest? You sound like a treasonous rebel. Are you sure you want to be yelling that you hate the Triumvirate? I, for one, give them all the respect and glory they deserve. I won’t tell them what to do.”

The dwarf’s eyes went wide. “I wasn’t saying that! I am a loyal citizen.”

“Sure, sure. I think I’ll go find some guards, let them sort this all out,” Luke said and started walking again.

The dwarf sputtered again and weakly replied something, but Luke had stopped listening. His work was done here, the crowd was quickly dispersing. None of them wanted to be labeled as traitors too. When he reached the other end of the intersection and glanced back, Luke was unsurprised to see that the balcony was empty.

“Well played, master,” Bosa said and gave him a shallow bow.

Luke grinned, but since she couldn’t see that he said, “Thanks. Although it’s not exactly good news that the priest felt comfortable spouting nonsense in the first place.”

“I have a theory about that, but perhaps we should talk about it later,” Kruro said.

Luke agreed and led the way through the streets again. He didn’t run into another rabblerouser, but when they were almost to the family tower, they saw something rather interesting. The building off to the north of their destination was under construction. The fifth floor was being completely demolished and rebuilt. Completely.

The dozen story building was currently missing its fifth floor, but the sixth and above floors floated midair as if it wasn’t. Luke saw a single mage in the middle of the empty floor, doing all the work himself. He gestured and bricks appeared midair. They stayed there until he twitched his hands and they flowed over to a new spot to build an interior wall. The bricks he was creating didn’t look like they were floating, more like resting on something he couldn’t see. It was fascinating, and Luke was almost sad when they reached the Evbusogie family tower.

It was almost identical to the other apartment towers nearby. Momoh’s family clearly wasn’t upper royalty. The ground floor was made up of enormous black pillars with creeping vines and undergrowth that loved shade. The inhabitable levels started at about the fourth story. A black and gray stone building was built atop the pillars, thick and squat. Three stories of that heavy stone made way for another three stories of curved metal and glass. The whole thing was nine stories tall, with only six of them inhabitable.

He stood there, looking at the tower for a bit before Kruro spoke up. “There’s usually a staircase in the center of the tower, with an elevator shaft inside that.”

Luke saw a paved path heading towards the middle and took it. He saw the staircase shortly, the building wasn’t very wide. It was about three hundred feet wide, with a fifty foot shaft running through the center. In typical Kalibutan fashion, the shaft was hexagonal. There were three elevator shafts and one was in use as they walked up.

A young orc in tight fitting purple shorts and shirt hopped off the elevator and hurried over to them. He gave Luke a shallow bow and said, “May I presume you are Luke of Machines?” When he got a yes he continued, “Welcome to the Evbusogie family tower. You are an honored guest and have all the privileges of such. Please follow me and I will escort you to your eighth floor apartment.”

He bowed again and led them to the elevator. The shaft was mostly open air, with patterned metal grates. A thick stone platform sat flush with the ground and glowed slightly as they stepped on it. The orc carefully stepped around Kruro’s long tail to tap a rune on the stone near the edge. The platform floated up the shaft with a low hum. It was slightly faster than the average Earth elevator.

There weren’t any doors, so when they arrived on the eighth floor, the orc simply hopped off. There were six rooms on the eighth floor and he led them around the central foyer to the door with a number five on it. He stepped to the side and said, “This will be your suite for the entirety of your stay in our blessed city. The master of the building has invited you to dinner. It will be held on the ninth floor courtroom, eight hours from now. If you have any needs, please send your servants to room one on the fourth floor. Anyone there would be happy to assist.”

Luke thanked him and tapped the central rune. The door slid into the wall and revealed a nice sized apartment. There were floor to ceiling windows on the far wall that gave a great view of the city. He set down their luggage just inside the doorway and shuffled to the side to climb out of his mech. Despite tall ceilings, it was far too big to walk around inside. 

Jinx hopped off his shoulder and started exploring the apartment while he climbed out of both sets of armor. There was a large central room with several doors around the walls. The room to the left of the entryway was devoid of furniture, but had a variety of runed objects on the walls, including a sophisticated version of the telegraph/flag thing.

Before he could explore the next room, the floor rumbled. It was a soft rumble, not an earthquake, more like the entire tiled floor was set on vibrate.

“What the hell is that?” Luke said and stopped moving.

Bosa’s eyes were wide and she seemed just as clueless.

Kruro chuckled softly. “That is the notice that someone is at the door requesting to be let in. Bosa, I believe that would fit in with your duties.”

Bosa shook her head at the weird version of a doorbell and hurried to the door. She opened it with a touch and bowed. “Greetings, glorious Lord Mo-”

She didn’t get to finish before Momoh cut her off. He shoved her to the side and stomped over to Luke. “They’re holding the dispersal hearings now. The disgrace of a Falodun widow is trying to steal the holdings for her cousins. I won’t let that slime get her way. Get dressed in your finest and meet me on the roof. No armor, just finery. Quick!”

Momoh spun on his heel and stomped out of the room without waiting for a reply. Luke shook his head and said, “Well, let’s get to it. Chop, chop.”

            

    
        Book 2: Chapter 19: For the Glory of the Empire, Sire.

    
    
    
    
                Luke hurried up the stairs to the roof, adjusting his shiny jedi robes as he went. He wished they had time to go with the original plan of getting gray and violet robes for everyone so that he looked like the head of a noble family. According to Momoh the legal system in the capital was based more on which side was more convincing than which side had the facts on their side.

Well, he also said the more glorious side would usually win the day, but Luke didn’t really know how to flex his glory. The revelation that glory was a real thing to elves and not a vague concept was still a shock.

The top of the roof had a dozen neat herb gardens all around the outer edge. In the center was a raised metal platform, where Momoh stood with two elvish servants. He was immaculately dressed in heavy robes that looked like they were made entirely of metal. He frowned as he looked off into the distance.

A flying hexagon was speeding towards them at high speed. It circled the tower once and landed directly in front of Momoh. Luke happily hurried to see the new flying machine. He could get so many ideas from this thing. A small dwarf sat in the middle of the hexagon and held a dodecahedron covered in runes. They were the only visible runes on the whole thing, the rest of them must have been embedded beneath the surface.

Momoh muttered to himself as he hopped aboard, something about a blasted waste of money. Luke followed him and stood near the pilot. The servants quickly joined them and they blasted off. The wind quickly picked up as their open air transport zoomed through the city.

It seemed like an incredibly dangerous way to travel. Maybe they assumed only high level chosen would ride it, or maybe there were hidden safety features. Luke was just glad that he had been able to convince Jinx to stay back and take a nap so he didn’t have to worry about her falling off.

Kruro seemed slightly nervous. She wrapped her coils tighter on herself and sunk down into her tail. Bosa had tied up her long hair and grit her teeth. Tears were slowly forming on the corners of her eyes. Kruro reached out to steady her when she wobbled slightly.

As for Luke himself? It was all he could do not to whoop for joy. It reminded him of a fantastic roller coaster. They weaved through the buildings at high speed, tilting the whole transport to lean into the Gs. Skyscrapers whizzed by, only feet away, as they threaded through the densest part of the city. Apparently they weren’t allowed to go over the buildings, so a winding path was the most efficient. They passed other transports heading the same direction, zipping by them at high speed.

Eventually they made it to their destination, the enormous tower in the center of the city. There was a large landing pad there and as soon as they touched down, they were ushered off the hexagon so traffic would keep flowing.

Once they walked into the building, a short elf zipped up to them. He clearly had the same speed-based class Edobar’s page had. He had a short conversation with Momoh and quickly led them deeper into the building. Luke didn’t have much time to admire the construction as they hurried away.

As he combed his hair with his fingers, he admired the high ceilings, brilliant white stone, and flowing architecture. It reminded him of a medieval cathedral with more light. Every square inch of the walls were covered in repeating runes, but obfuscating magic prevented him from identifying them.

In very short order, the six of them found themselves three floors down and walking into a small courtroom. There were three thrones along the back wall, but no other furniture. Groups of people stood along the outer walls, waiting their turn. In the center of the room was a raised dais with an old orc arguing with a young elf. There was a bored dwarf in the center throne, with two elves on the lower thrones to his side. The judges wore monk-like brown robes with no adornment.

The dwarf clapped his hands and the arguing stopped. “That’s enough of that. Niamh Gráinne, you clearly have the better argument, and your glory is impeccable. The court awards 90% of the sale of Kirin tower to Gráinne. Ivie Ighide, don’t you dare argue. Your ‘facts’ aren’t backed up by an ounce of glory. You’re lucky we let you up there.”

The young elf slumped as if gravity was suddenly twice as strong. He weakly walked off the dais while the older orc strutted off as if he was young again.

“Next case, the dispersal of the Falodun tower, holdings, and wealth. I understand the Falodun widow, Legema, is here and wishes that her late husband's dispersal goes to some of our city’s most upstanding citizens. Lords Olomo and Uloko, please present yourselves.”

A regal looking elvish couple walked hand in hand to the dais, their servants following them and holding their heavy robes. It was like someone had spun gold and iron and woven them into a flexible overcoat.

“Lord Momoh Evbusogie of the mountain estate Monta Hejmo asks to interrupt the proceedings,” Momoh said loudly as he stepped forward.

The dwarf’s eyebrows rose and he perked up. “On what grounds?”

“The Falodun estate belongs to me. I earned it through a duel to the death with the head of the family himself, Edobar Falodun,” Momoh said. He turned to the left and said, “As much as I respect the Falodun widow, she has no say in this matter. This dispersal must go to me and my second from the duel, Luke of Machines.”

The guy in the high throne turned to the elvish couple that wanted to take over the holdings. “Do you dispute the facts as he has presented them?” When they both wiggled their hands in assent, the crowd grew silent. The dwarven judge put his fingers gently on his temples and rubbed them slowly. “Of course, of course. Well, let’s get this over with. Bamawo, activate the altar of glory. Go ahead and set it to full strength, I don’t want to spend all day on this.”

