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            Book 1 Recap

          

        

      

    

    
      Noah's journey began when he arrived at Prixa and was assigned the class of blacksmith apprentice. He made a dagger from a vulture talon then encountered the Feka, a race of cat warriors, and a boy named Jasper. Jasper took him into the settlement and assigned him to Romas, the master blacksmith. However, Noah soon found himself in trouble when Romas accused him of stealing a dagger. As punishment, he ventured into the jungle at night, where he met Dee. She was a hunter class of Feka and became a valuable ally to Noah as they explored the jungle together.

      Noah unlocked a mining skill in a cave after he and Dee faced dangerous werewolves known as the Shadowalkers. They managed to survive and returned to the blacksmith's workshop. There, Noah met Typh, Dee's brother and the head of security in their settlement. Typh recognized Noah's potential after he learned about his access to magic and helped him develop his skills. The two faced a formidable bear creature together but were rescued by the Baron of the settlement. He discovered Noah's secret.

      The Shadowalkers launched an attack on Dunbar but were initially repelled. Noah devised a defensive strategy and built a drawbridge, effectively thwarting the werewolves' second assault. As a result, Noah was released from servitude and gained newfound respect.

      To his surprise, Noah discovered a unique ability. When humans held the equipment he had forged and matched the item's mana affinity, they could unlock their latent magical powers. This discovery led him to train the settlement's human mages and prepare for a final confrontation with the Shadowalkers.

      Despite their efforts, the werewolves proved to be a formidable foe. Under the full moon's power, the Shadowalkers' alpha killed the Baron, creating chaos and uncertainty. In a sudden turn of events, an unknown group of human mages with incredible fire and lightning magic arrived on the scene. Exhausted by the battle and overwhelmed by the mages’ power, the Shadowalker generals and the alpha were defeated. The human mages kidnapped Noah taking him to the city of Fulgar, and severed their Human alliance with the Monarch of the Feka.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 1

          

          
            Black Onesies

          

        

      

    

    
      I had arrived sometime during the night after the mages had saved us from the Shadowalker attack, and the teleportation mage had gotten us out of the demolished Fekan city of Dunbar.

      Well, more like kidnapped me. When I arrived, I was taken into the grand palace at the city's center, then sent directly to my room to rest without stopping and talking to anyone. I had no idea who these people were, but they seemed to know me.

      An elderly man with a long, white beard had escorted me to my room, then I heard a lock click on my door after I entered.

      Sleep didn't come to me as I played the day's events in my mind again. I had done everything possible to save Dee and hoped it was enough. I had so many questions, mainly about the status of my friends.

      I tossed and turned but couldn't fall asleep. It was dark in the room, the only light coming from a tiny torch and some brief flashes of lightning. I saw a few twinkling stars through the small window near the ceiling. It looked like one of those horizontal windows people sometimes have in their showers back on Earth.

      Once morning came, the door unlocked, and I was given a meal of potatoes and something that looked like Spam. It was horrible. I had gotten used to Dunbar's fresh fish and corn mixture, and this was like being served prison food. The juice was a hot beverage reminding me of coffee, and at least that was good. Much to my mother's dismay, I had just started drinking coffee about a year ago and enjoyed it.

      After breakfast, I tried the door. It opened, and I walked into the hallway and looked around at the gleaming halls. They were constructed from gray granite filled with red and yellow streaks. Flickering torches lined the long hallway, and I saw guards standing at attention near my room. They saw me but glanced away quickly.

      A skinny man in a blue onesie rushed up to me, a worried look on his face. "Excuse me! You cannot be out yet. We are not ready for you! You must wait until everyone’s breakfast is over!”

      I looked at the man, appraising his ridiculous outfit. I tried going with friendly. "Good morning. Can you tell me how much longer it will be? Or what I'm even doing here?"

      He glanced away. "No, I cannot. For now, please return to your room."

      I didn't move at first, and the guards shifted in their stances. I held up my hands and backed away. "Alright, relax, everyone. I'm going." I turned and went back into my room.

      The door shut behind me and clicked again, locking me in. Am I a prisoner? What the hell? From one servant situation to another?

      I looked around my room, seeing it better in the morning light. It was simply furnished, with a bed, a dresser filled with the same onesie the man outside wore only black, and a washing area and toilet. My boots sat to the left of the dresser. I left the onesies in the drawer and kept my overalls on even though they were stained red from the battle, uninterested in such a ridiculous outfit.

      I decided to try to sleep again and lay back on the bed, staring at the white ceiling.
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        * * *

      

      A knock came on the door, jarring me awake. I groaned and rolled over. "Noah, you must be in the hallway in five minutes." It was the same voice as before.

      I pursed my lips. "Alright," I answered back through the door.

      I got up, slid my boots on, and walked to the wash basin. The reflection staring back at me from the mirror looked horrible. I still had blood smeared on my left cheek and bags under my eyes.

      I had come a long way from the overweight kid from Earth. I was now a skilled blacksmith apprentice with unique creation abilities and magic powers. I even had a little definition in my arms. I wouldn’t go so far as to call it muscles, but still. As I looked out into the mirror, I couldn't help but feel a sense of hesitation and uncertainty.

      I washed my face and used my fingers to comb the mess of hair on my head, then walked outside my room.

      Three other humans stood at attention outside their doors, all wearing black onesies. No one looked at me, only straight ahead. The man in the blue hurried over to me. "No. You need to wear your new outfit. This one is...unfit."

      I looked back at him. "I would really feel more comfortable wearing it for now, if that's okay."

      He paused, unsure. His green eyes narrowed at me. I couldn’t help but look at a long burn mark along the left side of his face. "Fine. We will bring you down like this since you're just arriving and didn't have time to change. Yes. That's good. That's good." He started mumbling to himself as he turned and walked down the hall, waving a hand over his head to signal us along.

      The other people near me turned and started walking down the hallway, passing me. I saw one girl dart her eyes at me with a slight smile, then continue looking straight ahead.

      I followed in the back, curious about where we were going. We took a few turns down other hallways, picking up more people standing outside their doors. They had other colored onesies, and I started getting the same servant vibes as the Fekan cities. Strange.

      The group of us followed the blue onesie man to the front of the palace, everyone's boots stomping on the polished stone. Finally, we all stopped in front of the large double doors as he walked up onto a small stage and turned to address us.

      "Assignments today. Yellow team, you will be in the northeast quadrant to assist in road duty. Supervisor is Lucas. Green team, you are on western wood gathering. Supervisor is Haley. Blue team, you are at the water well repair project. Supervisor is Nicholas."

      He continued through the group of colored outfits, finally getting to mine. "Black team, you are in Karak Hold. Supervisor is Craig."

      I didn’t know what that meant, but the other people in the black onesies walked through the doors, and I followed them. A man in a black robe greeted us on the street. His head darted back and forth, and he mentally counted how many of us there were. Finally, he spoke. "Let's go, crew."

      Craig looked like a stern, no-nonsense man. He was burly with a grizzled appearance, a long beard, and a face that was etched with the marks of years of hard labor. He led our group with authority, setting a brisk pace as we walked through the city.

      The streets were crowded in the early light as people began going about their day. No one paid us much attention as we walked. The snow-capped mountains gleamed white in the city's background as the sun peeked over the hills. I saw the magical city around me a bit clearer, looking slightly different than when I got transported here last night. Mages walked around, but the lightning had stopped. However, the mages I saw still pulsed with dangerous energy. Many eyed me warily as I walked past. Each mage wore a metallic bracer on their arm, the item’s runes glowing softly. I assumed they were some sort of limiter, but had no idea.

      We took a road that led out of the city and walked for another ten minutes or so once we cleared a set of city gates. Up ahead, a square wooden frame led into a dark tunnel with a steel sign that read ‘Karak Hold Iron Mine.’ Inside, torches flickered merrily.

      Once inside the mine’s entrance, the crew picked up pickaxes as Craig barked orders, assigning them to their respective tasks. Some were to extract the iron ore from the mine walls, while others were responsible for hauling the heavy carts filled with ore to the surface.

      He pulled me aside, looking around to ensure the workers had gone to their jobs and no one was paying attention. "I have an extraordinary task for you, boy. I heard you can pull special ore from the walls without using equipment?" His eyes gleamed in the torches like a man who saw a treasure chest.

      I didn't know how he knew that, but I played along. "I can get a few pieces of ore, yes."

      He smiled a predatory smile. "Yes, I've been briefed on your skillset. Once we get some ore from the walls, we will return to the forges to watch you make us some creations. I’m okay as long as it’s non-iron. Now plumb the depths of Karak Hold and find me some specialty ores!"

      With that, he shoved me hard in the back and farther into the mine.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Capes Up!

          

        

      

    

    
      The cave had a main tunnel lined with torches that cast an eerie flickering glow off the wet rock. I heard the pounding of pickaxes echoing off the tunnels from various directions, now noticing side tunnels that branched off in several directions.

      I stopped in my tracks, realizing that I hadn't reassigned my mining skill to my character sheet. It was still in the 'unselected' section of my skills. Since I felt like battles were over for a while, I swapped out my 'Biokinesis' skill for now.

      
        
        [LV 9-BLACKSMITH APPRENTICE]
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        HEALTH [60/60]

        MANA [55/55]
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      I hadn't noticed, but there was a new hourglass tattoo, most likely my time and space mana that I had unlocked. All of my stats had recovered overnight. I noticed my healing skill had risen to level 2, probably from my work on Dee during the battle. Maybe she survived, so I got a level! I thought with a glimmer of hope in my heart.

      With the mining skill reassigned, the walls turned opaque in my mind as various ores showed themselves. I gasped, seeing the new colors shimmering in the walls. I had no idea what region of Prixa we were in, but there was a completely different ore structure here. In fact, I didn't even see the silver or red ores here. Further into the mines?

      I saw lots of iron ore, but left that for the other crew members to gather with the manual methods. My task was straightforward. I was supposed to gather other ores. Craig wanted me to get any non-iron ore, but I needed to find out what my options were.

      They must have been watching me somehow. Maybe that's how they knew to come to Dunbar for the battle! I thought anxiously. I would have trouble hiding anything if they knew what I could do.

      I turned down a random side tunnel, checking out the ore over here. Banging sounded from up ahead as the girl I saw in the hallway worked. She stopped working and looked at me, a curious look on her face. Behind her was an orange ore that I had never seen before. It reminded me of the color of copper. I wondered what I could use it for.

      "Hey! What's up, new guy?" the girl said, smiling at me. I barely heard her over the noise in the mine. "You're the one they watched in the town square, right?"

      What the hell? "No idea. They...transported me here yesterday. I slept in those prison cells disguised as rooms, and now I'm here. Trying to get ore for the bossman." I paused. "I'm Noah. And you are...?"

      She smiled. "Mara." She held out her hand. "Nice to meet you officially."

      I shook it politely. “So, are we all locked away at night? Or was it just me?”

      She grimaced. “Yeah, there is a curfew. They don’t want us wandering around the city. We get one night a week with a few extra hours on the town to blow off some steam. Other than that, you need to earn your unlocked door. Like our shining hall monitor, Doug.” She rolled her eyes a bit.

      Oh, the tool bag in the blue onesie. Got it. “What, like a promotion?”

      She nodded. “Something like that.”

      Suddenly I heard a siren sound, then shouting from the tunnels behind me. Two mages in red robes ran past, followed by two men with sabers. I looked at Mara, and we took off toward the main tunnel to investigate. I reached for my dagger but realized it wasn't where it usually was in my pocket. Oh no, they must have taken it when I got here! I was totally unarmed, which wasn't a good feeling.

      Flying creatures poured out of the tunnels further into the cave and dive-bombed the workers and mages.

      "Employees! To the walls! Capes up!" Craig yelled, gesturing to the walls. He had run up the tunnel and passed me to address the situation.

      We watched as the workers partnered up and began unzipping something that looked like a hood on the onesie. Once both people unzipped their partner's hood, they threw it over their heads and went into a fetal position in the dirt.