The elvish woman sitting to his left stood up and straightened her monastic robe. Then she stepped up to the dais in the middle of the room and tapped the closest edge. It started glowing brightly. She kept walking around the dais until all six edges were glowing and a series of tiny runes throughout the floor lit up.

She turned to the crowd and said, “This will be a trial of worth, those that wish to contest the ruling must be willing to sacrifice their glory.” Gasps ran through the assembly, as if she had said something vile and profane. “Those willing to go forth with the trial, take your places. You may have at most two Chosen servants accompany you. Their glory will be siphoned off before yours. Once a ruling is made, all glory will be given to those that win. Be fast and honest, or you may lose more than you expect.”

She sat down on a lower throne and the other elf in the brown robe stood up from his throne. The two elves, Momoh, and Luke stepped up to the center of the dais. A series of obfuscated runes lit up underneath the elves. Momoh motioned for Luke to scooch over a bit and then his runes lit up too.

Next the eight servants took their place behind their lords or employers. Kruro had to curl her tail up tight before the lights lit up underneath her. As soon as everyone was in place the lights flashed brighter and all of the servants grunted as if they had been hit.

Luke’s eyebrows climbed higher. They had mentioned glory, but apparently there was something they could feel too. Maybe the dais was draining their lifeforce too. That would be a good way to make sure the proceedings didn’t drag on too long. If everyone was literally drained, they would be more willing to accept whatever ruling the head judge handed down.

Lord Olomo, the male elf with long black hair and a silver and copper robe, pointed to Bosa and Kruro. “The human isn’t allowed to use other’s servants. Every benefactor on the altar must bring their own, not borrow others.”

Luke narrowed his eyes. They hadn’t even started and this guy was already throwing shade. “I don’t appreciate the accusation, elf. These two are my own employees, each with substantial glory they lend me. They have never worked for Lord Momoh.”

Lord Olomo bristled at the lack of proper address and was about to shout back when he was interrupted by one of the officers of the court. The brown robed elf cleared his throat and walked up to the edge of the dais. “The truth of his words are clear. Luke of Machine’s servants may stay.”

Lord Olomo grumbled and Lord Uloko put her hand on his shoulder to calm him. She had white hair and similarly styled robes, maybe she was his mother or something. There was certainly a family resemblance.

The officer ignored the byplay and said, “I will now read off all of the benefactor’s system titles so that all may hear of their glory. If any wish to withdraw, now is the time.”

Luke grit his teeth. He really wished that Lord Momoh had been able to properly prepare him for this. He hadn’t even known that system titles were a thing. He probably didn’t even have any since his stat screen didn’t mention them.

The brown robed elf pointed at Lord Olomo first and said, “Lord of the Empire of the Rising Dawn, Shrewd Merchant, Plump Farmer, and Black Death of Five Campaigns.” He turned and pointed to Lord Uloko and said, “Lord of the Empire of the Rising Dawn, Nimble Crafter, and Tip of The Spear.” Next was Lord Momoh, “Lord of the Empire of the Rising Dawn, Fruitful Miner, White Death of Ten Campaigns, Titanbane, and Tip of the Spear.”

Since Lord Momoh had the most titles of all of them, Luke hoped that it wouldn’t matter that he had none. To his surprise, the elf turned to him and rattled off his own titles. “Trailblazing Figure, Master of a Merchant House, Clever Runist, and Titanbane.”

Luke had no idea he had been gaining titles this whole time. He wondered if they were granting him some hidden bonus. He was particularly curious about Trailblazing Figure, both because he didn’t know what it meant, and because the crowd murmured when they heard it.

The servants grunted again as the dais glowed once more. They were clearly on the clock before the effects started hitting the Lords and Luke.

“All four benefactors will have a chance to make opening statements before discussion begins. Lord Momoh, you may go first, followed by Luke of Machines,” the dwarf judge said. He was sitting up straighter and more interested as they went along.

Momoh stretched his hands wide and said, “My claim is simple and unassailable. I challenged Lord Edobar to a duel to the death, with our holdings on the line. I won in glorious combat. Nothing that the Falodun Widow says matters in this dispersal.”

The dwarf wiggled his hands in assent and turned. “Lord Olomo? Your rebuttal?”

The elf smoothed his black hair and picked at his robe for a bit before he answered, “I was not aware of this lord killing his fellow. Perhaps that would have changed my mind. But I have already claimed the building and promised the top floor to the gods. We will build a temple, open to the public, so that all may worship. We all know in these times that our gods need all the worship they can get. I apologize to Lord Momoh, but we cannot go against the will of the gods.”

The crowd wiggled their hands in assent. Luke frowned. Apparently offering the top story of a building to the gods was a big move. How were they supposed to go against the will of a nation of zealots? Sacrifice was their whole thing and these people said they wanted to sacrifice the building to the gods.

The judge noticed his expression and turned to him. “Luke of Machines, what do you have to add?”

Lord Momoh gave him a warning look, but said nothing. Apparently they were big on taking turns and avoiding outbursts. Luke thought for a moment and said, “I’ve heard that the Indomitable only do the will of the gods. They call them the Finger of the Gods.”

The dwarf leaned forward and said, “That is true. What of it?”

“Well, we had an Indomitable administer the duel. He is the one that set the terms and awarded us the Falodun holdings. He took Lord Edobar’s lifeforce afterwards and gave it to the gods. It seems like if you give the building to these people, that would be going against the word of the gods. Unless I understand things wrong. What has more weight, Lord Olomo’s promise that he might build something on one small part of the building, or the Indomitable’s judgement that the Falodun holdings go to us?”

The dwarf chuckled, “An excellent question. It does seem that I should take the word of an Indomitable. Lord Uloko, your rebuttal?”

She seemed a bit startled, but quickly recovered. “The words of a human must always be in doubt. Until their world is brought into the Empire, this human shouldn’t be standing here.” She held up her hand with a flourish. “But let us assume that Lord Momoh backs up the words of his lackey. It is clear he has orchestrated this whole-”

Luke’s attention drifted when all eight servants grunted again. The dais continued to pull from them as she gave a long winded speech. It was clear now that their strategy was to outlast Momoh and Luke, instead of winning on merits. The arrogant elves must have assumed they had more glory than the two new arrivals. It was like a version of pay to win. Momoh quickly and clearly gave his rebuttals, not wanting to run out the time himself.

The back and forth continued before Luke decided to make his own play. When it was his turn again he said, “This altar keeps pulling away glory, tick by tick. I believe this matter might be settled by our glory, not our arguments. Tell me, Lords Olomo and Uloko. Do you really believe your glory is greater than ours? Lord Momoh has five titles and I have four, one of which is the Trailblazing Figure. Have you ever heard of that title, do you know how much glory it confers?”

He folded his arms and leaned forward. He had no idea if Trailblazing Figure was a big deal, but he was betting that they didn’t know either. He just planted the idea that it might confer glory, so that their strategy would have to take that into account now.

They looked at each other, suddenly unsure. The altar ticked again, pulling more from the servants.

The dwarf judge chuckled, “I would love to find out the answer to that question, Luke of Machines. But I don’t want to be responsible for Lords Olomo and Uloko losing their glory if you are right. I am ruling now. Lord Momoh and Luke of Machines. You two will get the full dispersal. Five parts to Lord Momoh, and one to Luke of Machines. I encourage you to gift a small portion to the Falodun Widow. Perhaps she can donate it to the gods and help build a temple that way. This matter is adjourned.”

The dais suddenly stopped glowing and all eight servants slumped as one. Momoh smiled and stood straighter, positively beaming. Luke felt like a soft breeze washed by him. Bosa wasn't looking good. Her skin was whiter than normal and she had a vacant look in her eyes. He realized that the altar had given the glory back when his side won, but only to the 'important' people. Bosa was completely drained. Luke gently took her arm and helped her walk off the dais.

            

    
        Book 2: Chapter 20: I Can Teach You How to Bottle Fame, Brew Glory, and Even Put a Stopper in Death.

    
    
    
    
                Luke kept glancing back to Bosa as they toured the Falodun building and cataloged the riches. She insisted she was fine, but didn’t look like it. She was pale and weak, often staring off into space. Once they got back to the apartment, he would insist that she rest before going out on her spy missions.

Momoh kept waffling from being ecstatic at every new treasure and curio, to being frustrated every time he saw Luke following them. He said, “It just doesn’t make any sense is all. I promised you a twelfth, not a sixth. Why did the judge give you so much? Did you send someone ahead to the court? I don’t know how you would have known to do that.”

Luke chuckled. “I bet it’s because the Indomitable reported about the duel and the results. You promised me a sixth in front of him. It’s not their fault that you assume that turned into a twelfth after half the estate reverted back to the Empire for the next lord.”

“It just doesn’t make sense though! You should be forced to give up half of your share to the Empire, not get a bigger share of my rewards,” Momoh grumbled.

“Wow, Momoh, I didn’t know you cared about money so much.”

That shut him up. Kalibutan culture meant that they weren’t supposed to be greedy, particularly the aristocrats. They were supposed to be conspicuously generous, regardless of how they personally felt.

“Fine, fine. We’ve seen almost everything. Let’s talk about how to split things up. I’m assuming you have no desire to claim part of the building for yourself?”

“No, I don’t plan on moving here, I’ll just take the value in other ways.” Luke replied. “I want all of the Falodun library and as much of the artifact treasures you are willing to part with.”

“Are you sure you don’t want to have it all in money instead? Need I remind you, you won’t be able to leave the city with anything you gain here. You’ll have to convert it into money anyway.”

“I’m sure. I would like to read some of the books he had and try out the artifacts before I sell them,” Luke said.

“As you wish. I’m still foisting off all of the mana cores on you though. It’s the one thing you can take with you and they are more valuable on Earth than here.”

“I accept. Although I hope you won’t give me a smaller share, basing things on Earth value instead of Kalibutan value.”

“Bah. You should learn to be generous too. This can’t be a one sided thing,” Momoh said.

Luke smiled and nodded and they got down to the specifics.

⚙⚙⚙

“Thank you for carrying everything, Kruro and Bosa. I’m sorry I couldn’t help,” Luke said after they got back to the apartment and unloaded everything.

The haul was more and less than he was expecting. The chest of mana cores was more than double what they had collected on the journey here. It also included Luke’s first tier ten mana core. He couldn’t imagine what that would be worth back on Earth.

The library of books was intriguing, he couldn’t wait to dig into the bestiary and the booklet on runic condensation methods. At the same time, it was disappointing that the entire library of family books didn’t cover more than two shelves. Apparently they weren’t big readers in the Falodun family.

The chest of potions had both expected and unexpected inside. A variety of healing potions, some of them extremely powerful. Temporary buffs to strength and mana. A potion that enhanced magic resilience sounded like his Armor Adjunct skill. The weird potions were ones that enhanced symmetry, granted additional legs, and doubled blood capacity. There were also two unidentified potions that he was excited to get appraised.

The artifact haul was where Luke suspected the majority of his wealth would come from. Each one had a little tag, but only had a number written on it. They hadn’t found the inventory that would tell them what each number correlated to. He had plans to identify everything and sell what he didn’t want to use himself. The haul was two pens, five belts, a bottle of paint, a chair, a stuffed cat, rubber eating utensils, four mismatched bracers, and a totem stick. He was particularly interested to see what that last one did.

According to Momoh, these artifacts were the best ones Lord Edobar had collected over the last two centuries. The late lord had been a general and a baron before he fell to merely a lord. Even though the Falodun house wasn’t what it used to be, these artifacts should be legendary.

Kruro waved away the concern and said, “Do not concern yourself with us, it was a minor task. We are pretending to be your servants, of course we would carry the goods when you are not hidden by your power armor. I imagine if you carried anything as you are now, people would assume you were the servant and Bosa the master.”

Luke wiggled his hands. “Yeah, you’re right. I still feel bad. Bosa, you doing alright?”

She shook herself. “Yes, I believe I will be well. The abrupt removal of my glory is a new sensation, I may need more time to acclimatize myself to it.”

Kruro slashed her hands down. “Discussing glory is crass. But as long as we are being vulgar, Bosa, you need to gather glory. Waiting around won’t work. Trust me, I’ve done this before. The only way to feel better is to gather glory for yourself. The city may be difficult to wrestle with, but the possibilities are endless. Gather well, sister of service.”

Bosa dipped her head and said, “Thank you for the advice.”

Luke turned to Kruro and said, “Since we are already being crass, can you tell me more about glory? I didn’t know until recently that it was a real thing. On Earth, glory is just a word. I suspect there is more to the Kalibutan concept of glory than the English term conveys.”

Kruro looked around the apartment and huffed. “Fine, just this once. First off, yes, it is real. We all feel it. You will feel it too in a few years. Any sentient who is exposed to mana for long enough develops the sense. Six to seven Earth years I suspect. Chosen and Unchosen alike. And any child born near the portals likely already has the ability to sense glory.

“What is glory? It's hard to talk about. It’s in the background of all of our interactions, particularly in large cities. People with it are leaders, people without it are untrustworthy. You lose glory when you kill innocents. You lose glory when you break a promise, when you lie and cheat. You even lose glory when you talk about how to gain or lose it, which is why no one does.”

“Ah, so this conversation is costing you something? I’m sorry,” Luke said. 

She waved away the concern. “I have glory to spare. It’s why I was not as affected as much as Bosa. But ask your questions now, we will not have this conversation again.”

“Ok, so, how do you gain glory?”

“You gain it when you wrest with fate.”

 “... You’re gonna need to explain that.”

She chuckled and settled into her tail coils. “If you ask the church, they will tell you we gain glory when we wrestle with the world and impose civilization upon it. It’s why the gods have so much glory, because they are the guardians of enlightenment. But the church lies.” She glanced towards the door and then continued. “The truth is you gain glory when your actions reverberate against the web of fate. The world has a guess, a prediction, of what the future holds. If you do something that changes that prediction, you gain glory.”

“If you change the future, you get glory as a reward?”

“No, when you change possibilities, not the future. It’s an important distinction. Fate has guesses about the future, but nothing is predestined. For example, if you build a legendary sword and give it to a peerless warrior, you will gain glory. It does not matter if that warrior uses your sword to win the battle, or if they die in the first three minutes.”

“Is it more accurate to say that you gain glory when you create something with great potential?”

“Great potential is a factor, but it is not everything. Some things with great potential won’t gain you glory. If you create one legendary sword, lots of glory, two swords is less, three even less. If you copy someone else’s design for a legendary sword, only trickles of glory come your way. Glory also hates being talked about, which is an action with lots of potential altering power, and yet you always lose it. If you break a promise to friends, community, or country you will lose a great deal of glory, even though sometimes those actions reverberate change. Those without glory are often assumed to be oath breakers, which is why everyone treats them poorly.”

Luke turned to Bosa. She might have trouble getting people to trust her right now. They would have to fix that before she would be able to do any real work.

Kruro continued, “It makes things hard for monster cullers, they usually end up killing the newly spawned monsters and lose glory that way. Hunters have more glory and therefore respect because their targets are older and stronger monsters.”

“Glory comes to those who vibe with it then? Are people with a lot of glory usually good people?” He snapped his fingers. “It’s like social credit, right? Those with lots of glory are well respected, right?”

“No, they are feared. You want a medium amount of glory to do well in society. Those with no glory are often outcasts, those with a lot are usually royalty or disruptors. The man who builds a farm and the man who tears it down both have great glory, but only one is worthy of praise.”

“Speaking of royalty, you used to say you work for Lord Edobar’s glory. I thought that was another way to say you served him. But now I’m thinking you can transfer your glory to someone, is that right?”

“Indeed. The oath provides a metaphysical conduit for the transfer of glory. When we gather too much we transfer it to them.”

“Are they collecting glory for some reason? Can you do anything with glory?”

“It’s used as a sacrifice at level twenty-four and forty-eight. I suspect there are other uses as well, ones that the nobility hid from us. Regardless, I can feel the drain on my glory growing stronger. Any last questions?”

“You said you could feel glory. How much glory do I have?”

“That I can answer without worry. No one can tell exact amounts, but your heart blazes with glory, similar to aristocrats. Why else do you think they allowed a human onto the court’s altar with minimal fuss? We could all tell you belonged there.”

“Huh. Thanks.”

Kruro slithered into one of the rooms, Bosa into another. Despite what Kruro said about it not helping, both of them wanted some physical rest after the metaphorical glory was stripped from them. 

Luke wandered to the back of the apartment and stood at the floor to ceiling windows. Jinx was sleeping in a patch of sunlight there. When she sensed him there, she rubbed her big head against his legs. He sat down and gave her pets and cuddles.

He looked out at the city while he considered the nature of Kalibutan glory. It didn’t surprise him too much that he had a lot of it. He felt like he was a humble guy, but he had clearly accomplished more than the average human. He had built amazing and unique mechs with unparalleled potential. He killed dozens of strong monsters, founded his own company, launched Wikirunes, and helped kill a lord. The web of fate must be positively buzzing. His life had been crazy these last six months. He wondered what this meant for him.

Presumably, having high glory to sacrifice would result in some good skill options when he hit level twenty-four. But Kruro didn’t warn him about it just now, so maybe he didn’t need to sacrifice a lot. Like having a mana core to sacrifice, you had to have at least one, but more wouldn’t provide extra benefits.

Either way, Earth needed to know this information. Maybe they already did, but Luke hadn’t heard about it. He wasn’t exactly trusted with state secrets. On the other hand, Kalibutan had strong social and metaphysical taboos against talking about glory. It was possible he was the only human that knew.

The only question was could humans be trusted with this knowledge?

Earth didn’t have any social pressure against gathering glory, just the opposite. Everyone wanted to be famous. From politicians to youtube stars, everyone would want to gather glory, if only because it was a scorecard. And if it turned out that there was some tangible benefit to having a lot of glory, oh boy. People would be speedrunning war crimes and social manipulation to get the most glory possible.

Before he told anyone he needed to discover the full impacts of glory. Anything else would be irresponsible.

He knew just how to find out. He could gather glory, level up, and sacrifice it all at his next threshold. If having a lot of glory did something, it would probably be strengthening his class. He might as well do it now too. Bosa needed glory to recover and he could help her gather it.

There were so many other things he wanted to do first. Explore the capital, bond with Jinx, go shopping, find new runes, all of it sounded so fun. It would have to wait. He needed to do something to help Bosa regain glory. He knew just how to do it too.

It was time to visit the Undercity.

            

    
        Book 2: Chapter 21: That's Why All the Gladiators Entered the Colosseum

    
    
    
    
                “You will never find a more wretched hive of scum and villainy,” Luke said as his eyes got used to the dark of the Undercity.

“What? No. This is the Undercity. It’s the playground of the rich and aristocrats. There are no villains here,” their guide said, slightly offended. 

Luke wanted to clap back about them being the same thing, but that probably wouldn’t go over well. “No, sorry, that was a quote from a play. I was trying to be silly. Don’t worry about it.”

The guide sniffed and looked up at Luke’s mech towering over him. “Well, see that you keep your jokes to yourself. There are many here that would be offended if you were to say something like that to them. Come, follow me.”

Bosa and Luke followed the snooty orc into the catwalks of the Undercity. They were walking a few stories below the city streets, but still well above the ground. Enormous pillars were holding up the city, which looked like it had been dug out of the bedrock, not built up. The entire area was in the shade with minimal light bouncing in from the edges. All along the stone roof were thick tendrils of bioluminescent lichen. Catwalks formed a network of aerial pathways several stories above the ground.

Their guide quickly escorted them from the southern edge of the city towards the middle. They passed over forests of flowering ferns and hills of moss, which transitioned into mushrooms and lichen the farther they went from the sun. The mushrooms grew taller and taller the farther they walked, until they reached thirty or forty feet tall. Some had wide caps and thin trunks, others the reverse. The musty smell they gave off grew more earthy and damp as they walked on.

Now that Luke’s eyes had adjusted, he could see what he had been hearing all along. There were a lot of monsters below. Way more than normal. Instead of a monster or two every square mile, there were a dozen every few hundred feet. In one place it looked like the floor was moving because the troop of Crab Apes were so dense. In another, a flock of Lightning Bats were turning a mushroom tree into a Christmas one.