      Even knowing where they were and watching the whole thing, I couldn't see them anymore. They blended in so well with the dark tunnels that they were basically invisible. The bat creatures continued diving at the warriors, who now held massive tower shields to defend themselves.

      "Fire in the hole! Everyone back! Fire in the hole!" Craig shouted.

      The two mages in the red robes extended their hands, and flames exploded in a fan shape toward the bats. They began dropping left and right on the ground on and around the workers huddled there. Screeching erupted from the creatures as they burst into flames, becoming little mini-fireballs. The onesies apparently had minor protective properties, shielding the workers from the flaming creatures. I doubted they could stop a bite, though.

      The bats that hadn't been scorched retreated back down the tunnels, screeching and hissing like their obliterated buddies. I felt a pull on my arm as Mara pulled me back down the side tunnel.

      "That was too close," she muttered. "I can't believe how many there were this time."

      I looked at her with a questioning expression. "Are attacks from those things common?"

      Mara sighed, looking at me. "We get attacked pretty regularly. Mainly from the bats, but some of the rodents can attack in mass as well. The damn rats are the worst - they can teleport in and out of the rocks and surround us quickly. It makes the mages' job much tougher since they can't just flame throw all of them. But they all hate fire, so we always have our trusty fire mages with us. And these ridiculous outfits. But they won't let us take anything to defend ourselves. They're afraid of..." She trailed off, looking uncertain. "Never mind. Let's just get back to it."

      Mara seemed to relax, and she pulled me into the tunnel to return to work. As we made our way deeper into the side tunnel toward her pickaxe, I couldn't help but feel a bit uneasy. The unexpected attack made me wonder what else was lurking in these dark caverns.

      Mara returned to chipping away at the iron ore with her pickaxe as I walked toward the wall where the coppery ore was located. I tried to focus on the task at hand, but my mind kept drifting back to the attack.

      Suddenly, Mara spoke up. "So, what do you think of Fulgar so far?"

      I looked over at her, surprised by the sudden change in topic. "Uh, it's...different. I mean, I haven't seen much outside my prison room and the mine yet."

      Mara chuckled. "Yeah, I know what you mean. You will get used to it. They keep working for most of the day, and we don't get much free time. Once the lunch horn sounds, we swap with the gray team and get our ore smelted down in the forges."

      I reached into the wall and pulled some orange ore out. I heard her gasp slightly and I turned and smiled. We fell silent again for a few minutes before Mara spoke up again. "Noah, can I ask you something?"

      "Sure, what is it?"

      "Can you really do those things we all heard about?"

      I looked at her with a curious expression. She continued, a bit flustered. "I mean, we aren't supposed to know. But someone on the Blue team overheard one of the mages talking and heard about what you did over in your old city, how you rescued those servants. Turned all those people into mages, like the people here." She had a wistful expression on her face.

      I sighed. "I didn't end up rescuing anyone. I was able to unlock magic, but that was it. I could barely train people, and the ones I did failed. We lost in a battle against these werewolf monsters. Almost the whole settlement got wiped out before the mages from this place saved us."

      She looked at the cave walls. "Can...can you make more items? Can I unlock magic?"

      I looked at her. "It's why they brought me here, if I had to guess." I didn't say anything else as Craig rounded the corner.

      "New guy! What have you produced so far?" He stormed over with his hand out. I glanced again at Mara, but she was already hammering into the wall with her pickaxe like we never spoke.

      "I see some ore here. Here’s the first piece that I grabbed. There wasn't anything of interest further up the tunnel. I'll start getting some now. I can only get around three or four an hour, though..." I lied with an unsure expression on my face. I wanted to ensure I hedged my actual production so I wouldn’t come up short.

      "That will do. Get what you can, then rest and recharge your mana. My supervisor briefed me on your mana situation before we entered the caves. We have around five more hours left in the shift, so I expect a quota of twenty pieces of specialty ore to be mined today. That means anything you see that's non-iron ore.”

      I sighed, then nodded, and headed to the walls.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 3

          

          
            Forged

          

        

      

    

    
      I finally pulled my twentieth piece of orange colored ore, identified earlier as 'Temperite,' out of the wall to fill my day’s quota. I was flanked by the other mining crew members about a half mile farther into the caves. Our trusty fire mages looked on, chatting to each other softly.

      I glanced at my arm and saw my mana read [21/55]. I did the quick math in my head. We finished our five-hour shift, and I started with a full 55 mana charge. It took around three mana to mine the ore pieces on average, depending on the depth I had to go into the walls. That was somewhere approximately 65 mana. So that meant my mana regeneration was around six per hour. Not bad. I had taken my time, getting ore at a controlled pace and resting between. All in all, it wasn't too bad of a gig.

      I didn't know the plan after the mining shift was completed, so I was glad to have some mana in reserve. Craig had been coming over every thirty minutes to get the ore and stow it away in his duffle bag. Each time his eyes gleamed with a hunger that I couldn't quite understand. Does he get a bigger cut for this ore?

      A horn sounded toward the front of the caves, and my coworkers looked up from their tasks. They slung their pickaxes over their shoulders, gathered the remaining iron pieces they had mined, and placed them roughly into the mining cart. With a nod to the cartman, they walked up the incline toward the entrance. The sounds of wheels grinding on dirt followed behind us.

      We had no other attacks during the shift, which was nice. I was unarmed, as was the rest of the team, so there was a feeling of helplessness that came with this assignment.

      Sunlight streamed into the cave opening, and we broke the threshold into the afternoon light. It was a gorgeous day, but much cooler than I anticipated. The cave was around 65F and much warmer than the air around me now. And after a few weeks in the jungle, my body had acclimated to a moist heat, not this dry mountain cold. I shivered slightly as the air hit my exposed arms but looked around at my unaffected team. I saw my breath in a fine mist as I breathed. Figures. I either look ridiculous sweating like an animal in the jungle, or shivering like a wuss in the mountains. Great.

      I emerged from the dimly lit cave, shielding my eyes from the bright sunlight that assaulted my senses. I didn’t realize how dark it was in the caves, the torches providing most of the lighting.

      Fulgar was nestled amidst the snow-capped peaks of the mountains, its tall spires and gleaming buildings standing out against the stark white landscape. It looked small and compact in the distance from our ten-minute walk to the mines, putting us farther away than I thought. The buildings had been constructed with precision and care, their intricate designs and beautiful architecture was a testament to the skill of the mages who created them. They were crafted from various materials, including stone, metal, and wood, and were adorned with all manner of carvings and decorations. The runes that I had seen last night shone on the sides of buildings, but I had no idea what they were for.

      As I walked through the city's bustling lunchtime activities, I felt the chill of the mountain wind biting at my skin. The people of Fulgar moved about their daily business, bundled up in heavy furs and thick cloaks to ward off the cold. They looked at me with interest, their eyes widening as I passed like they knew who I was somehow. A few fire elementals trailed behind a group of red-robed mages and air mages soared overhead. Incredible, I thought.

      I continued following my crew through the streets, trying to figure out where we were going. Finally, we stopped at what appeared to be a restaurant. The large wood sign outside read "The Iron Hearth" in bold letters, with a picture of a pickaxe and shovel crossed underneath it.

      Inside the building, I could see the reason for the name. An enormous fireplace of gleaming iron sat in the back wall, a floating white fireball blasting out heat. A few men were seated at the tables wearing blue onesies, laughing and joking, and I could hear a lively tune playing on a wooden flute player in the corner of the room.

      Mara waved me over to the counter and patted the seat beside her, signaling me to come over. As I made my way to the counter, a woman with bright red hair and a friendly smile greeted me. "What can I get you, loves?" she asked warmly.

      Mara ordered us a bowl of stew and a chunk of bread. She nodded, then hurried down the line to the rest of the mining crew. "You're going to like the food here. It's much better than the palace food." She paused, sarcasm lacing her voice."They keep us fed well during the day to keep our spirits up."

      "Sure smells good in here. I'm starving," I replied, looking around at the other crews eating. I saw three of the seven teams present from this morning, the others most likely still out at their jobs.

      The barkeep returned and handed us a steaming wooden bowl and spoon. We went to a table near the fireplace and sat down, savoring the warmth that enveloped us. The stew was thick and savory, with chunks of meat and vegetables that melted in my mouth. The bread was warm and crusty, with a soft center.

      Mara and I didn't talk much. As I ate, I listened to the chatter around me. The miners spoke about their day's work, complaining about the cold and the long hours. I didn't feel like I fit in with them, being an outsider to the city, but I listened and nodded along. It was still odd for me to be surrounded by humans...weird as that was to admit to myself.

      Craig approached our table, the crew grumbling slightly. "Let's go, everyone. Forge time." He threw three bronze coins on the table with a pickaxe adorning the front, then turned and walked to the door. I looked at the currency with interest, curious about how this all worked.

      As I headed out the door, the cold air again hit me. The crew walked nonchalantly before me, my eyes still taking in the city's sights. After four turns on the various streets, we pulled up to a four-story warehouse billowing out smoke from the chimneys. It was a brick building with long panes of glass windows.

      Craig opened the twenty-foot-tall door and ushered us inside, a bored look on his face. When he saw me, he stuck his hand out. "Find me inside once the crew starts their work. I will instruct you on your next task." I nodded.

      I stepped into the massive building and was hit with a wave of heat and the overwhelming stench of slag. The pinging of metal being hammered and steam hissing filled my ears as I saw the towering ceiling. The forge was at least four stories high, with catwalks and ladders crisscrossing the entire interior, allowing workers to move from one area to another. Iron supports spanned the whole building, allowing for an open warehouse floor plan.

      At the center of the room stood four gigantic furnaces, each large enough to accommodate an elephant. The fires inside them burned with an intense orange glow. Molten metal bubbled and hissed within. Teams of workers in heavy protective gear moved around the furnaces, pouring molten metal into molds or hammering it into shape on anvils.

      The walls were blackened with soot, and the floor was slick with spilled water and metal shavings. It starkly contrasted with the pristine and orderly blacksmithing area I was used to working in back in the hidden smithy in Dunbar. Despite the chaos and heat, the workers' movements were purposeful and efficient. Everyone seemed to know their role and worked together to ensure the metal was processed quickly and efficiently.

      The crew spread out and went to their stations as workers in gray onesies passed us, assumedly the team we were replacing. They had tired, sooty faces and filthy clothes. I walked around the forge and observed for a few minutes before Craig signaled me over.

      He handed me a couple of wolf pelts and the duffel bag filled with ore from earlier in the day. "Alright, creator. Let's see what you can make with this!" Mages filtered in behind him, forming a tight circle around me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 4

          

          
            Leather Armor of Binding Fire

          

        

      

    

    
      I glanced around at the tight circle of eager faces around me, not all that pleased with the looks on their faces. I sighed and looked down at the ingredients in front of me. I put down the stack of pelts and lifted one over my shoulder, inspecting it simultaneously.

      
        
        [Whitetooth Pelt - Level 3 ingredient]

      

      

      Okay, if I make something with this, it will cost me around 15 mana. There goes the rest of my mana...

      Next, I dug out a piece of the temperite ore and waited. I felt a slight tug from my crafting sense, but not enough to make anything happen. If this is a level three ingredient, that means...

      I took out two more pieces, but nothing changed in my mind. I looked up at the mages who were eyeing me suspiciously. "Well?" Craig asked, eyebrows rising steadily.

      "Hang on. I must be missing something. Give me a minute."

      I started my 'DESIGN' skill, and the world slowed to a crawl. I thought about making a piece of armor using these two pieces, and the skill filled in the rest. I was attempting to make a 'FIREPROOF LEATHER ARMOR' out of my items, which sounded awesome. Since the pelt was a level three item, I needed three different ingredients, two of which showed images of the items I already had; a Pelt and 3x Temperite. The last piece was just one piece of 'SINEW.'