“Those crowds of monsters are half the reason the Undercity is restricted. Nowhere else on Kalibutan are they as abundant. Mother Kalibutan spawns them all across the outer edges. They fight amongst their own and the strongest survivors make their way towards the center, where we are heading. Fascinating, isn’t it? The Church teaches us that we are blessed, the very world itself gifts our nobility with strength.”

Luke nodded, but figured the truth was just the opposite. His Memory stat brought back the conversation he had with Seer Theobaldine. The planet was alive and using magic to autonomously create monsters as part of its lifecycle. It was their blood or immune system or something. Maybe the monsters were so dense here because the world didn’t like a densely populated city. It was like a zit, a blemish on the face of the planet. 

“I can’t help but think that even if you survived the fall from the catwalk, you wouldn’t last long,” Bosa said as she looked down.

The guide scowled at her. That was the reaction that most people had to Bosa since they left the apartment. It had taken a bit to track down the process to get to the undercity. The whole time, Bosa had been ignored, insulted, and bullied. A cyclops had even spat at her.

The whole process only solidified Luke’s desire to get Bosa back to a normal amount of glory. And the fastest way to do that would be in the undercity, competing in one of the arenas. The best option would be winning a tournament and there were two happening today. Their guide had already warned them that they were unlikely to accept her this late. Normally contestants signed up a week or two in advance.

A more realistic way to gather glory would be to run one of the gauntlets. The monsters that survived the free for all that was the outer rim were funneled into one of six different cave systems. When someone wanted to run the gauntlet, the monsters were let loose into a narrow canyon and the contestant had to attempt to get from one end to another.

The majority of the people running the gauntlet used a mix of stealth and speed to make it through. If they failed, there were attendants that would attempt to rescue you. But they couldn’t always get there on time and a few people died every month.

Luke decided he was going to use a different strategy. He wanted to see how far he could get with overwhelming offensive power before he was forced to switch to running to make it the rest of the way through.

The snooty orc stopped in front of one of the central pillars and said to Luke, “I take my duties as a guide seriously. Although I do not believe your domestic deserves to be here, I will fight for her. The best chance for her to be accepted is for you to enter with her in the Doubles Tournament at the Obayangbon Arena. Your higher standing in society might convince them to overlook her failings.”

Luke bit his lip. He was getting real sick of these jerks assuming they knew something about Bosa just because their glory sense told them something. Did this society hate anyone that went to court? She had been on the winning side, she should have gotten extra glory for that. He shook his head. This was dumb, but there was a solution. He just had to pay the exorbitant entrance fee and hope that they won. Because if she lost, she would be banned from the Undercity for a month. She would have to earn back her glory the slow way, by sewing an amazing robe or something. Maybe a cool cape.

“Fine, we’ll enter the Doubles Tournament. I just hope we win because I would hate to get my armor all scratched up for a loss,” Luke said.

Bosa slashed her hands down, “Please don’t risk your life for me, Master. I can run a gauntlet instead.”

“No, you lost your... You were defending me. It’s only fair that I make you whole. Come on, let’s go.”

The guide gave them both a look and wiggled his hands in assent. “Good. Luke of Machines, I recommend you do all the talking and have your money ready. Maybe underpay slightly. Letting the attendant make up the difference in the entrance fee will put them in your debt.”

Luke smiled when he realized the guide was suggesting the opposite of a bribe. By underpaying, he was giving the attendant the chance to gather glory by making up the rest of the fee. “Alright, I can do that. Lead the way.”

The orc spun on his heel and led them around the thick pillar. They finally caught sight of their destination. It was an enormous arena, reminiscent of the colosseum at Parthenon. It was a stone arena four stories tall. The stone was white with green flakes that sparkled in the dim light. It was constructed out of large blocks set on an angle so they were in a diamond shape. Instead of mortar, silvery metal had been melted into the cracks and gave the impression that the whole building was wrapped in the world’s most expensive chain link fence. The top level’s roof was even with the catwalk, so the guide led them right onto the top of the arena and down a single set of stairs. A dwarven guard nodded to them and motioned them to an attendant nearby.

A young elfish woman in tight fitting silvery clothes sat behind a low metal desk and smiled at them as they walked up. “Welcome to the Obayangbon Combat Complex. We are the third best arena in all of Kalibutan. What adventures do you have planned today?”

Luke popped open his visor and stepped forward. “We’d like to enter into the Doubles Tournament for today. What is the entrance fee?”

She gave the three of them a once over and said, “Well, the fee is twelve whites, but there may be a few obstacles we would have to overcome in order to get you entered.” Luke pulled out eleven tier one monster cores and placed them on the indent in the middle of the table while she continued to talk. “The tournament is for those below the fifth threshold. Are you both below level thirty-six?” When he said yes, she continued, “There is only one spot free for today’s Doubles Tournament and there are two other entrances. If one of my colleagues admitted someone just now, you could pay and still not get in.”

“I think we’ll risk it. Can you please enter us into the competition?"

“Perhaps. There are limits to how much armor you can wear, it must fit through a fairly narrow door. Your armor is too bulky to compete. Are you able to fight without it?”

“I can. Luke of Machines and Bosa of Domestic. If you could help us out, I would be most grateful. It would be both of our first arena fights.” 

She looked at him and gave Bosa a small frown. Her eyes slid over to their guide. She clearly thought he was going to compete with the guide. Luke didn’t correct her.

Eventually she came to a decision and swept the cores into a bag at her side. “I will help you. I can cover the rest of your fee and help you enter the bracket. We’ll put you in as Luke and Bosa, no one lists their full title so your competition has no hints about your class. Come on. The Tournament doesn’t start for hours, but we need to register before anyone else gets to it. You are actually lucky that no one else has snatched up the final spot. Usually they are gone days in advance. Everyone wants singular glory with the Shuffle coming up so soon.”

Her steps faltered as she realized Luke and Bosa were following her and the orc guide was staying behind. Luke gave her a guileless smile and motioned for her to continue. She frowned and realized she had been played. It would be worse for her to change her mind now, so she continued.

The process of signing up was fairly boring and strongly reminded him of a similar experience on Earth. Bureaucracy was the same regardless of the world. Luke didn’t want to reveal his exact level, but the Seer they had on staff blurted it out anyway. They used that information to make the fights sort of fair. At least for the first few rounds. Once the registration was done, she stuck Luke and Bosa into a locker room and told them to wait there until the Tournament started in three hours. Luke suspected that the other contestants didn’t get locked up like this, but the attendant was getting back at them for tricking her.

At least the room was nice. It was made of white quartz with gold inlays, an ornate but understated design. There were lockers all along the outer edge of the room, and several comfortable chairs of different sizes. It also had privacy runes so they could speak freely. They discussed tactics at first, but eventually moved on to other topics.

“Thanks for doing this, by the way. You didn’t have to risk your life for me, just so I can feel better sooner.”

Luke shook his head. “Don’t worry about it. You’re a friend. Besides, I want to help your mission. You won’t be able to do any spy work the way you are now.” Without glory, she couldn’t get into any of the places she needed to investigate.

“Thanks again. I wouldn’t say I’m a true believer, but I do want to accomplish my mission.” She leaned back and adjusted the armor Luke had bought her earlier in the day. The armorer hadn’t wanted to sell them something that actually fit.

Luke was much more comfortable, his inner set of armor was well padded. “How did you get into this if you weren’t a true believer? I know you said you were only in it for the sexy body, but why did they trust you with it and the mission?”

“I kind of fell into it. It’s like most things in life, right place, right time. I was in college and got a chance to study overseas in Taiwan. My thesis was on American-Taiwan relations and in particular how tariffs affect trade. My host family actually had some good connections and they got me an interview with the Chief Trade Officer, John Chen-Chung Deng. It made my paper super popular. The next year, the CIA approached me and offered me a job because they had read my thesis. 

“I accepted and did a few years of political analysis, just writing papers for the upper management to ignore. Right after the invasion, I wrote another paper on elvish mentality. It was kind of a fangirl thing, I’m super into Lord of the Rings. The paper was mostly about the few things we knew that were different about Thenubians and fantasy elves. When I did my update a few years later, boom, got the job offer and potion.”

“That’s so wild. The trajectory of your life, your very body, hinged on who your host family knew.”

She nodded. “I feel a little guilty about it sometimes. Maybe there was someone out there who deserved it more, but they just didn’t have the connections. The only thing I can do to honor them is to live my life the best that I can.”

A short while later, there was a knock on the door. An elvish page opened the door and said, “Two minutes to showtime. You are the first ones on the docket, up against another new team that calls themselves the Hammer and Anvil. Try not to lose in the first minute, give us at least a bit of a show, please.”

Luke stood and grabbed his chainsword. “We’ll give you a show, assuming they last long enough.”

The page rolled his eyes. He led them out of the locker room and through the arena to the combat stage. It was a three hundred feet wide stage that hovered in the middle of the arena. It had a metal floor with numerous hexagonal pillars and low walls to provide some cover. They had to slide through a narrow doorway to enter the stage. It was actually kind of brilliant on the part of the elves. Orcs would struggle to get through wearing any armor at all, while elves could wear fairly bulky armor and still be fine.

Their competition was already on the metal floor, gesturing and posing for the crowd. Hundreds of people filled the stands, shouting for a local favorite. One was a dwarf, wearing thick metal armor, two shields, and glowing gold boots. The other was an elf, with equally heavy armor and a maul that was almost as big as he was. He twirled it around as if it weighed nothing and did tricks with it before dropping it to the floor with a deep clang. He turned and stared at Luke and Bosa, giving them the evil eye.

Luke stared right back. He had a feeling that he could beat them without even revealing his class. Regardless, he was going to take each fight seriously. He lowered his stance and got ready to run.

            

    
        Book 2: Chapter 22: And There's the Bell for Round One.

    
    
    
    
                After the heavily armored elf and dwarf finished showing off for the crowd, they turned and politely gestured for Luke and Bosa to do the same. The move surprised him for a half second before he understood. On Earth the contestants would be rude and trash talk their competition. But because of their glory sense, they wanted just the opposite. They wouldn’t gain much glory for defeating weak opponents, they wanted every battle to be against the strongest and toughest contestants possible.