      I broke the skill off, and the world resumed to normal speed. My mana had gone to [16/55]; the design skill took five mana. I looked at Craig. "I need sinew to finish this build. Probably an ingredient from the bat kills or a rat, anything. Maybe a tail. Any ideas?"

      He looked at one of the mages in the black robes and nodded to him. The mage nodded back, then blinked out of existence. I jumped, surprised by the quick teleportation. We waited a few seconds, the tight circle of mages still surrounding me.

      With a pop, he returned, holding a couple of rat tails in his hand. "We've been stockpiling resources of all kinds from kills throughout the years while we waited for a Creator to return to us. Here."

      A creator to return? So the people of Fulgar don't have anyone to make things like this? So that's why they're manually mining and smelting ore down with the work crews. So equipment that the mages use...was that passed down through generations from the previous Creator?

      Now that I thought of it, there were certainly mages walking around the city. But I had only seen a few handful of air mages and these five or so fire mages. Then the black-robed teleportation mages. It only made for a few dozen total.

      I held out my hand and accepted the tails, and my crafting sense blared in my mind, happy with these three ingredients. I smiled back at them. "Yep, that did it. Okay...here we go!"

      I closed my eyes and concentrated, combining the five ingredients in my mind. I felt the sucking from my arm as mana flooded out of my tattoos and into the materials. I felt the pelt leap onto my body and spread out, slowly covering my chest, back, and arms. Straps formed along the sides. I heard gasps from the circle of mages, evidence that what I had crafted was spectacular.

      I inspected the piece.

      
        
        [LEATHER ARMOR OF BINDING FIRE]

      

      

      Sweet name! I thought, pleased with myself.

      I opened my eyes and looked down at my creation, then over at Craig and the mages. Their eyes were wide with shock and awe. The leather gleamed with a coppery orange, glowing slightly. I felt the forge's heat dissipate entirely around me, like I had stepped into an air-conditioned room.

      The mage in the black robe strode ahead and put his hand on the armor, his eyes scanning it. "Incredible," was all he muttered. The other mages came over and put their hands on it, and I felt like they were all petting me. It was super awkward, but I stood there, allowing them to inspect me and the armor.

      Craig finally broke the silence. "How many of these can you produce?"

      "That used the rest of my mana from the day. The next one I could make would be around four hours from now with my current mana regeneration.” I added an hour, once again hedging.

      He nodded, looking slightly disappointed. He turned to the mage in the black robe. "Take him to the Overlord. It's time the two of them met." I felt a hand on my arm, and we blinked out of the forge.
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        * * *

      

      I gasped as I appeared in a flash of light in the Overlord's office and took a breath to steady myself. The room was grand, with high ceilings and walls lined with ornate tapestries. The air smelled of rich leather and polished wood. The Overlord sat behind a large desk, his eyes trained on me as soon as I appeared.

      "Welcome, Noah," he said, his voice deep and commanding. "I've been observing you, and I must say, I'm extremely impressed."

      I frowned. "Observing me?" I didn't like where this was going, but I already had a feeling that Fulgar was watching me from the moment I arrived.

      "I mean your skills as a Creator," he said, leaning back in his chair. "You've created some of the most unique items we've seen in a long time. Level 3 armor? That's quite a feat. And the devices you built in Dunbar..."

      Yep. Watching me all right. I shifted uncomfortably, not used to being praised like this. I shrugged, not responding.

      "Modest. I like that," he said with a small smile. "But I have a proposition for you, Noah. We've been without any new magical items for the past thirty years. The only magical pieces we have left have been passed down or held by the mages. We need new items, and I believe you're the Creator we've been waiting for."

      I raised an eyebrow. "And what exactly do you want me to create?" I was curious about where he was going with this and what I was being offered.

      "Whatever you desire," he said, his voice smooth. "But I have a list of things that would greatly benefit our city. Items that would help our people unlock their full potential and secure our place in Prixa. It would grow your skills, while, at the same time, help my people out. A win-win proposition for you."

      So he wants me to unlock more mages with the items I create. Got it. I shifted in my seat, my eyes scanning the room. The room was dimly lit, with only a few torches flickering on the walls. The Overlord’s desk was made of dark wood, surrounded by shelves of books and scrolls. The mage in the black observed silently from the corner of the office.

      "I'm not sure I'm comfortable creating weapons and items for you," I said hesitantly. "I don't know what your intentions are with them. We just met and all..."

      The Overlord chuckled. "I intend to secure the safety and prosperity of Fulgar, of course. You have my word on that. I believe I already demonstrated my...willingness to assist your Fekan friends, have I not?"

      "Yes..." I said, unconvinced.

      "I will want to strengthen our alliance. Make sure the Shadowalker threat does not return. We must ensure both of our races can withstand their forces."

      I sighed, feeling like I didn't have a choice. "Fine," I said. "What do you want me to create first?"

      He leaned forward, a gleam in his eye. "I have just the thing in mind," he said. "Maybe some kind of equipment that will greatly aid our miners in their work. Or maybe some better tools for your assigned crew. What do you say? No weapons for the first batch of creations so we can...get to know each other." Something shone behind those piercing eyes, and I doubted I would have long to make non-weapon creations. But it bought me time to think of something else.

      I nodded, feeling the weight of responsibility settling on my shoulders. "I'll do it," I said. "But I want to ensure my work is going towards something good. I don't want to create more mages or weapons that will hurt others. Enough people have already died from my interactions with this world."

      The Overlord smiled, his eyes twinkling. "I understand your concerns, Noah," he said. "Rest assured; your work will be used for the betterment of Fulgar and its people. Return to your work in the forges. We have a lot of work to do. As a show of good faith, keep your armor."

      He nodded to the black-robed mage, who strode over and grabbed my arm.

      "We will meet again soon, Creator." The Overlord smiled toothily and looked down at the papers on his desk.

      We teleported out and returned to the forges, the heat hitting me in the face once more before the armor negated it.

      I left the Overlord's office feeling uneasy. I didn't know what to make of him or his intentions. But I knew I had to keep creating, hone my skills, and discover my capabilities. And maybe I could find a way to use my creations for good, to help the people of Prixa rather than hurt them.

      But I knew one thing for sure - that man controlled my position and freedoms, but I had a bad feeling about helping him too much. This would be a fine line to walk, working with them to level and learn while figuring out how to escape without becoming more of a prisoner.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 5

          

          
            Keg Pop

          

        

      

    

    
      During the four hours I said I needed to wait for my mana to regenerate, I helped out in the smelter. Without my mana, I was no different than the other workers. I volunteered to do the smelter job because of my new armor. I didn't feel any of the heat radiating off the three-story oven.

      I used tongs, placed iron ore into huge pots, and then pushed them into the oven. Over and over until my four hours were up. As soon as it was, Craig pulled me over into a similar mage ring, where he handed me a pelt and the bag again.

      "No, the Overlord said..."

      Craig shook his head. "I know what he said. Make one more armor vest today and start on tools tomorrow. As you've seen, the vest can go to another worker to shield them from the heat. Then you can have another smelter employee helping you. The vest is a great tool for us in here!"

      I looked at the group of high-powered mages surrounding me. Like before, I didn't have a choice. At the end of the day, it wasn't a vest. It was high-level armor, and I wanted it to stay in the right hands. But if it would be used for a worker here, that could help. And if it unlocked their fire abilities...

      "Okay. Fine."
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        * * *

      

      I wiped the sweat from my face, the air around me sizzling with heat and smoke. I turned to the side and let out a long deep, barking cough. To my left, three mages in their red robes watched me work. They seemed immune to the fire and heat, with no sign of discomfort on their faces.

      I turned back to the project at hand. The loud train horn sounded in the forges, signaling the end of the work shift. Outside the two-story windows, snow began to fall as sunset approached. My face and clothes, as with my team members, were caked with black soot. My armor, though, looked like new. A few boys clapped each other on the back and started walking toward the door, happy that the day was over.

      "Hey, new guy! Are you coming to the Workman's Friend for mid-week later with us? Celebrate your first day on the job?" one of the younger guys yelled over his shoulder at me. Mara looked up from her forge locker and smiled, then continued slowly putting her tools away.

      I knew I needed to socialize, let off some steam, and get to know the crew, so I agreed. "Uh, sure? I don't know where that is, though," I yelled back.

      The boy laughed. "We're going to get cleaned up first back at the rooms, man. Can’t get those girls from Yellow to talk to us looking like this, now can we?”

      He had a happy aura about him, and I was instantly drawn to him. I smiled. “No, I suppose we can’t.”

      “We will come to scoop you up. We have until midnight tonight for midweek employee entertainment until the curfew kicks in."

      I shrugged. "Okay! Sounds great."

      They turned and continued walking out the doors and into the snowy road. A larger boy joined up with them and started telling a story and waving his hands while the other boys laughed. Mara came over to me with an appraising look. "You know your way back to the rooms?"

      I nodded. "Hard to miss the giant palace that we all stay in," I said with a slight chuckle.

      She smirked. "No, I meant the room itself. Not the palace."

      "Oh. Actually, we did take a lot of turns in the hallways. I wouldn't mind an escort."

      "Come on, then. We won't want to miss keg pop!" She smiled toothily at me, then grabbed my hand and pulled it out the door. I blushed a little at the contact.

      Outside, the sun was setting into the mountainscape behind the city, a beautiful red blossoming in the sky. Breath misted before me as my gaze returned to the palace before us. We continued walking, making small talk. I was excited to spend time with my coworkers at the...bar? Restaurant? Well, wherever we were going. I had never drunk beer before and was slightly nervous about that. I assumed that was what came out of said keg when it popped.

      The day's events played in my head as we walked. I had now made two pieces of high-level armor...one of which I wore. I had met the Overlord, who seemed friendly enough. But I had seen enough movies to know a snake when I saw one. I appreciated the opportunity to upgrade my skills through creation - something that I never got to do while I was in the servant class at Dunbar. But even if I was indirectly making weapons...I shuddered at the thought.

      I wondered what would happen to my armor when I took it off in my room. Would it be taken? Would they leave it for me to wear in the forge? I doubted they would take it, as then they would lose my trust. I could almost see my armor helping people in the forges. Almost.

      For now, I would keep mining my ore and making equipment. I planned on designing a better mining pickaxe. One that could help my coworkers get to the iron ore faster and with less manual labor. I could also create more fire-resistant tools for them using the temperite ore. I thought about going a different direction in the mine tomorrow to see what other ores there were. If Dunbar had red and silver, I wondered if this place also had a couple.

      I would make as much helpful gear as possible for as long as I was allowed before the Overlord required me to make weapons. Hopefully, that was at least a week or so. That way, I could get my bearings.

      We entered the palace as two guards eyed us wearily. They nodded to us, then returned to their bored expressions. I followed Mara up the stairs and into the winding hallways until we reached our rooms. "I assume the guys will be ready in about thirty minutes. Don't take too long getting yourself prettied up!"

      I laughed. "Oh, I need much longer than that to get pretty." I cursed at myself. Idiot.

      If that was a stupid joke, Mara didn't show it. She just smiled and turned to go into her room. I went into mine and found my way to the wash basin after taking off my disgusting clothes and armor and putting them in the corner. As I noticed in the forge, my armor had no soot on it at all. In fact, it displayed absolutely no sign of wear from the work.

      I turned the knob to start the hot water and looked into the mirror. This city, just like Dunbar, had running water, but the water that came out here was heated. The cats hadn’t figured that out yet.

      My face wasn't even recognizable from all the soot. Maybe I wasn't kidding about needing more than thirty minutes.
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        * * *

      

      We walked for a few blocks and finally arrived at the bar. It was a small, dingy place with a wooden sign swinging above the door. Inside, it was packed with people wearing their colors and clean onesies. The air was thick with the smell of alcohol and smoke as a cool breeze followed us into the establishment.

      The bartender greeted the group with a friendly nod and an empty mug. "Welcome to The Workman's Friend! Keg pop should be any minute," he said, smiling. I was handed a mug and followed my crew to the corner of the bar.

      A group of men stood in the corner, playing music on a fiddle and a banjo. Their lively tunes filled the air, and I found myself tapping my foot to the beat. It reminded me of something you would hear in the deep south.

      After two songs, someone jumped onto the bar, and the music slowed and stopped. The large man had a long, brown beard, and a jolly expression. The bar quieted down as all eyes looked at him. "Welcome to the mid-week celebration!"

      The workers cheered in unison, raising their empty mugs. "Tonight, we have a special brew...made by our own Gastus in the back. Gastus, come out and wave and such!" the man commanded, his deep rumbling voice ringing out in mock sternness. Another gentleman stuck his head out of the kitchen, gave a cursory wave, shook his head in disdain at the barkeep, and shuffled back into the kitchen. The crowd of people roared with appreciation.

      "What, no keg pop of your own beer? What a party pooper." The crowd roared again in laughter. I appreciated the barkeep's showmanship.

      "With that, I give you...first keg!" The music started again as he popped the tap in, pumping it a few times and starting the stream of beer into the mugs nearby. I couldn't help but smile as people surged to the front of the line.

      While I waited, a thought occurred to me. Curious, I snapped on my 'PATRON' skill. I didn’t see a single person light up in red or yellow. Interesting. I also looked at my team and saw no color there, either. I quickly snapped the skill off and held my head as it pulsed viciously. My mana was slowly refilling since the forge and was back down to [4/55]. Ouch. That used a ton of mana with all of these people here. I finally got my mug filled and returned to my team's table.

      I digested the lack of information my skill gave me. So this town was focused on fire, air, and teleportation. They must have a way to find those with the talent for those magics, or maybe that was the ‘promotion’ that Mara was talking about. If the crews worked hard, they got the chance to try and unlock their magic. But that would mean the humans in Dunbar had never been to Fulgar though. Maybe they were second-generation humans outside of Fulgar? I wished I had more magic elements opened so I could see more potential. I didn’t have earth or water magic unlocked, so the people in this room could be affiliated with those.

      "You look deep in thought!" Mara said, gazing at me, the music shifting to a slower song.

      "Oh. Yeah. It's just a lot to adjust to. There wasn't this kind of place back at Dunbar." I didn't say much else and downed my beer. It was delicious. The cold liquid was a relief to my parched throat. I sat there quietly, watching the band and appreciating the music. Eventually, I downed another mug of beer and then another. Before I knew it, I was feeling the effects of the alcohol. Conversations evolved around me, many of which I was uninvolved in.

      My head was spinning, and my tongue was loosened. I tried to blend in with the crew by making small talk. The younger boy, who invited me during the shift, involved me where he could out of pity. I looked around and saw my coworkers nodding politely but not listening to me. Most were already deep in conversation or telling private jokes where I wasn't there to understand the humor. Even Mara had gone off to another table, her hands flailing animatedly as she told a story to the girls sitting there. I watched a few boys from my crew waltz over to the girls’ table, just to be rebuffed and ridiculed by the table I found myself at. A couple of boys tried to pull the girls up to dance, but they got rejected.

      I felt a wave of loneliness wash over me, and suddenly I missed Dunbar and the Feka even more. I missed Dee and Jasper. I also missed my mom and my apartment back home for the first time in a while. I had been so busy with life-threatening emergencies that I had not really even sat down to feel anything about my previous life. But it all came back to me in a drunken rush. A tear formed in my eye, and I wiped it away quickly before anyone could notice.

      This place still felt so...off. Tonight's celebration seemed to be a way to keep the beaten down working-class tame and happy. To forget about the long hours in the dangerous conditions. But maybe I was being too tough on things here. I wasn't very trusting at this point.

      I finished my last drink, mumbled something about being tired, and waved to the group. I don't know if anyone even noticed my departure. I stumbled back to my room alone, the sounds of the bar fading away behind me. A few guards watched me walk toward the palace but didn’t say anything.

      After a few wrong turns through the winding hallways of the palace, I finally found my way back to my room. As I sank into the bed, I thought drunkenly about the future and what it held.

      Could I use my skills for good to make a real difference? Or would I be stuck making magical items for an unknown purpose here, contributing to the already unequal society of Fulgar? Or even strengthening a city of humans with dangerous goals that affected the Feka?

      Only time would tell. I needed to find out the plan for me and my equipment.

      A few minutes later, I heard my door lock with a click.
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            Power Struggle

          

        

      

    

    
      Dee's eyes fluttered open, and she groaned in pain as she tried to move her body. She felt stiff and weak, and her entire body ached. She tried to sit up, but a sharp pain shot through her chest caused her to gasp and lie back down. She inspected herself and was shocked to see her health still [14/265] and her stamina down to [2/105]. This had to be the lowest she had ever been. Well, except for that Leeper attack from a few years ago.

      She looked around and realized she was in a makeshift hospital. The walls were made of white fabric, and several beds with injured Fekan warriors were lying in them. The room smelled of antiseptic and herbs, and a strange humming sound was in the air.

      Dee tried to remember how she got there, but her memories were blurry. She remembered the battle, the pain, and the fear, but everything else was missing. She moved her gown back a bit and saw fiery red bite marks lining her shoulder near her neck. She shuddered slightly. So that's why my health won't refill. The hunter class Feka were immune from plant and insect poison, but not infections and other serious illnesses. Injuries like these bites often prevented health from regenerating as the body fought the inflictions.

      The tent flap to her room, if you could call it that, opened, and her father walked in. He looked tired and worried, and Dee could see the lines of stress on his face. But when he saw her, a tired smile formed. "Dee, you're awake!" he exclaimed, rushing to her side. "How do you feel?"

      "Hey, Father. I feel...I don't know," Dee replied weakly. "What happened? Where are we?"

      "We're in the infirmary that Jasper and I constructed," Romas said. "You were injured in the battle, and we brought you and the others here. You lost a lot of blood and are fighting a nasty bite infection, but the doc said Noah reconstructed your busted veins using his strange bio skill. It was risky, but it worked and I’m glad he did it. You're lucky to be alive. I'm not sure of the long-term effects, though..."

      Dee smiled, a warm glow filling her heart at the thought of Noah saving her during the battle. "How is he?" she asked, her voice barely above a whisper.

      "No idea," Romas said, a frown crossing his furry features. "He got taken by some powerful humans at the end of the battle. The mages killed the alpha and routed the Shadowalkers. They mentioned something about an alliance being fulfilled. We are all still in the dark about the whole thing. The Monarch hasn’t been here yet to address us."

      Dee gasped, shocked by the news. "Seriously?"

      Romas nodded. "Things have changed since Noah left, Dee. The Baron is dead, and a new Baron has taken over. Some aristocat from the capital. He's locked down the city, blaming the human race for the attack that happened."

      Dee's eyes widened in shock. "Locked down the city? But why?"

      "He's paranoid," Romas said, his voice bitter. "Baron Tobias believes that humans are the enemy and that they will betray us again. He's afraid they'll use their powers to harm us, especially after seeing how powerful those mages were. The mages we trained and equipped at our settlement were low-level and still tremendously impacted the battle. He even confiscated all the weapons and tools that Noah made for them. He locks them away in a heavily guarded chest."

      "That's not fair," Dee protested weakly. "Noah is different. He helped us. He saved our lives. Multiple times!"

      "I know, Dee," Romas said, his eyes softening. "But not everyone sees it that way. The new Baron isn’t much of a warrior and is a proud Feka who won't listen to reason. He wasn't here for all that. We have to be careful, or we'll end up in even more trouble."

      Dee felt a wave of despair wash over her. She expected things would be different if they could turn away the Shadowalker threat and defend Dunbar. The humans were fun to hunt with and had incredible skills that meshed well with the Feka. She had hoped that they would be able to live in peace and freedom, growing the settlement further than their kind could do on their own.

      But it seemed like their troubles were far from over. She just hoped that the new alpha of those monsters was less of a threat than the old one.
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        * * *

      

      Annos was a massive werewolf, towering over the young challenger that awaited him in the woods. His fur was a deep shade of midnight black, with scars littered across his muscular frame. One, in particular, ran diagonally across his left cheek, giving him a menacing appearance.

      The young werewolf stood no chance against the seasoned alpha from the distant pack. They clashed outside the city's walls, snarling and snapping at each other, claws and teeth baring. The alpha's strength and experience quickly became evident, and he soon had the young werewolf pinned to the ground with his powerful jaws around his neck, defeated. With a fierce howl, he announced his victory, and the other werewolves of the pack joined in, their howls echoing through the woods.

      He tossed the dead body to his beta like it weighed nothing. The beta would preserve it for Annos to consume later in his den. His power had grown exponentially with each alpha challenge, and this should be the last one. No one else would dare challenge him, and he would officially take over as Shadowalker alpha tonight. The moon's power wore off, and he felt a pang of exhaustion but did not show it in front of his pack.

      The alpha turned his attention to his next goal, satisfied with his victory. He sought allies to help him take down the Feka once and for all, something the old alpha had failed to do. He would set off into the woods with a small group of his most trusted pack members, using his heightened senses to search for potential allies. He knew exactly who and what to look for.

      As they entered the Shadowalker city, the eyes of the residents darted to their group curiously. Many canine beasts had blood on their fur or scars from the previous battle. The city was completely silent as he strode on his two legs through the town square, flanked by his beta and highest-ranking warriors. He finally stopped and looked around. Dogs had emerged from all over the city to see the victor emerge from the days of power struggles. Twenty or thirty various species of Shadowalker, all out of their dens, stopped what they were doing. Now, they all felt it. They felt the power radiating from this beast—the head of their pack.

      New blood had filtered in from all over the northern parts of Prixa, filling in dens where the fallen Shadowalkers used to live. The old alpha was a terrifying beast and had kept out many of the potential city inhabitants. But now that he was slain, the city filled to the brim.

      Strung up from the vacant alpha's den was the body of the dead Fekan Baron. Somehow, the hyena beasts had snuck it out in the chaos of battle and preserved it before the humans’ surprise attack had ruined their plans. Annos looked at it, licked his lips, and looked back. It was unspoken among the Shadowalkers that only the new alpha would consume the powerful body once a champion emerged.

      He squared his shoulders and looked around, addressing the silent city for the first time since arriving. He growled his challenge. "Anyone else?" was all he uttered, waiting.

      No one moved. No one dared to breathe for fear of the alpha's glare falling upon them.

      Satisfied, the alpha leapt and yanked the body down, starting to devour him and growing in power with each bite.

      As the alpha consumed the Baron's body, his muscles bulged, and his eyes glowed with a newfound intensity. With his power now at its peak, he let out a deafening howl, signaling to his pack that they would be unstoppable.

      The Feka had no idea what was coming for them.
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      As I descended into the mines, I contemplated the task ahead. The miners and forge workers needed something to make their jobs easier, something that would help them get the job done faster and more efficiently. And I was the Creator that would have to come up with it. But that didn't mean I would make whatever I wanted. I decided to ask the crew for their thoughts.

      I looked around at my coworkers, who were already hard at work, chipping away at the walls and hauling out the rusty brown iron ore chunks. It was warmer down here than usual, but the workers didn't mind.

      I approached Craig, who was closely monitoring everyone to ensure work continued as the beer made its way through everyone's system. "What do you need me to do today, Craig?" I asked.

      "I need you to get twenty pieces of ore, same as yesterday," Craig replied, disinterested.

      "Got it," I said. "I want to make something to help the workers. Can you give me some ideas on what they might need?"

      Craig continued staring straight ahead but stroked his chin, thinking. "Well, they could use something to help them extract the ore from the walls quicker. If I could increase my quota for the Overlord..." His eyes got that look again, dreamy and hopeful. "And maybe something to help them haul it out of the mine. The incline from the ore seams to the opening is pretty steep, and it takes forever for my guys to push it to the top. And it's treacherous to bring the carts back down the slope."