Luke didn’t really have a lot of experience showing off, so he did the first thing that came to mind, imitating the wrestlers he had seen. He posed and showed off his muscles, which weren’t visible because he was completely covered in his slim power armor. Then he held up his Chainsword and twirled it. The sword was made to fit his larger mech, so its six foot length looked enormous in his hands. 

Bosa took another route to show off. She strutted around like she was on the runway and elegantly spun the Ice Hammer around herself. She hadn’t thought to bring her own melee weapon, so she was borrowing another one of Luke’s large weapons. Once all eyes were on her, she stretched one leg straight up and over herself, ending it with a graceful flip.

The crowd politely clapped, slightly less impressed with their display as they had been with the Hammer and Anvil. A voice echoed around the arena, deep and reverberating.

“The Obayangbon Arena thirsts for glory! For our third fight of the Doubles Tournament, we have a special treat. All four contestants are new to the arena, but they aren’t young vessels. Each team holds a platinum and gold class. I won’t tell you which is which, of course. Either way, this will be a fight many will be discussing for ages. On the north side we have Hammer and Anvil!” The crowd cheered as the contestants raised their weapons. “On the south side, we have a first. The man in full armor is a human called Luke and his domestic servant Bosa is joining him.” More cheering, not quite as loud. “The battle starts in fifteen seconds, make your declarations now.”

All across the arena stands, people stood up and shouted something while pointing at one of the two teams. The shouts muddled together and made it hard to understand, but eventually Luke pieced together what was happening. They were staking a small bit of their glory on the outcome of the fight. They were gambling with glory.

“May the gods smile down on us all. All glory to the winners. Begin!”

All four contestants burst into action. 

Luke dashed towards the elf while the dwarf ran towards Bosa. They threaded through the pillars and low walls, speeding up as they ran. Unsurprisingly, Luke and Bosa were much faster than their heavily armed opponents. As they neared the center of the arena, Luke used a low wall to suddenly redirect.

As planned when they were in the locker room, Luke changed targets to focus on the dwarf nicknamed Anvil. This was their tentative plan, attacking two on one so they could defeat the first opponent together and the second one would be that much easier.

He put on the speed, pouring every bit of his War Machine stats into speed. If the others were at a similar class level to him, he was probably the fastest and strongest one here. His platinum stats were augmented by an impressive class buff. The dwarf just had time to turn his head before Luke barreled into him. He didn’t have a chance to turn either of his two shields. They crashed together and he lifted Anvil off his feet with the force of the impact.

Then everything started to go wrong.

The dwarf named Anvil landed with both feet and his golden boots made a deep thrumming sound and shot out a sonic boom. The sound hit Luke like a punch and rattled him to his core. He could blurrily see the dwarf slide away, his boots providing some propulsion. Bosa hadn't been expecting the strafing move and she slammed the Ice Hammer into the ground, a flash of magical frost spreading from the impact point.

Luke quickly recovered, but not quick enough. He saw the elf’s huge hammer coming for him out of the corner of his eye. He pushed back, trying to pivot underneath the swing, but it still hit him in a glancing blow.

His Adept Inertia rune briefly activated and removed the danger from the sudden shift in velocity. But it didn’t remove the impact. Luke was still flung across the arena. As he flew, he did something he should have done earlier. He activated his Acuity and sped up his thoughts, time seemed to slow down. He twisted midair and got his feet under him, landing and sliding across the ground with a screech of metal against metal.

The elf’s eyes went wide as he saw that Luke had seemingly shrugged off a two hundred pound hammer strike. He hadn’t even dropped his sword. He shook himself and raced forward to attack again. Luke met him in the middle of the arena. This time Luke was paying attention and managed to dip under the first wild swing. He swung his chainsword up, aiming at his back. The elf managed to dip his shoulder and the strike deflected off his pauldron. Luke started charging the plasma shot in his right gauntlet.

Hammer pointed his hand at him and a sudden pressure descended. Luke felt the weight of his suit like he hadn’t in months, pressing down on him and trying to knock him down. He had suspected that the elf had a class that manipulated gravity, an easy guess when the man wielded an oversized hammer. Luke’s stance was perfect and so he didn’t tip over. Instead, he pulled his right arm up, changing the trajectory of his charging plasma shot.

The elf smiled as he saw Luke struggle with the gravity, just barely able to raise his hand above level. He fired off the plasma bolt as soon as it was ready, aimed right for Hammer’s outstretched hand. The shot dipped slightly in the gravity field, but not enough to matter. It hit his heavily armored hand and knocked it away. The pressure on Luke immediately lifted.

They both took a single step back and attacked again. This time Hammer used his power on himself instead of Luke and swung widely. Luke caught the elf’s enormous hammer with his sword, blade locked against haft. He barely managed to stay upright, the momentum of the hammer was immense. Another sonic boom sounded, but neither of them turned to the other fight. The elf grinned and pushed harder. Luke grinned back and activated the chainsword.

The tiny blades spun along the edge of the sword, moving so fast they created a high pitched whine. In less than a second, the sword ate through the metal haft and the hammerhead fell to the arena floor with a loud clang.

The elf formerly known as Hammer stared in shock at the short length of metal in his hands. Luke didn’t wait for him to regain his mental equilibrium. Instead, he dropped his sword and grabbed the elf’s hand. He yanked his arm forward and over his shoulder as he twisted. Using every bit of his enhanced strength, Luke threw the elf up and over himself. The trajectory had him spinning through the air towards the closest edge of the floating arena.

Since intentional killing blows were outlawed, throwing your opponent off the edge was one of the more common strategies. That and lopping off a limb, but Luke didn’t intend on inflicting that level of gore. Even if it was a quick fix, he didn’t want to force his opponents to spend the money on a greater healing potion.

Just as the elf was about to fly off the edge of the arena, his trajectory suddenly changed. He fell straight down and slammed into the metal floor. A shallow dent formed under his back from the force of the impact.

Luke started running. Damn gravity class. The elf had raised his gravity suddenly so he didn’t fly off the edge. He slowly turned over and started to get up. Luke slowed his dash slightly and timed his arrival just as the man stood up. The elf had to reduce his gravity to stand, so he would be affected by a shove Luke could produce.

He slammed into the man and knocked him off the nearby edge. The elf made a comical eep as he flailed and fell towards the soft landing ten feet below. Luke made sure he didn’t have any last second tricks and spun and ran towards Bosa and Anvil. 

They were standing about fifteen feet away from each other, staring the other down. Bosa was missing a pauldron and had blood dripping from her ears. The dwarf was favoring one leg and had hoarfrost on his right shield. Both were breathing heavily.

Now that Luke was here, the fight was basically over. The dwarf had his fancy shoes, but clearly no other ranged attacks. Luke decided to make an impressive entrance.

He slowed down and activated his six foot long chainsword. He let it drag behind him casually, pretending the high pitched whine and screech of metal didn’t bother him. They both turned to him as he walked up.

“You fought a glorious fight, Anvil. But without your Hammer, you have no chance against us. We haven’t even revealed our classes yet. Go on, yield. We will go on to win the Tournament and you can brag to your friends that you stood the longest against Hack and Crash,” Luke said. He was taking a little bit of a risk here, he hadn’t heard if yielding was a thing in these Tournaments. Thenubian had a word for it, so he hoped that meant that the dwarf would give up. 

“Hack and Crash? Is that our name now?” Bosa asked, a little too loudly.

“You bet. So, what do you say, Anvil? A good story to tell your friends, or an expensive bill from the healer?”

The dwarf narrowed his eyes and looked between the two. He dropped his shields and said, “Fine, but you better win the whole thing.”

“Don’t worry, we will.” He said and posed.

He stood back to back with Bosa and posed as the dwarf announced he was yielding. A fourth of the crowd shouted and leapt into the air. The remainder slumped in their seats and groaned. It seemed like there hadn’t been a lot of them betting on the human and his domestic servant.

Luke shouted with joy along with the other winners and after a few seconds Bosa joined him. She whooped and jumped up into the sky. He laughed at her antics and led her back to the exit. The bridge extended again and they walked back to the arena. The same attendant from before led them right back to the same ornate locker room.

Bosa started pacing back and forth the length of the room, excited and happy. “This feels so much better, you have no idea, Luke. It’s like the world has color again, I can breathe once more. We could go now and I would be so happy. I’m not back to where I was, but it’s so much better than it was before,” she said, just a bit too loud.

Luke double checked no one had messed with his larger mech, the Black Mamba. Everything was untouched, including the lesser healing potions he had brought along. He took one out and held it out to her.

“Oh, no. I’m not hurt that bad! Don’t waste a potion on me!” she said and held out her palms. 

“You are shouting. I think your eardrums got blown out. Come on, I can afford it.” He pushed the potion into her hands.

Bosa touched her ears and seemed surprised to see blood on her hands afterwards. She quickly sobered up and took the potion. A short while later she said, “Thank you. I feel better.” She was much quieter this time.

“Alright, let’s talk strategies for next fight. I think we both did good, but the next round is bound to be harder. I noticed you didn’t really seem comfortable with the Ice Hammer. Do you think you would be more comfortable with my chainsword?”

“I couldn’t take that from you,” she started, then when she saw his expression, she stopped herself. “Actually, that might be better. It’s an overlong sword, but I’ve done some training with a sword and none with a hammer. I’m not really great with either, but I’m better with a sword.”

“I’m good with both, they are part of my regular load out. So we’ll switch weapons. Now, we were lucky that those two were pushovers, but we can’t count on that happening again. Next round we should plan on revealing some or all of our skills. I know there are four total rounds, but I strongly suspect we need to bring our A game. You’ve seen me fight, would you rather I break out the portals or the tank?”

“Gonna keep the helicopter in reserve?”

“No, I don’t expect the heli will see action today. It’s basically immobile for three minutes while the blades spin up. It’s tank time.”

“Well, then, let’s save the big guns for later. Let’s do portals this round. I’ll use my threads this round, see if I can tie them up and throw them off. Even if that doesn’t work, they’ll think I can control threads instead of needles.”

Luke nodded. “It’s decided. Let’s practice a bit while we have the time.”

They spent the next fifteen minutes practicing maneuvers until the attendant came to get them. The young orc gave them a longer set of instructions about the upcoming fight. Apparently, fights like theirs that lasted less than a minute were heavily frowned upon. Luke agreed to stretch the next fight out a bit. In reality, he wasn’t going to lose a fight so the organizers would be happy. But it didn’t hurt to conform to social norms for a bit.

In exchange for playing along, Luke got the orc to agree to announce their team as Hack and Crash. They were the first ones on the floating arena this time, so Luke took his time posing for the crowds. There were a few more in the stands this time, apparently they were getting seats for the Individual Tournament that started right after this.

“The arena thirsts for glory! On the north side, fresh off their first win ever, we have the enigmatic duo of Hack and Crash!” The announcer yelled. Bosa held up her Chainsword when he said Hack, and Luke held up the Ice Hammer when he said Crash. “On the south side of the arena we have the returning champions of Bounce and Fever! The battle starts in fifteen seconds, make your declarations now.”

A pair of female elves stood on the other side of the arena, raising their matching shortbows and axes. The crowd yelled with delight. They wore medium armor, a mix of chitin and monster leather. The one on the left, Bounce, wore red, and the one on the right, Fever, wore yellow.

Luke ignored the crowd standing and shouting who they thought was going to win. Instead, he stared at the women in matching armor. He noticed that they had slid their axes into the holsters at their sides. They clearly intended to start the fight at a distance.

He couldn’t help but grin as he realized they had chosen the worst strategy to deal with his own plans. He turned to Bosa and subtly gestured towards the closest pillar in front of them. That was the signal he would place a portal there. She didn’t turn towards him, but nodded quickly, a motion that would mean nothing to their Kalibutan opponents.

“May the gods smile down on us all. All glory to the winners. Begin!”

As expected, the women reached behind themselves and drew an arrow from their waist quiver. Bosa rushed for the pillar and Luke fired three quick shots then followed her.

The first shot was his suit’s lightning bolt. It crackled and buzzed as it arched through the air towards the elves. His second and third shots were his Vortex Door. One on the pillar, and the other aimed directly at the elf in red, Bounce. The portal wouldn’t form on top of her, but he was counting on the elf assuming it was an attack and ducking out of the way.

Two arrows passed the lightning bolt, both aimed at where they were about to be. Luke stutter-stepped to avoid his arrow at the same time Bounce ducked out of the way of his Vortex Door spell. It hit the low wall behind her and started forming the portal.

Bosa twisted out of the way of the arrow from Fever. Luke noticed that Fever's arrows were glowing red hot. The missed shot hit the ground behind Bosa and stuck fast instead of skipping off. A few moments after it landed, the red glow from the arrow pulsed and spread across the floor. It looked like it was turning the metal floor into lava. And it was spreading fast.

Luckily for Luke and Bosa, they were about to be on the opposite side of the arena. They both raced forward and slid through the waist high portal, Luke right on Bosa’s heels.

            

    
        Book 2: Chapter 23: Make Him an Offer He Can’t Refuse

    
    
    
    
                Luke ducked through his Vortex Door and kept moving as fast as he could. Both women, Bounce and Fever, were still firing arrows at the pillar, oblivious to the fact that they were behind them now. Luke and Bosa had a single chance to surprise them before they caught on that he had a portal power.

Bosa peeled off and aimed for Bounce, trailing a dozen long strings. She was ready to tie up the elf in Red and hurl her off the stage. Luke stayed straight for Fever. Her ability to turn the floor into lava was a lot more dangerous than many kids games would lead you to believe. 

He decided not to get fancy and aimed his Ice Hammer at her center mass. Fever’s perception must have been high because she was turning even before he got within five feet. She twisted and ducked, dropping her bow and putting her hand on her ax, all in one motion. Luke marveled at her fluid movements. Even with Acuity boosting his perception of time, she was impressive. He adjusted the trajectory of his hammer and watched as it slowly turned and hit her under her left arm. Large icicles shot out from the impact point and he heard the sound of ribs cracking.

Time sped back up and she finished drawing her ax. She stumbled back from the hit but caught herself. Luke danced back out of the way. Her dexterity was clearly higher than his was, so he couldn’t stay in melee long. It irked him that she was better than he was, even with his buff, but he had other options.

The edge of her ax blade started glowing red. Luke didn’t wait for her to jump forward, instead he fired off two lightning spells from his left gauntlet and started charging his right gauntlet. He wasn’t sure if plasma would affect a fire mage like her, but he was going to try it anyway. 

She showcased her impressive dexterity by swinging the ax into the first lightning spell and shattering the magnet. Unfortunately for her, the spell still traveled down her metal weapon and shocked her, locking up her muscles and freezing her in place for the second lighting ball to smack her in the helmet. She seized up and tilted backwards onto the metal floor with a thump.

Although her body was out of her control, her magic wasn’t. The tip of her ax touched the ground and started spreading heat and then lava across the ground. Luke tsked to himself. If she kept that up, the arena would be covered in lava in a few minutes. He raised his right hand to try out the plasma shot. Maybe if he knocked the ax out of her hand it would break the spell.

An instant after he fired, his Perception screamed at him. Something large was flying towards his head. He pulsed Acuity and turned his head. Out of the corner of his vision, he saw what was coming his way. It was Bosa. She was flying through the air, flipping end over end. Shredded cloth and torn threads trailed behind like a comet’s tail.

Luke used the last of his bullet time to fire off two spells, a Vortex Door behind himself and ahead of himself, out of range of the swiftly spreading lava field. He caught Bosa and fell with her towards the portal behind them. They popped out a hundred feet away from the top of one of the pillars. Luke easily landed on his feet and flicked his eyes towards the portal he had left near Bounce and Fever.

Fever had recovered from the lightning spells and was slowly standing up. Bounce leapt after them, heading towards the portal Luke had just fallen through. Luke waited until the last moment, and then canceled the skill. The portal instantly closed and Bounce slammed into the low wall, falling into a heap.

Luke pulled Bosa to her feet and behind the pillar. It was just in time for a blazing red arrow to miss them and whizz off into the distance.

“Bounce is tough. She’s got a reflect skill and a movement skill,” Bosa said and peeked around the corner. 

“I hate fighting people like that,” Luke said. He had experience fighting Shepard during the duel to the death. His Retribution skill worked on every kind of attack but only one at a time. The trick was to make a variety of different attacks at the same time. That and overwhelming firepower, but Luke wasn’t trying to kill anyone today. “Ok, switch targets. You keep Lava Girl busy and I’ll nail down Miss Bouncy.”

They both peeked around opposite sides of the pillar and frowned at what they saw. Bounce had taken out small metal balls from a bag at her waist. She handed them to Fever one at a time who made them glow fiery red and tossed them in different directions. The glowing red balls bounced high and every time they touched down they started spreading lava. In the few seconds they had been watching, six new spots were glowing red with magic lava. If they didn’t do something soon, they would quickly cover the whole arena. 

“Shit. Change of plans, target Lava Girl, go all out. I think she has to use her arms to activate her skill. Aim for her shoulders or hands.” Luke said. He tried not to flinch when a ball flew past his head.

“All out? You mean...”

“Yeah, all out. Can you reach her from here?”

“No, we’ll have to get closer.”

A lava ball hit the pillar they were hiding behind and started spreading. The heat washed over them like a wave. Luke pointed to another pillar farther away. It was one of the few areas without growing spots of lava. They split up and raced towards it, taking different routes. Luke juked side to side as he ran and was rewarded with the sight of an arrow whizzing by his elbow and imbedding itself three inches deep into the metal arena.

When they arrived, Bosa said, “I need closer, not farther. Oh wait, nevermind.”

Luke smiled as she realized they would be using portals. This time he created smaller Vortex Doors so it would be less exposure for them. One small portal above their heads and a second one on a non-melted section of wall a short distance in front of them. Bounce sprinted forward, likely having seen the portal spell and wanted to ambush them as they exited. Unfortunately for her, no one was going through that portal.

A whistling sound filled the air as a dozen large needles sped through the portal above them. They turned invisible shortly before passing through the event horizon, so Bounce didn’t see the volley of death zip past her. She flinched from the sound, but by then the needles had already found Fever. The elf in yellow jerked back as needles found the gaps in her shoulders, elbows and wrists. The glowing balls fell to her feet and she cried out in pain. It was the only sound that either of the women had made this round.

She tried to move her arms to take the needles out. Bosa closed her fists and pushed them forward. Fever’s cry of pain turned into a shout of agony. The lava fields across the arena flickered and faded. 

Bounce turned to her partner and rushed to help her. With her attention diverted, Luke quickly created another pair of portals, larger this time. Then, instead of using the portals, he ran from around the pillar and pointed to the side for Bosa to flank them from the other side.

Thankfully, she seemed to know what he intended right away. Bosa quietly ran around to the left as Luke came at them from the right. His slim power armor had rubber soles, but he still made plenty of noise as he raced towards Bounce and Fever.

By the time he got there, they had found and removed most of the needles. They were still invisible, but Fever’s blood had made them easy to identify. As Luke drew close, they both turned, ready to meet him. There was blood dripping from Bounce’s fingers and much more blood on Fever, but both of them held axes and seemed ready to use them. Luke fired off a lightning bolt and ducked behind a nearby pillar.

An ax clanged off of a nearby low wall. Luke started to smirk at the miss, but then the ax bounced directly at him. He had just enough time to bend forward slightly before the ax impacted his back. It tore open a long gap across the back of his power armor. The strike didn’t touch his skin, but it did cut through two layers of armor, and most importantly, his life rune. The entire suit lost all the magical strength, dexterity, and power it had given him. But Luke still had his class buff, so he growled and kept going. His servos whined and metal screeched, but soon enough, he was moving almost as fast as before.

Just in time too. The ax that had hit him was starting to move, rising up through the air to return to its master. Luke didn’t know if that meant it was an artifact or a new skill from Bounce. Either way, he wasn’t going to let her rearm herself. He slammed his foot down, trapping the ax beneath his armored boot.