      I nodded. "Okay, I'll see what I can come up with." Instantly, a conveyor came to mind. I doubted the people of this world had ever seen something like that. Easy enough. But without rubber...how would I make that?

      As I made my way through the tunnels, I noticed that a few of my fellow miners were struggling with their tools. Some had rusted, while others were broken or too dull to work efficiently. I wondered about the purity of the iron coming out of the smelter.

      I wandered over to a group of workers chipping away at the walls with their pickaxes. We had started a little slow this morning after yesterday's celebration; the boys and I were groggy from our hangovers. "Morning, fellas," I said to my crewmates. "I'm looking at designing something to help you guys out around here. Any ideas?"

      They looked at each other, then down at their tools. Finally, one spoke up. “Can you make something to extract the ore like you do? You know, without banging on the walls and blasting them apart?” The crew chuckled, and I smiled in return.

      "I'll see what I can do, but I doubt that," I said. "Any other ideas?"

      A few other workers had noticed the stoppage in work and had wandered over. A younger boy, whom I hadn't really talked to, spoke up, holding his pickaxe in the air. "If you could do something about these damn things rusting and breaking, that would be great. The boss blames us for a broken tool and takes the cost of a new one out of our pay!"

      Mumbled agreements broke out. "And maybe some better lighting in here?" More agreement. I thought back to the purple vials from Dunbar and their eerie vision-enhancing light. I hadn’t seen any of the mushrooms up here, but maybe they existed farther into the caves.

      "Anything else?" The guys looked back and forth but shook their heads no.

      I had some ideas. I would need to fire up my design skill after lunch since I still had all my ore to gather for the shift. Apparently, solving production issues for the crew didn't get me out of my quota.

      "Thanks, guys. I better get to it."

      With that, everyone got back to it. There were a couple of ways we could go here. First thing first, I needed to take the iron ore and make a processing plant. This way, the rock and garbage would be discarded, and the carts would be filled with legit ore.

      I had noticed the iron produced from the smelter looking...blotchy. I wondered if this was why much of the equipment was rusting so quickly. The end iron would be better if I could get a more pure product up and out of the mines. And then maybe we could even make steel. But with the ore grade coming out now, and with very little processing, we had no chance of that.

      I was excited to see what my skills would do here. But I knew it would take almost all of my mana if I wanted to design something of this scale. I needed Craig to lay off on the ore quota for a day. He needed to work with me here. Short-term production would need to decrease slightly to increase output in the long run.

      With resolve, I walked up the slope to find him. After checking a few of the tunnels, I saw him pointing and yelling at one of the crew. I waited until he was done, then walked over.

      "Craig, I have an idea. But it will take me a while to design and probably use all of my mana. I need to skip today's ore production, but I promise it will be worth it," I said in my best salesman voice.

      He eyed me with a stern expression. "No."

      My head jerked back. "No? What do you mean, no?"

      "No," he repeated. "You're just trying to get out of working today, and I have a quota to fill. So no. Nope. Nuh-uh. Not gonna happen. Need me to be any clearer?"

      My eyes clouded, rage finally blasting out of me after days of holding it in. I had enough. "Listen, Craig. You are going to let me do what I need to. This is going to help you and your crew get more ore. Understand? I don't mind working in this shit hole. But I will make it better for everyone down here, including you. Understand??"

      The banging stopped around me, workers hearing my outburst and looking over, shocked looks on their faces.

      I breathed heavily, surprised at how close I stood to the large, older man. His eyes were wide, dumbfounded at my outburst. I doubted he had ever been spoken to that way. He stayed silent, unsure of what to say. Finally, he responded, speaking in a low whisper. "You get one day. One. Consider this a loan. If your plans don't work, I will keep you here 24/7 until you repay your lost ore quota, times three. Dismissed."

      He looked straight ahead, trying to regain any semblance of control over the situation. I took the small victory and retreated to the front of the mine. Once I got away from the noise, I turned down a side tunnel and sat on the dirt, crossing my legs and sitting comfortably in almost a meditation position. Yikes, no pressure. I better get to it, then.

      Since coming to Prixa, I had leveled up my skills, but I needed to figure out what the increase in skills meant. Back in Dunbar, Typh had said that the Feka could inspect themselves and their skills and get additional information. I had the voice lady in my head when I got new skills or had options to choose from, but it had been a while since I heard from her.

      I wondered about my inspection skill, and if I could do anything with it, and to my shock, information sounded out in my mind.

      
        
        [YOUR LEVEL 9 CHARACTER ALLOWS INSPECTION INFORMATION FOR SKILLS LEVEL 5 OR HIGHER]

      

      

      Oh, sweet! I wonder what my level 5 mining skill allows me to do. I pulled up my mining skill in my mind, inspecting it.

      
        
        [MINING - LEVEL 5 - ORES UNLOCKED - 6 - SUBSKILLS UNLOCKED - 3 - SUBSKILLS - ORE EXTRACTION | ORE CRUSHING | ORE BENEFICIATION - MANA REDUCTION FOR MINING OPERATIONS - 5%]

      

      

      Wow. What the hell were those subskills? What in the world was beneficiation? I did the same with my design skill, curious about what I had unlocked.

      
        
        [DESIGN - LEVEL 5 - INGREDIENT SKILL LEVEL 5 - DESIGN SLOTS PER CREATION - 3 - DEVICE SIZE UNLOCKED - SIMPLE | SMALL - MANA PER SECOND OF DESIGNING - 0.055 - MANA TYPES UNLOCKED - AIR | FIRE | SPACE]

      

      

      I wondered what classified as a medium device size and how to tell. Maybe I would get an error when I tried to make something too big, like when I tried to make an earth-based spear back on Dunbar.

      Also, I had an idea. I had space mana unlocked. So if I was constantly being watched, either with some form of scrying or spell, I would have to make a scrying blocker just like I had worn a scent-blocking cloak back in the caves with Dee. This way, I could...get into some trouble without fear of anyone seeing. Or have private conversations in my room without my lips being read.

      I kept inspecting my skills, going to my primary skill next.

      
        
        [CREATE - LEVEL 9 - MANA COST = 5 x DESIGN LEVEL]

      

      

      That was it? I was surprised by the lack of information, but that skill was more of a feeling. It told me when I had the items required to make something. Even though inspecting this stuff didn't take any mana, I was starting to get a headache, although I wasn't sure why. I didn't have any other skills above level 5, anyway.

      I still wondered what would happen when I broke the level 10 barrier and what I needed to do to get there. Experience here didn't tally up like some video games from Earth. It was more of a do something extraordinary or new, get a level thing. Which was fine, but what the hell did I need to do next?

      I assumed that creating an iron ore processing plant would go a long way toward leveling me up.

      With that, I closed my eyes and started designing.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 8

          

          
            Hematite Ore

          

        

      

    

    
      I fired up my ‘DESIGN’ skill and felt it pull from my newly acquired mining knowledge about crushers to figure out what I needed here, the world slowing to a crawl as was usual during designing. It was cool that my skills worked together. I didn’t know that was going to happen.

      First, I designed a crusher that would be used to break apart the iron rocks into a fine powder. I thought of a simple cone crusher and trusted the skill to guide me here. The design broke into three parts; the cone shell on the outside, called the crushing chamber, the inner mainshaft to squeeze and break the rocks as they tumbled down the cone, and the gear and pinion to rotate the mainshaft around the shell. It looked like we would have to manually wind the gears to operate the crusher, which was fine. Electricity wasn't a thing here, and motors didn't exist. Well, unless the air mages could power stuff. But I wasn’t taking any chances.

      Satisfied with the crusher design, I clicked the skill off but was shocked to see my mana down to [33/55] already. Ouch.

      I also looked at the ingredients for each part of my crusher and wasn't pleased with the results.

      
        
        [SIMPLE MANUAL CONE CRUSHER - CRUSHING CHAMBER 10X IRON | INNER MAINSHAFT 5X TUNGSTEN / 5X STEEL | GEAR AND PINION 5X STEEL / 5X IRON]

      

      

      Great. Where the hell was I going to get steel from in a place where that didn't exist? That was another thing I would have to create. And tungsten? I hadn’t mined that yet. But the fact that it showed up, maybe I had seen it down here, I just didn’t know it yet.

      Curious, I used my design skill and considered what ingredients steel would need. The forges operated by melting the iron in the rocks into hot slag, combining it, and letting it cool in various shapes to make tools. My basic understanding of steelmaking was either the addition of oxygen through blowing into pig iron or to add coal. Or maybe both? I couldn’t remember. Let's see what my design skill thinks. The world slowed again, but I got my result quickly this time.

      
        
        [STEEL - 9X IRON | 2X TINDERSTONE]

      

      

      Interesting. It seems easy enough, but how will I get the tinderstone? I'm not in Dunbar anymore...

      Satisfied that I had a way to get the parts for the crusher, I designed a chute leading to a beneficiation machine that used magnetic separation in a rolling magnetic pulley to separate the iron from the tailings.

      The parts and ingredients showed up, and their three boxes were clear in my mind again.

      
        
        [SMALL IRON BENEFICIATION MACHINE - MACHINE FRAMEWORK- INLET SLURRY BOX - 1X BUCKET WATER / 5X IRON | OUTLET CONCENTRATE BOX - 5X IRON | OUTLET TAILINGS BOX - 5X IRON]

      

      

      
        
        [SMALL IRON BENEFICIATION MACHINE SEPARATOR DRUM - 10X STEEL / 3X MAGNETITE ORE / IRON ROD, MUST BE ADDED AFTER CREATION OF FRAMEWORK IS COMPLETE]

      

      

      So the ‘DESIGN’ skill broke the machine into two parts, a ‘MACHINE FRAMEWORK’ and a magnetic drum. I had a few mana left, and wanted to see if my mining skill could project what the finished product would be.

      
        
        [YOUR 'MINING' SKILL PROJECTS THAT YOUR CURRENT LOCATION'S HEMATITE ORE DEPOSIT WILL RESULT IN 65% IRON | 35% TAILINGS FROM YOUR SELECTED CRUSHING EQUIPMENT. FINISHED PRODUCT AFTER BENEFICIATION ESTIMATED AT 90-92% IRON. THIS PRODUCT CAN BE PROCESSED AT A 1.65/1 RATIO AT YOUR LOCAL BLAST FURNACE TO PRODUCE STEEL]

      

      

      
        
        [THE LOCAL IRON DEPOSIT IS 89% HEMATITE AND 11% MAGNETITE]

      

      

      Man! A 90% pure iron. Craig would be thrilled at that, I thought with a grin. So if the mine had been operational for a while, I wonder if Craig and his team had mined some magnetite already. They would be able to tell the difference.

      I continued inspecting various parts of my designs and thinking of questions to things I didn’t understand. My mining skill told me that magnetite was a black iron ore, whereas hematite was red from what I had seen so far. Then, when I wondered what the hell a slurry was, my mining skill filled in the details again.

      It sounded like the beneficiation was something where water floated the fine grain ore, called a slurry, to the magnetic wheel, and anything that wasn't magnetic would fall into the tailings bin. Anything magnetic would be carried on the wheel to a separate box called the 'concentrate box.' Simple enough!

      I cut the skill off, exhausted and totally out of mana. My arm hung limply at my side, a pulsing numbness radiating from the tattoos. I felt thrilled with the process and wished I could be in Romas' basement using the design table. Using all 55 mana felt horrible, and I was utterly useless until my mana began refilling.

      Either way, I was excited to put out a better iron product and open up the ability for the city to make steel.

      I crawled further down the tunnel and sat on the cold dirt with my back against the wall, eyes growing heavier by the minute. Between the hangover and the rapid reduction in mana, my body was completely spent.

      As the white noise of the workplace surrounded me, I felt my eyelids droop.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      "Noah. Noah!" I heard shouting coming from the front of the tunnel. It was Mara, eyes wide and running over to me. I jerked awake and stood up like a kid caught in the middle of something naughty.

      "Hey, what's up?" I said, a bit groggily.