A peek around the pillar revealed that Fever was spreading her lava field across the ground again. Bounce was standing right next to her, so she clearly had a skill to protect teammates. Fever’s arms hung limp at her sides, the red blood dripping off her yellow armor. Bounce gave up on getting her ax to return to her and turned around to grab a different weapon.

Luke took the opportunity to bolt forward, readying his Ice Hammer as he ran. With his power armor disabled he was slower and louder than before. It was no surprise that Bounce had a bow and arrow up and ready as he ran forward. He decided to risk getting shot and kept barreling forward. He held up the hammer in front of him, and flared his Acuity right before he thought she was going to shoot.

His timing was good, she loosed an arrow right as time slowed down. The arrow spun through the air, wobbling slightly, but seemingly aimed right at his left eye. Luke pushed his muscles to move the metal head of his Ice Hammer to deflect it. To his delight, it worked. The arrow hit the large hammer head and shattered. Time sped up once more. She swiftly pulled another arrow out of her waist quiver to fire again, but she wasn’t going to be fast enough.

Luke hit her like a freight train and they both bounced backwards. He grinned widely as he flew through the air. His half-cocked plan looked like it was working. Bosa had seen him racing forward and timed her own approach with his. Milliseconds after he bounced off the red elf, she struck with the Chainsword. She sliced through Bounce’s bow and into her hip.

Acuity had activated bullet time on its own as Luke tumbled through the air. It gave it time to think about the limitations of Vortex Door. At the current level, it could only appear on flatish surfaces where nothing was impeding it. For example, he couldn’t create a portal midair or have one appear directly beneath their feet. He had to plan things out to make full use of them. Case in point, his upcoming impact.

He had angled his attack on Bounce like a cue ball, bouncing off her and into Fever. The elf yelled when she saw him coming, but the speed of his flight didn’t give her time to react. Luke hit and knocked the injured elf back into the portal he had placed there before they ran over here. She fell through with a squawk.

The other side of the portal was right on the edge of the platform. She tumbled through and into the air, plummeting to the ground a story below. Luckily for her it was runed for a soft landing, because her arms weren’t working well enough to catch herself.

With her out of the fight, he turned to see Bounce absolutely pummeling Bosa. Bounce was hopping around with one leg, but with her kinetic skills it meant she could zip around the arena with ease. She was ricocheting off of walls and pillars, coming at Bosa from a new angle with every impact. Luke swore and raced over.

He fired off a trio of lightning spells, aiming them all around Bosa. There was no way he could aim to hit Bounce with how fast she was going, his best bet was for her to run into one of his magnet spells as she whizzed by.

He would have kept firing, but after three shots, his gauntlet fizzled out. With the life rune broken, his suit wasn’t supplying mana to the gauntlet anymore. 

Luck was on his side. The third spell caught Bounce, a glancing hit that was enough to shock her skill into deactivating. She slammed into a low wall and flipped end over end. She landed hard and slid several feet. While she was still recovering, Luke rushed over, charging his plasma shot. It should work long enough for a single shot.

Before he fired, Bosa recovered and attacked with a vengeance. She sent a dozen threads wrapping around Bounce. Before the threads tightened, Bounce regained her control over her magic and tried to reflect the attack. The threads wobbled, but weren’t blown away. Bosa grinned and yanked her hand to the side.

Bounce yelled in frustration as she was unceremoniously dumped off the edge of the arena. Bosa ignored her and thrust her hand into the sky. Luke followed suit, the crowd cheering them on. This time, he thought he might have felt something. The sudden rush of glory gave him a little tingle in a budding sixth sense. Maybe. He might have been imagining things.
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Luke’s grin grew wider. He threw up his hands, riling up the cheering crowd even higher. Leveling up his skills always put him in a good mood.

A short while later, the attendant extended the bridge and bowed low to them. Luke clomped over, his power armor seeming much heavier now that he wasn’t in the middle of a fight. Thankfully he had a full set of tools in his larger mech and he would be able to repair it between rounds.

The orc attendant bowed low and said, "Congratulations on your glorious victory. Your impressive win has earned you a boon. You have been invited to the top observation deck to mingle with some of our Empire’s elites.”

“Can it wait? I need to repair my power armor first.”

The orc’s face flushed, his green skin getting darker and its whorls lighter. “Most people are honored to be invited. I... wouldn’t recommend refusing this offer.”

Luke sighed. Navigating Kalibutan politics might cost him the tournament because he wouldn’t have time to repair his armor. But he didn’t actually care if he won. He hadn’t even checked to see what the prize would be. It would be best if he played nice with the aristocrats in their owner’s box. Besides, it would probably help Bosa in her infiltration mission.

“Alright, fine. Lead the way.”

“Excellent, Luke of Machines. And if you want to remove your armor, I will ensure it gets cleaned and set to right. You too, Bosa of Domestic.”

That set off bells, loud clanging bells in Luke’s mind. He didn’t want anyone stealing his designs. “No thanks. I’ll put it away myself. I have security runes that will kill anyone that tampers with it. I wouldn’t want anyone to be injured.” He smiled to give the threat a soft edge.

The attendant’s eyes went wide and he backed up. “Of course, of course. I will ensure no one enters your preparation room.”

Luke kept smiling as they swiftly walked back to their locker room. He placed the damaged suit inside the Black Mamba and pretended to activate a security system. He made a mental note to make that a real thing for next time.

Then they were whisked off to an elevator. Luke smoothed out his clothes, glad that he was still wearing his nicest Kalibutan outfit from court. The elevator stopped at the top level and the two of them stepped out into the lion’s den.

            

    
        Book 2: Chapter 24: Don't Rush Me, Sonny.

    
    
    
    
                “Ah, the human has arrived. Come, come,” an older elfish woman said and beckoned him closer.

She wore a heavy bronze robe with a long train and stood at the center of a group of other richly appointed elves. They weren’t the only people up on the observation deck, just the nicest dressed. Off to the left and right were more than a dozen orcs, elves, and dwarves. There was also a large cyclops standing in the corner. Most of them stood near the railing, quietly chatting with each other.

The entire platform jutted out over the stands. They could lean up against the railing and get a bird’s eye view of the arena. It must have been so entertaining for them to see Luke portaling around the arena and Fever spreading lava. He looked over the assembled guests as he walked towards the elf that had called him over.

They were all dressed well, but Luke could tell some were uneasy being in high class company. He guessed that some of them were sponsored contestants, ringers for the upcoming fights. With the glory betting, he was sure that some of the richer viewers would want to ensure they didn’t ever lose their glory. And Luke’s presence in the fights might have upended several people’s plans.

“I was ever so interested to see one of your kind, particularly with the recent unpleasantness. How is it that you made your way into the Undercity?”

“Nothing too surprising. I simply wished to test my mettle. Not a particularly interesting answer, Miss or.... I’m sorry, how should I address you?”

She made a popping sound and said, “Please excuse my rudeness, Luke of Machines. I am Countess Notayo Obayangbon and this is my arena. I must say your Thenubian accent is excellent. It’s almost like you were born here.”

“Thank you, Countess Notayo Obayangbon. And thank you for the invite. Your arena is a delight,” Luke said. He turned to the elf by her side and said, “Baroness Ewaen, a pleasure to see you again. I must admit, I hadn’t expected to see you again, let alone so soon.”

The countess cut in before she could reply. “Yes. It was her idea to have you come up here. She told me about your encounter on the train and we had to see if you were the same human.”

A young man on her other side scoffed and said, “Of course it was the same human. How many platinum classes do you think their species has? Two or three at the most.”

Luke bristled at the mention of his class. It wasn’t a secret anymore that he had a platinum class, but he still had months of ingrained habits. The blackmail had worked its way into his subconscious and it would take time to retrain his instincts. He smiled and replied, “That may be true. I only know of two other humans on Earth with a platinum class. It has been five years, but we are all still new to magic.”

The jerk looked down his nose at him and said, “You shouldn’t even be here. I don’t know why you were allowed in the capital when humans aren’t part of the Empire yet.”

The baroness put a hand on his shoulder and said, “Viscount Osifo, our treaty with them allows free travel on both sides of the portals. I know for a fact you have visited Earth. Why begrudge him a visit to the greatest city in the Universe?”

The viscount grumbled and said, “Well, as long as he doesn’t stay.”

Luke didn’t plan on it, but he couldn’t help but reply, “Actually, I think that I might stay. I haven’t decided yet, but I just won a dispersal today. Part of that dispersal was the Falodun building, so I wouldn’t need to find a place to stay.”

“Broken legs and monster meat,” Viscount Osifo interjected, using the Thenubian expression for bullshit. “A human could never win a dispersal, let alone a full building.”

“You are right about that. I only won part of a building. I went to court today with Lord Momoh, and he won the majority of the holdings. But I was given a portion as well and I might choose to stay here since it would cost me almost nothing,” Luke said.

“He’s telling the truth, Osifo,” Baroness Ewaen said, insulting him by not using his full title. “Remember the duel I told you about? Lord Momoh was the challenger and Luke of Machines was his second.”

Osifo frowned deeper, “So he’s an elf killer then. Enjoying ill gotten gains after cutting down one of the peers of the Empire.” He slashed his hands down. “Is that what your partner is? One of the Falodun household that you took the oath over for. Did you force her to fight for you? She was announced as Bosa of Domestic, does that mean she never wanted to fight?”

“I’m not forcing her to fight, right Bosa?” Luke said.

Bosa had been standing at the edge of the conversation and looked awkward when all eyes turned to her. She slipped a strand of hair behind her long pointed ear and said, “Master Luke of Machines is employing me for a wage, I have no oaths to force me to fight. I am fighting as a dutiful servant, of my own free will.”

“See, she’s fine. So what if she doesn’t like to fight? I’m paying her plenty. If she really didn’t want to fight she could just quit,” Luke said. He had gathered from her response that she wanted to lay the groundwork for separating from him and infiltrating important key sites. If he acted like an overbearing boss, it would make that easier for her.

Osifo protested again and Luke fired back. The conversation drifted away from them and on to new things. Apparently there was a longer than average wait between rounds because they had to repair the damage Fever did to the arena with her lava power. It had melted and compromised float runes all over. The organizers had expected this, so her fight had been scheduled with a long intermission afterwards.

Various people talked to him about Earth and his class. He answered anything they wanted about the former and nothing about the latter. He tried to be polite, but didn’t want his competition to know about the tank he was going to summon later.

Bosa wandered off and talked with various people, likely sowing the seeds of her imminent departure. 

When it was almost time for the next round, they let him leave. He wasn’t fighting in this round, but they wouldn’t let him watch and get information on their opponent’s classes. Luke was happy with the rule because it meant that he had time to repair his power armor. It might be a rush job, but he needed to be functional again.

When he got back to the locker room, he pulled out his inscriber and mana torch. With his limited time, he couldn’t repair everything perfectly. He could either repair the life rune and the mech would be under his control again, or he could repair the inertia rune and be protected from sudden impacts. Would he rather be faster so he could avoid hits, or have protection for when he did get hit? He started bending the metal and chitin back into place with the mana torch as he thought about it.

He remembered that with the life rune out, his weapons were also out of commission. With how useful the lightning spell had been, he had to have that back. The inertia rune would have to wait until after this round.

While he prepared his tools, Bosa activated the privacy runes and did a little dance. “Oh my god, Luke! That was perfect! I talked to so many movers and shakers in the Empire’s government. I bet half of them want to give me a job after this Tournament. I’m going to collect so much information, SPEAR is going to give me a medal when I get back.” She giggled and then gently slapped herself on the cheek. “Sorry, I guess I got too excited. I hope you don’t mind if I head out so soon.”

Luke grinned at her excitement. “No, no, it’s fine. It’s your mission and I don’t really need a servant anyway. If I wanted-”

He was interrupted when the door to the locker room suddenly slid to the side. Their assigned orc attendant stood there with an apologetic look on his face. He bowed and said, “I regret to inform you that plans have changed. Your next round starts now. You have a hundred and twenty seconds to take your place in the arena.”

“What? We need time for repairs. This isn’t fair,” Bosa said, her fists clenched.

“Perhaps, Bosa of Domestic, but Countess Notayo is the one that made the change. We must obey her wishes,” the orc said.

Luke swore and tossed his tools back into the Black Mamba. He hurriedly climbed into his slim power armor. It might not be working, but it was still armor. It was better than nothing. 

He clanked back to the arena, Bosa fuming by his side. It was times like this that Luke really missed the old Repair Craft skill. If he still had that, his power armor would have been repaired before he even headed up to the observation deck.

He looked up to where he knew the crowd was waiting. The Countess, and probably others, had screwed him, probably because they were worried about the results of this next fight. He hadn’t even cared about winning before. Bosa already had the glory she needed. But then they went and did this. Now it was personal. He was going to win the damn tournament.

The arena was pristine and smooth, like the ice right after a zamboni. Their opponents were already set up on the southern edge, showboating for the crowd. There was a tall and thin elf, white armor and long blond hair. He wore a bow over his shoulder, but his long spear was clearly his weapon of choice. His partner was a stocky dwarf. He wore bright blue armor that looked like it had been moulded to his skin. He held a kite shield as big as he was, and something that looked like a sci-fi gun in the other hand.

“At long last, our contestants are ready. Without further ado, I give you Hack and Crash vs Sentry and Splash! The battle starts in fifteen seconds, make your declarations now!”

Luke scowled. They didn’t even get a chance to pose for the crowd. He had a feeling it had an impact on the amount of glory gathered after the fight. He shook his head. He didn’t care about that shit anyways. He turned to Bosa and said, “As soon as the fight starts, run back and get behind cover. I’ll be right behind you. Get all your needles out and have them run interference for us.” 

She sharply wiggled her hands in agreement, the most serious jazz hands ever. Luke returned the gesture and turned his thoughts to his mana core. He was going to use a skill the instant the fight started.

“May the gods smile down on us all. All glory to the winners. Begin!” 

Everyone burst into action.

The elf in white, Sentry, took to the air. He rose up slowly and casually spun his spear. Splash, the dwarf in blue, raced forward a few feet and used a low wall as cover. Without even looking, he fired off three shots from his strange weapon. Each shot made a deep thump sound as it left the wide barrel. The projectiles looked like glass balls the size of his fist with different colored liquids inside. Red, blue, and yellow balls arced high into the air before falling down.

Bosa sprinted backwards, aiming for cover fifty feet back. As she ran, needles started lifting up from hidden spots all along her armor. More and more appeared, some small some a full six inches long, until she had two dozen glittering needles rotating around her.

Luke paused for a moment and activated Summon Vehicle before racing after her. He had wanted to save this skill for the final match, but not anymore. A M10 Booker started forming off to their left. Gray mana puffed out, wire frame violet mana outlined every edge. It was a tight fit between the various walls and pillars. The tank’s main gun was peeking up and over the wall ahead of it.

Without waiting for it to finish forming, Luke ran after Bosa. They didn’t have far to go, but his superior stats let him catch up with her right as she juked left behind a pillar. He ducked right behind a low wall nearby. The dwarf hadn’t expected them to run and had shot his three glass balls in a pattern in front of them, designed to catch anyone rushing forward.

The balls shattered as they hit the ground and splashed out wide. The red liquid turned into a strange cloud of vapor and hung in the air. The blue froze a fifteen foot area, and the yellow turned to acid and started eating away a ten foot hole in the floor. Splash grunted in frustration as he saw all three shots had missed. He placed his gun on the edge of the wall and scanned for a clue of where they had gone.

Sentry started floating forward, his spear raised above his shoulder, ready to throw. “I’m surprised you are so timid, Crash. I can assure you that whatever machine you have summoned here won’t be enough to take us out.” 

Luke saw all this through the eyes of his Machine Soul that he had stuck into the fully formed tank. He ordered the tank to shoot to injure both combatants, starting with the dwarf’s gun.

Both machine guns immediately started spitting summoned bullets. Splash’s gun shattered and exploded its ammunition. Green gas and ice shot out in a violent explosion. The dwarf cried out in pain and stumbled back. The tank tracked his movement and sent more shots downstream, denting his bracers and destroying his right pauldron.

Simultaneously, the other machine gun tracked Sentry and fired at the floating elf. The shots bounced off an invisible barrier surrounding him. It revealed a geodesic sphere all around Sentry and was clearly the source of his flight since he was standing on it. The elf smirked as the first rounds were deflected, but that smile slowly fell as the bullets kept coming. A dozen rounds a second slammed into that barrier and cracks started forming right away.

The whole time, the Booker had been raising its cannon so it could aim at the floating elf. After seeing what the little guns could do, Sentry clearly didn’t want to see what the big gun could do. He moved his transparent sphere off to the side and simultaneously threw his spear down at the tank.

Luke slumped down before he even saw the spear impact. His summons were weak and he didn’t expect it to hold up to a high leveled elf’s main attack. His pessimism was blown away by a booming crack. He peeked over the edge of the wall to see that Sentry’s spear had been hit by the cannon’s gun. It was half melted and spinning through the air away from the arena. The elf had tried to send his spear right down the barrel, but had the worst timing ever.

A moment later the spear disappeared and reappeared in Sentry’s hands. He looked at his half melted weapon in abject shock. The surprise even made his control of the sphere falter and he started sinking down. Anger soon replaced shock and he dropped the useless weapon. He held out his hands to his sides and two long spectral swords appeared, attached to his forearms. They were each seven feet long and a foot wide, the ends jutting past his transparent shield. The continued plink plink plink of the machine gun fire on his geodesic sphere only made him madder. Cracks were forming.

While his partner was gearing up for a counterattack, Splash was trying to move out from behind cover. Every time he peeked out, the machine gun would fire. The metal wall was collecting a bevy of dents from the bullets. Eventually, he tried something else behind the wall and a thick grey cloud stretched out and enveloped it. It was thicker than the tank’s sensors could peirce and kept expanding out.

Luke frowned. He couldn’t let Sir-Mixes-A-Lot have the freedom and time to get closer or concoct something worse. He fired off a pair of Vortex Doors, one on the ground nearby, and the other within the gray cloud. The obscuring mist started seeping up through the portal as soon as it formed.

“Bosa, you are up,” Luke said and pointed towards the portal.

She gave him a serious nod and sent half her needles through the portal. A whizzing sound picked up within the cloud and a high pitched scream sounded. It was closely followed by a soft thump and some moaning and groaning.

Sentry was distracted by the sound and turned to glance at his companion. He searched the cloud, but couldn’t find him even from above.

The distraction cost him. Luke’s tank had been constantly trying to adjust the main gun to pin down Sentry. That brief pause was enough for the cannon to lock onto him and fire. A second thunderous boom rang out.

A high pitched scream sounded and the crowd gasped.

Sentry’s shield had been totally shattered from the cannon slug. The projectile had gone right through it and then through his right knee. The elf screamed and fell to the ground, clutching what was left of his leg.

The smoke around Splash cleared and revealed a heavily injured dwarf. Needles were stuck into him all over, including one in his left eye. He might have torn it out by now, but his hands were pinned to the steel floor by foot long needles.

Luke stood up and slowly walked over to the two crying and moaning opponents. “I assume you are forfeiting.”

“Yes, Doloro damn you. We forfeit," Sentry yelled, his voice ragged.

The System of the World gave Luke a nice little bonus when Sentry said those words.




	
Skill Up!





	
Summon Vehicle has advanced to level 25








 

The level up seemed a bit easy, until Luke realized that this one and the previous skill level up made perfect sense. His class was War Machine. Killing monsters was similar to war, but fighting people was even closer. Of course his skills would level up faster when he was doing what his class was made for. He bet his levels would skyrocket if he ever actually went to war. Hopefully he would never find out.

The bridges extended to the floating arena and healers rushed over.

Luke loudly said, “Sorry if I was unnecessarily violent. I’m usually much more reserved. But I was rushed.” He slowly looked up to the observation deck where he knew the countess was looking down on them.

            