      "Don't what's up me! Craig is looking for you and looks red hot mad. You've disappeared during almost the entire shift!"

      I grimaced. I certainly hadn't meant to fall asleep, but with the gentle breeze from the mine’s natural ventilation and the absolute darkness, sleep had come easily to me. I had also had a hell of a few weeks and probably needed the rest.

      "Sorry," I said, trying to look ashamed. "I designed a processing system for the mine to increase production, which totally zapped me. How much longer is the shift?"

      She huffed. "Lunch horn has already sounded! Come on, I'll pretend we were mining together. Here, take some of this iron." She shoved some ore in my onesie pockets, and my face reddened slightly at her hands in my pants.

      She noticed and rolled her eyes. "Oh, grow up. What, a girl's never had her hands in your pants before?" Now her expression shifted to a smirk.

      I began stuttering a response like an idiot, but she saved me the trouble. "Come on. Let's head up and hand in our production for the day." She grabbed my hand and pulled me up the dark tunnel toward the main walkway as the crew passed us. I got a few curious glances from the older boys, assumptions flowing freely through their minds.

      At the top of the tunnel, Craig's darting eyes found mine, a scowl crossing his features. "You! To me, now," he said with a 'come here' gesture. I separated from Mara and walked over to him. He grabbed me roughly by the shoulder and pulled me aside as the last of the crew stepped up the path toward the city.

      "Well? Did you get done what you needed to?" he asked, eyes wild with excitement.

      I handed him the iron ore. "Yes, but it drained my entire mana supply and exhausted me. I should be partially restocked with mana in about four more hours and able to create, but I have the blueprints ready for the processing devices now."

      He eyed me curiously. In a low whisper, he asked, "What did you design?"

      I hesitated but told him about the two machines and their costs. He nodded as I told him about the crushers and the magnetic slurry device separating iron from rock. "This will increase the purity of our iron product and make each cart carry much more ore. Amazing,” Craig said. “I hope it works. So you can just...make these things?"

      I nodded. "Once I get enough materials. But I am going to need to make steel. Your planet doesn't seem to have that or know what that is, so I'll manually create it for the first batch. It will take me a few days to make everything I need."

      Craig narrowed his eyes at me, not believing the delay in the project timeline. “What else?”

      “I also need something called magnetite ore. It will be iron, but a much darker color, not the red of the regular iron. Have you seen any? It would probably stick to the iron carts.”

      He nodded. “Yes, we scrape that iron off the carts once a week. It doesn’t dump out as easily. It sells for a premium. We store it separately.”

      I continued, "Well, I will need three pieces of that ore. Also, I need 35 iron, an ore I haven’t found yet, and a ton of steel. Not counting the iron I need to make the actual steel. It will be labor intensive for me to make the steel and an iron rod for my drum. Once I have it all and recover all my mana, I can make the machines. We can start using them immediately”.

      He didn't say anything for a while, weighing my response. Finally, he responded. "I'll have to submit this to the Overlord, but I'm sure he is as curious as I am to see what you're cooking up for us. The production value that a 35-40% increase will yield..." He trailed off, again with the 'treasure eyes' as I had come to call them. "And this...steel is worth it?"

      "Yes. Steel is amazing. It's a far superior product to iron. Especially at the grade we've been smelting."

      I wanted to make sure no one had any false assumptions. "Remember, Craig, it's not more iron. It's just a higher concentrated product, with less waste filling the carts, and the ability to make steel," I corrected him. "Also, a quick side note...I will need something called tinderstone. Is that something you can get for me? I need it for the steel production."

      "Yes, yes. I'll have a porter go get the ore...he will be back with it within the hour. He can bring the magnetic iron ore that you need as well."

      Porter? I thought. Like, teleporter? Interesting. Where are they going to get the ore from?

      "Once you get everything, just make your things, and we will go from there. You have three additional days. Your work at the forges is suspended for you to get whatever rest you require, and my mages will deliver your ingredients as you request. Write them out with the scribe at the front of the facility; he will get you what you need. I hope you realize, however, that this means you will be under lock and key in the mines when they're delivered. You will need to produce the equipment there and only there. This is an enormous expense for us."

      I knew this was coming. "Of course. I will make the steel and subsequent crusher in the mines themselves."

      He nodded. "Very well. Let's get you what you need!"

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 9

          

          
            Crushin’ Time

          

        

      

    

    
      I headed deeper into the mine, the five pieces of tungsten clanking around in my pocket. The blue-hue ore was much deeper in the cave walls, and I almost had to submerge my entire body into the rock wall to reach it. I didn’t want to go entirely into the rock, which was terrifying, so I had to be careful when mining.

      Back here, there were very few crew members near me. A bored-looking mage stood at the front of the tunnel, watching and protecting me. He tossed a stone in the air, catching it in his hand.

      A low growl sounded out, sounding almost like two rocks grinding together. The mage sprung into action, a small fireball shining over his head as he looked wildly in every direction. I cut off my mining skill and began backing out of the wall. The growling got closer, and I finished pulling my hand out just in time to duck a swing from what looked like a rock monster. The tungsten flew from my hand, joining the rubble on the floor. The cave wall burst into small pieces of rock as the monster’s granite hand made contact.

      “Noah, out of the way!” the mage yelled, but I wasn’t sure where to go.

      I dove backward, finally getting a look at the creature. It had shining red eyes, almost like lava, a pitch-black body, and stood around four feet tall. I turned and started running up the tunnel, but a rock arm hit me in the legs, sweeping them out from under me.

      I hit the ground with an oof as panic started to set in. The creature raised its arms over its head to strike down on me, but a fire lance caught it in the chest, knocking it back. I stood up, shaking my head from side to side. A firewall spread before me, but the monster walked right through it, glowing red.

      The mage started shouting back down the tunnel, and another lance shot out, again knocking the creature back but not damaging it. I went to the tunnel beside the mage, eyes darting around for a plan.

      Craig was running toward us, pickaxe in hand. “Come on! Back this way!” he yelled, charging down the tunnel faster than I thought he could move. We raced past him, and a grinding noise behind me sounded out as the creature stalked toward us.

      Craig stood defensively, allowing the rock monster to come at him. A rock hand swung at him, which he expertly ducked, then swung his pickaxe up at the creature. He connected, the left arm breaking off and flying into the tunnel. With a grinding roar, the beast swung its right arm and connected with Craig’s side. He cried out but spun and connected with the monster’s chest, sending rock fragments everywhere.

      He breathed in ragged breaths, holding his side. The creature must have broken his ribs.

      “Craig! You okay? That was awesome!” I yelled, impressed with the fighting prowess of the older man.

      He grimaced. “Yeah…I’ll be…okay. Let’s get you…back.” A gold nugget remained where the rock monster was. Craig eagerly picked it up and slid it into his pocket.

      We started walking up the tunnel, but I stopped, turned, and ran back to grab my tungsten. It would have been a shame to forget my ore.
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        * * *

      

      I breathed in and closed my eyes, focusing on the mana flowing through me. I felt it gathering in my arm, ready to be released through my tattoo. I held the iron and tinderstone ore with a steady hand, ready to combine them into steel.

      The tinderstone had been delivered to me moments earlier by one of the mages in black, known as the Porters. I took a nap, noticing that when I fell asleep in the mine, my mana increased to around eight per hour instead of my usual six. I had [28/58] now, my mana growing slightly over the last two day's hard work. After that, I was escorted to the forges and into an office-looking room to perform my steelmaking operations.

      I activated my ‘CREATE’ skill, and the mana flowed out of me in a rush. I felt the energy coursing through my veins as I directed it toward the ingredients in my hand. The iron and tinderstone started to glow, and I carefully brought them together, watching as they melded into a molten mixture.

      The heat was intense, but I couldn't look away. I needed to be sure that the steel was perfect and that no impurities would weaken it. Satisfied, I cut off the skills and looked down at my arm. [18/59]. Damn. I had hoped steel would be level one material and cost only five mana, but the steel costs two ingredients, so that makes sense.

      I also noticed my design skill had leveled up to level 6. I didn't know precisely when that happened, but it was awesome.

      The result of my work was three gleaming bars of steel, solid and unyielding. I felt the drain on my mana reserves and the weariness from using my skills. Gasps sounded from the room as the mages looked at the steel bar. The Porter strode forward, holding out his hand.

      I placed one of the bars in his palm and observed him as he closed his eyes, focusing on the steel. His eyes snapped open, and he turned to the closest fire mage, whispering something in his ear. The mage's eyes widened, and the others got giddy. I guess they're happy with it! Although, I wouldn't say I liked the look in his eyes...

      The Porter finally addressed me. "This is excellent. I see the uses of this product, and your claims of it being far superior to our iron products are verified. I have inspected the material and give my blessing for your path toward producing it in our forges."

      I looked at him with a sideways glance. "Thanks, I guess. Yeah, this is what my world uses more than any other building material. It's just a better version of iron, that's all. Once I make one more batch of steel, we can go into the mines and make the crusher parts up. I should have enough tungsten now. "

      The Porter dug into his velvet bag and handed me two more pieces of tinderstone and nine more pieces of iron, and I went through the process again with the steel. The mages all nodded to each other, grins showing under their hooded faces. Craig was beaming like a proud father as he looked on.

      Although, if I was honest, I was tired of being watched like some zoo animal doing party tricks for his master. What could I make if I had steel available for use in my ingredients? What would these people make? I didn't plan to stick around long to find out. For now, we forged ahead.
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        * * *

      

      We had separated for lunch for my mana to recover again, and I ate alone in the inn lost in my thoughts. The shifts had already swapped for the afternoon, and the barkeeps eyed me with disdain as I dirtied what I assumed was supposed to be an already cleaned plate. I also had pretty cold food, the cooks not bothering to reheat my lunch.

      I followed Craig and the other mages down into the mines with the ingredients for my crusher in tow after my break. I could feel their eyes on me, watching my every move to ensure I didn't run off with the new materials. Like I had any chance of doing that.

      Once we arrived at the spot I designated for processing ore, I began setting up my materials. Earlier, with the help of some of the crew, I had laid out the foundation for the crusher, using large rocks to create a flat surface. Then I took out the materials I needed for the three crusher ingredients.

      This whole process was very similar to how things worked when I created the ballista and counterweight back on Dunbar. You had to make the device parts with the ingredients first, then combine them all into the whole. It was very time-consuming, and I hoped my skills would be upgraded to make this easier and less mana intensive. Luckily, my crafting skill was more like video game crafting than real life crafting. I didn’t need to weld or screw things together.

      I laid the ten iron ore ingredients on the middle of the pad that I made, unsure of what to do next. My skill nudged me to direct the mana into the mass of iron and think of the 'Crushing Chamber' part. I did this, raising my hand toward the pad.

      Gasps again sounded around me as the ore swirled and hardened into a six-foot-tall structure. It was a shiny chrome color and an access door facing us with a ladder attached. I smiled, happy with what I saw.

      Next up was the actual mainshaft - the part that would spin around and crush the ore as it went down the cone-shaped device. I took the five pieces of tungsten and steel, using the ladder, and  loaded them one by one into the crusher. I didn't know how heavy the crusher would be, but all that weight would be challenging to load into the middle of this thing, so I decided this was best.

      Standing on the ladder, I repeated the process, directing mana to the middle of the structure. It forged together into a large bell shape, open at the top and expanding toward the bottom until very little space existed between the side of the crusher and the mainshaft. It sat on a round table with a shaft sticking out, waiting for the final piece to be created; the gear and pinion.

      Sweat was flowing down my face freely at this point. I had eleven mana left, just enough for the final piece to finish off the crusher. The last part had two ingredients: steel and iron. I assumed that meant a ten mana cost.

      I climbed down and wiped my brow as one of the mages hurried over, dropping the steel and iron at the device's base. I sighed, catching my breath as I looked from the pile to the mages. They were like children waiting for an amusement park ride that was about to open for the first time.

      When I picked up the final pieces, my creation skill blared in my mind, telling me I was about to complete the equipment. I pushed through the fatigue and continued to assemble the crusher. I pointed my hand again and watched as the gear and pinion attached to the crusher shaft to create a mechanism for operation.

      Finally, I stepped back and sighed, surveying my handiwork. The crusher looked solid and sturdy. The mages around me whooped and clasped each other on the back.

      "Let's try it!" Craig said, gesturing to the pile of iron rocks nearby.

      I looked at the mages, who looked back at me expectantly. Apparently they mean me, the guy who just made all this for them. Cool, fellas, thanks.

      I walked over, took a fifty-pound rock, and loaded it into the crusher, feeling a rush of excitement as I took up a position near the wheel. I grunted as I pushed the wheel, feeling the resistance at first, but then a loud crack sounded as the rock traveled down the chute. I was amazed that I could turn this by myself, to be honest. I thought the crusher would take a few people to operate.

      Or maybe I’ve gotten that much stronger! I thought with a smile.

      I continued spinning the wheel, the machine sounding fierce in its rock-destroying power. When I didn't hear any more crushing sounds, I stopped turning the wheel and walked over to the storage bin at the bottom. I pulled it out and looked inside. The rocks were crushed into a fine powder precisely as I had designed.

      Craig nodded in approval, a huge smile crossing his face. "Looks like it works! Now what?"

      "Next, we redo all of this again tomorrow to make a machine to take the iron out of this dust! For now, your miners should be approved to crush their iron findings. We can make a pile over there, and I can load it into the next machine once I make it!"

      I grinned in satisfaction, feeling a sense of pride in my creation. While I still had a bad feeling about helping these people, I couldn't help but get excited about solving a problem.

      An alarm horn sounded down the tunnel, followed by shouts of concern and 'capes up,' and the red mages ran off. It was easy to forget that I was in a dark cave with hostile creatures sometimes.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 10

          

          
            Blood in the Swamp

          

        

      

    

    
      The Overlord summoned me the following morning to discuss my progress in the mines. I held out my arm, accepting my teleportation ride to his office. When we arrived, the Overlord was looking out into the city from his balcony, his presence commanding and formidable.

      He turned to me with a smile. “Ah, Noah. There you are! Good to see you again, boy!”

      “Overlord,” I greeted him.

      “I wanted to discuss the progress of our mining operations you’ve been working on. The Porter here tells me things are going well!”

      His piercing eyes bore into me. I nodded in agreement. “Yes, it seems my skills can do more than just pull ore from the walls. We should be able to get much better mining results,” I said proudly.

      He smiled and clasped his hands together. “See! What a wonderful use of your skills. What else?”

      I continued. “Next up, I’ve been working on a design for a machine that could magnetically separate the iron ore from the rock it's embedded in. By harnessing the power of magnets, we can streamline the extraction process, reducing manual labor and increasing productivity. It would revolutionize our mining operations.”

      The Overlord's expression shifted from curiosity to intrigue. "A fascinating concept indeed, Noah. Such innovation has the potential to reshape our entire industry. How far along are you in developing this machine?"

      “A few more days,” I replied, not going into details.

      The Overlord's eyes gleamed with a hint of admiration. "Your ingenuity and resourcefulness continue to impress me, Noah. Your vision for the future of Fulgar aligns with my own ambitions. I shall support you in this endeavor, providing the necessary resources and expertise to bring your magnetic separation machine to fruition. And for this, a pay increase would come your way. Keep this up, and you may even see yourself promoted into the upper work class ranks!"

      I smiled politely, and bid him farewell. I knew he was just telling me what I wanted to hear. The system at Fulgar kept the work class down. If you weren’t a mage, you didn’t have a life. I wanted more freedom, and I had earned that at Dunbar. I missed that place and really wanted to go back.
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        * * *

      

      Annos and his pack of Stalkers crept through the murky swamps, their senses sharp and on high alert. Annos and his elite warriors had been traveling through the swamps for days, their sharp noses following the faint scent trail of the Saurites. The scent was difficult to track, often disappearing or becoming muddled by the thick vegetation and water. But Annos was determined, and his group was relentless in their pursuit. He had come all this way with one goal; to follow his nose and track down the smell of earth magic.

      The swamps were a maze of murky water, tangled vines, and thick vegetation. It was rugged terrain to navigate through, especially for someone unfamiliar with the area. The air was thick with humidity, and the scent of decaying vegetation mixed with the earthy smell of the mud. Mosquitoes and other insects buzzed around constantly, making it challenging to avoid getting bitten.

      They followed the scent trail deeper into the swamp, crossing through murky water and traversing over slippery mud. They could hear the sounds of the Saurites, the soft thudding of their feet as they moved through the earth. Annos knew they were close.

      As they trekked through the swamp, their muddy bodies stunk of dead soil and rotting plants. The Stalkers walked on two legs to try and stay above the filth, but a slip or a fall submerged them right back in the mud. Annos stopped and raised his nose, finally getting a whiff of the target scent. He looked at his party and waved his paw to the left. "This way," he growled in a barely audible whisper.

      The new alpha was a wolf of very few words. When he did speak, it was either to give out disciplinary actions or directions. The party followed without question, turning toward the drooping trees. As his eyes darted around his surroundings, he realized that the Saurites were using the earth to create a network of tunnels that crisscrossed beneath the swamp. Annos could see the potential in this. With their ability to burrow into the earth, the Saurites could sneak into Dunbar undetected and launch surprise attacks from below.

      Up ahead, the Stalkers suddenly came across a group of lizard-like creatures. The lizards blended in with the treeline and were huddled together around a small fire, cooking what looked like a fish-like creature over the flames. They had not heard the party of wolves approach yet.

      The Saurites were reptilian creatures with tough, scaly skin resembling tree bark. They had long, slender bodies adapted for moving through the dense vegetation of the swamps. Their tails were powerful and muscular, and their legs were equipped with sharp claws, allowing them to climb trees and move with incredible agility.

      Their heads were elongated and triangular, with sharp teeth perfect for tearing apart their prey. Their yellow-slitted eyes were large and luminous, allowing them to see in the dim light of the swamp. They had long, forked tongues that flicked out to sense their surroundings, and they communicated through a series of hisses, clicks, and chirps.

      From what the alpha could tell, their coloration varied depending on their environment, with some individuals having mottled brown and green skin that blended in with the trees and undergrowth, while the ones he had seen back in his home village had vividly colored scales in shades of blue, orange, and red.

      Despite their fearsome appearance, the Saurites were a peaceful race. They were deeply connected to the earth and its natural cycles and were skilled in herbalism. They lived in small, tight-knit communities and fiercely protected their own kind. Annos remembered stumbling upon them as a young pup during one of his first scouting missions. They showed him no aggression back then, but he remembered them hissing fiercely when he approached. They shook their backs, which made a threatening rattling sound.

      From what he heard the village leader say, the Saurites were formidable opponents in battle. Their thick hides provided excellent protection against physical attacks, and they could burrow in and out of the ground with extreme speed. However, they were vulnerable to fire, which could quickly overwhelm them and cause their flesh to blister and burn.

      Annos stepped forward, his pack of Stalkers flanking him on either side. The Saurites shot their heads around and immediately tensed up, forked tongues darting in and out quickly, with claws at the ready and hisses sounding from their throats. But Annos held up a hand, a gesture of peace.

      "Greetings, Saurites," he said in a deep, commanding voice. "I am Annos, Alpha of the Shadowalker pack. We come seeking an alliance."

      The Saurites eyed him warily, their small, beady eyes flickering back and forth between Annos and his pack. No one moved. Suddenly, under their feet, the ground began shaking. Then, out of the dark earth popped a giant lizardman, a more imposing creature than the rest.

      The pack jumped back and got into a defensive posture, growling and caught off guard by the sudden appearance of the Saurite leader. They will be perfect, Annos thought to himself.

      The Saurite leader looked down at Annos, sizing him up. "What do you want, werewolf?" I am Gornak, leader of the Saurites," the creature said in a gravelly, hissing  voice. "What do you seek from us?"

      "We seek your aid in the coming war against the Fekan scum in the nearby cities," Annos replied. "Our packs are strong, but we cannot take on the Feka alone. They have aligned themselves with human mages who can shoot fire and lightning. We need allies. I will finish what the alpha of our pack before me could not."

      Gornak snorted, his nostrils flaring. "We have heard of these felines. There was a time when they hunted our young for a food source. We had to move away from that place and settled here. But why should we help you?" he asked. "What do we gain from this alliance? I do not wish to go to war."

      Annos took a step forward, his eyes locking onto Gornak's. "We can offer you something that the Feka cannot," he said. "We can offer you the one thing you desire above all else. Fire resistance."

      Gornak's eyes widened in surprise. "Explain, wolf," he said.

      Annos smiled, a fierce glint in his eyes. "They have fire mages in their city," he said. "You could consume them, and perhaps their flesh will decrease your fire weakness. But with this threat removed from your people, you will be unstoppable. The lightning mages would be useful to me, and I would keep them. We would split the corpses from battle in half to provide a consumption source for your warriors."

      Gornak considered this momentarily, his eyes flickering back and forth between Annos and his pack.

      Finally, after what felt like an eternity, the Saurite leader spoke. "Very well," he said. "We will join your alliance. But there are conditions. We will not be subservient to your pack. We will fight alongside you as equals."

      Annos nodded his head in agreement. "Agreed," he said. "Together, we will bring down the Feka and their allies and restore balance to this land." The stalkers howled, and the Saurites hissed as they beat their chests in a primal lust for battle. The Saurites would assist the Shadowalkers in their mission against the Feka using their skills to burrow beneath the walls of Dunbar and launch devastating sneak attacks. In return, the Shadowalkers would provide protection and aid to the Saurites in recovering the land they had lost to the Feka.

      He took a knife from his pocket, sliced his paw, and handed the blade to the lizardman hilt first. Gornak paused, considering one more time before grabbing the dagger. He cut his scaly hand, purple blood oozing out.

      And with that, the two leaders shook hands, sealing their alliance in blood.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 11

          

          
            The Overlord’s Favorite

          

        

      

    

    
      I walked toward the palace around sunset, another day behind me. The largest moon followed me, about three-quarters full. After spending most of the last day and a half in the mines helping the gray team load ore into my crusher while waiting for mana to recharge between ore gathering missions, my shoulders ached, and my body was exhausted. When I left the mine, there was a pile of crushed ore with hundreds of pounds ready for part two of my little experiment. A mage stayed behind when the end-of-day siren sounded, I assumed to guard the cache of the ore.

      My mana was about halfway refilled by now, but I looked forward to sleeping through the rest of the recharge. I almost felt like the recharge process slowed down when my body was exhausted, but I couldn't prove that. The mana still slowly ticked up, one at a time. I neared the familiar streets around the center of the city, and I ran into my crew. They were leaving the forges, covered head to toe in soot as usual.

      Curious, I tried to design something I had been thinking about lately. The world slowed to a crawl as I thought through my options on what I needed. Finally, the results showed up.

      
        
        [ANTI-SCRYING DEVICE - 5X SKITTEREN CARCASS | 2X STEEL | 1X LUNAR MOSS]

      

      

      Before, when I saw an ingredient I didn't know, I just asked Romas. Now, with my higher level inspection, as long as the ingredient wasn't a high level, I hoped that I could tell what it was. I identified the skitteren carcass first, seeing what the hell that was.

      
        
        [SKITTEREN CARCASS - LEVEL 1-2 - FOUND AFTER KILLING A SKITTEREN RODENT - MAIN HABITAT - UNDERGROUND AREAS IN YOUR LOCAL REGION]

      

      

      Sweet! Those must be the rats that Mara mentioned sometimes attack the miners! Apparently killing one could result in space magic devices.

      Next, I checked out what lunar moss was or where I could find it.

      
        
        [LUNAR MOSS - LEVEL 4 - A MOSS THAT FORMS UNDER THE LIGHT OF THE LARGEST MOON OF PRIXA WHEN IT'S AT ITS FULLEST. FOUND ON 9.3% OF TREES IN YOUR LOCAL REGION ONLY ATTAINABLE FIVE DAYS PER CYCLE]

      

      

      Damn. So I not only needed to kill five rats somehow, unarmed, but I also had to sneak out in the middle of a full moon and gather moss that only grew on 1/10th of the trees in the whole region. That's just fantastic. I sighed, but a plan started to come together. If I could make an anti-scrying device, then hide what I did in the mines, I could finally start working toward my goal of getting out of here. Make some weapons, and store them deep in the caves where no one else went.

      Maybe I could even explore deeper into the caves. But without weapons, I didn't dare go back there. After the rock monster attack, I kept a wary eye out and didn’t go far without armed guards nearby.

      John, the oldest boy, noticed me standing in the street and called out to me, breaking me out of my thoughts. "Look who it is! The favorite son of the Overlord has graced us with his presence! Not a surprise...he's just staring off into space." The boys around him laughed.

      "Hey, John," I replied. "How was the shift?"

      He shrugged and continued closing the gap toward me. "Meh. One more day closer to payday tomorrow, eh? Where did they take you this time? To an ice cave?" I stopped walking, but he continued toward me. "The forest to find some water nymphs?" He got closer, now in an aggressive way. His voice dropped to a whisper. "Or did you just go drink beer with the boss? We all seemed to notice Craig missing today."

      I frowned, not knowing where the aggression was coming from. The boys surrounded me, and my heartbeat picked up a bit. "I went back to the mines with the gray team. I started on my processing machines," I said, eyes starting to dart from boy to boy.

      "I see." He inched closer, now looming over me, which was quite the feat, as I still had 210 pounds on my 6'1 frame. "And we should all thank you, right? Our savior? Coming to our rescue and helping us work harder for the bossman? Let me guess, you have unlocked room privilege already, right?"

      A deep voice rang out from behind me. It was Craig. "That's quite enough, John. To your rooms, boys. Now. Supper is in an hour in the main dining hall. Clean yourselves up and report at six bells."

      I grimaced. This was the last thing I needed. If the boys thought I was a boss' pet before, this certainly wouldn't help. John sneered at me and backed off, his hands coming up placatingly. "No problem, boss. We'll see you in a bit." He winked at me and left with the crew.

      I shook my head. Yep. Definitely made friends with the cats much easier than these guys. Craig turned his glance to me. "Don't worry about them. You're interrupting the status quo, which never goes unnoticed."

      I nodded but didn't say anything. Craig put his hand on my shoulder. "Let's get you back to the rooms. You need to eat." We continued up the road of the snowy city.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The six bells sounded from outside my room, and I pulled my boots on and walked out into the hall, following the winding maze down into the lower part of the palace. Workers streamed out of their rooms, and I blended into the group of random crews.

      I was looking forward to a hot meal and some rest. I entered the main dining hall, and the smell of roasted meats and freshly baked bread filled my nose. It was always crowded here, with workers from different teams and different levels of experience all coming together to eat and relax.

      I saw Mara's hand waving at a table near the back of the cafeteria and walked over to her. She was sitting with some of the girls from the mid-week celebration. To my right, I saw the crew boys sitting around the table. John saw me again and perked up in fake excitement. "Hey, guys! It's him! He's here again! Someone get me a pen. I want him to write me a signed letter that we can hang up in the mines! That way, we can remember him fondly when he's not there!"

      The boys laughed, and my face reddened. "What's your problem, John?" I asked, trying to keep my voice calm.

      "My problem is that you're a lazy, good-for-nothing brat who thinks he's better than the rest of us," John spat back. "You're always getting out of work and trying to make us look bad. And now, you've made some piece of shit thing that will probably increase our workload even more! Well, tonight, we're going to teach you a lesson."

      Before I could react, John jumped out of his chair and lunged at me, and we were grappling on the floor. His friends joined in, and soon fists and feet flew around me. I tried to fight back, but I was outnumbered and outmatched. I could feel the pain radiating through my body as the blows rained down on me, my body curling up into a fetal position.

      Cries of alarm sounded around the cafeteria as people circled around us and watched, some cheering us on and others, like Mara, yelling for them to stop.

      Finally, another miner stepped in and pulled John off me. It was the boy who tried to give me some ideas for my creation the day before. The boys laughed and jeered as they walked away, leaving me battered and bruised on the ground. Mara was at my side as well.

      The commotion had caught the attention of the bosses and supervisors. They came over and broke everything up and sent everyone back to their tables. John and his friends were sent to their rooms for the night and apparently were not allowed breakfast the next day. I assumed to keep us separated and give everyone time to cool off. One of the bosses came over to check on me.

      "Are you okay, Noah?" he asked with genuine concern.

      My arm suddenly started repairing my bruises and cuts as the health bar tattoo siphoned the injuries away. Crap- I don't want anyone to see that, I thought, quickly getting to my feet.

      I nodded, still feeling shaky. "Yeah, I'll be okay. Thanks," I said quickly.

      He patted me on the back and turned to the rest of the crew. "Alright, that's enough. Let's all go back to our rooms and get some rest. We have a month's end shift tomorrow. Half of you aren't even close to quota, and it could be a long day." Groans sounded out, and most people in the cafeteria stood and returned to their rooms. The other half went back to eating.

      "Let me get you some food. Head to our table," Mara said, turning and quickly hurrying away toward the dinner lines.

      I started limping toward Mara's table, even though I didn't need to. I decided to look injured for the room, so they didn't know about my health bar. I felt a sense of deep despair wash over me. Why did they hate me so much? What had I done to deserve this? I just wanted to improve things for everyone, but no one appreciated my efforts. Well, except Craig, I thought with a snicker.

      The food that had seemed so appetizing just moments ago now made me feel sick to my stomach. I couldn't even bring myself to look at it, let alone eat it. "Hey! Mara!" I called out to her. "Don't worry about it. I'm not hungry. I'm just going to head to bed."

      She frowned and returned to me. "Let me come with you," she replied.

      "Nah, I'm good. Go ahead and eat. I'll see you tomorrow morning. Let's get breakfast together, okay?"

      Mara tilted her head but didn't say anything. She nodded and hugged me. I hugged her back and walked toward the rooms as she turned and returned to her table.

      As I walked away, I could hear the crews laughing and joking as if nothing had happened. But for me, everything had changed. I wondered if I would ever be able to find a place where I truly belonged here on Prixa.

      No, I thought to myself. I did have a place where I belonged. Fulgar would never let me control my own destiny. The Overlord would always have the final say in everything I do here. I'm going to go back to Dunbar no matter how long it takes to get free.

      I looked out the window at the moon. It was almost full.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 12

          

          
            Benny

          

        

      

    

    
      I woke up determined not to let those older boys get to me. I was a threat because I was different, and any time you get the attention of the higher-ups, there will always be problems. It used to happen to me in school, too.

      I'll tell you what it didn't get, though, was female attention. Mara seems interested...

      I shook my head. I didn't have the energy to chase after a girl, even if she was super cute. She had beautiful blond hair that she usually had up in a ponytail and freckles dotting the skin under her piercing green eyes. But no. There was just too much going on right now to worry about that kind of thing. Plus, I had never had a girlfriend before so I wouldn't know the first thing about that.

      I heard a knock at my door and hoisted myself out of bed. I threw on my overalls, which were my pajamas these days and opened the door. My face instantly reddened as I saw Mara looking back at me. She smirked at me, looking me up and down and getting entertainment from my overalls with no shirt. "Did I wake you, princess? Wait...is that the style of clothes in that city you lived in?"

      Speak of the devil. I coughed, trying to hide my expression in my hand. "Uh, no, just wasn't really moving too fast this morning. And yeah. But there were usually shirts involved. So, yeah."

      Mara smiled, enjoying my embarrassment. "Can I come in for a minute? We should have about ten minutes until the first bell for breakfast."

      I nodded and stood aside, signaling for her to come in. I closed the door behind her as she sat on the edge of my bed. "How are you feeling this morning?"

      I shrugged. "Not bad. A little sore."

      "Yeah, looks like you don't have any bruises, so that's good?"

      I nodded but didn't say anything else. A long silence broke out between us, neither knowing what to say next. Finally, Mara broke the silence. "You know, most of us on the crew are good people. John and those guys...he's just older and expected to have moved up out of crew level by now. It makes him..."

      "A dick?" I said, filling in the sentence.

      She laughed. "Yeah. Exactly. John gets threatened by people. The last guy that transferred in got promoted a few weeks later, right under his nose. When you came in..." She left the sentence trailing, but I understood.

      "It's not like I've been given much of a choice so far. I'm lucky I've been able to pick my projects. Since I've been here, I've been under lock and key or constant supervision. But even that has been a battle with Craig and the Overlord."

      Mara's eyes widened. "Wait, you met him?"

      "Yeah. He has this... predatory look about him. It's hard to explain. He told me things, but I felt something underneath everything he said." I cut it off at that, knowing he could probably be listening to me right now.

      "Maybe we should change the subject," she said, clearing her throat.

      The night before, I had designed a simple lock pick. It cost 3x iron. It was a simple thing, and I wanted to try it out tonight. The full moon was coming, and I needed a way to leave the room.

      "Hey, do you think me and you can meet up after the shift?" I looked side to side, and leaned close to her ear, dropping to a whisper. If the Overlord was watching, I wanted him thinking I was asking her something...well, something a teenager would ask another teenager sitting on a bed together.

      She took a sharp intake of breath when I leaned in. I whispered, "Can you smuggle me up three iron pieces? I need it for something. Put it where the pickaxes are stored."

      I moved my head back, looking at her face. She looked down, disappointment all over her face. Finally, she responded. "Oh, uh, yeah sure. I can."

      "Thanks," I said, confused at her expression. Wait...did she think...

      The moment passed, and her face returned to the normal Mara smile. "Come on, let's get some food. You must be starving. And don't worry; I'll protect you this morning." She flexed her skinny arms and scrunched her face up. I laughed a belly laugh, then smiled back at her.

      "Hang on, let me get my work uniform on," I said, motioning for her to turn around.

      She complied, facing the opposite wall. As I changed, I sighed and said, "Hey, Mara? Thanks."

      "For what?" she asked, back still turned to me.

      "You've been the only cool person here so far. Well, you and that other boy who helped me. What's his name?"

      "Tyler," she responded. "And don't mention it. You're different from the other boys in the crew. I don't know what it is, but I like that."

      I didn't respond but felt my heart flutter like crazy. First, the moment before on the bed, and now that. I rested my hand on her shoulder, then, with a smile, nodded my head to the door. With that, we walked out into the hallway with the mass of people heading to the cafeteria.
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        * * *

      

      The lunch bell sounded as I slipped the last piece of steel into the mage's velvet bag. Craig had separated me from the group again since he had heard what had transpired at the cafeteria. He spoke about all working together, but the nods were half-hearted. His threats to John and the other boys at the morning crew meeting seemed to fall on deaf ears as they looked at me with malice.

      Craig explained that I was working on a device to increase production and lessen the mining output needed, which I wasn't sure was true. But I went along with it, trying to regain the team's good graces.

      My crew was far behind their target production, and seemed to blame me for that. They were technically shorthanded by one person, so that made sense. Of course I knew the circumstances, but they didn’t.

      During some small talk by the forges, I had asked about the way crew move-ups worked. Apparently, the people that hit their quotas got a promotion and a raise in pay. Promotions meant no curfew, no locked rooms, and better meals, which made everyone work hard during the month. But from what the gray crew member said, the quotas were so high that people rarely hit their numbers.

      I sat in the inn alone again, only this time, I was served hot food. I didn't mind eating by myself, so that was fine. My mana read [32/60] since I had to make nine more pieces of steel. With the extra one from yesterday, I had enough for my last piece of equipment...the beneficiation machine. I was really excited to see that in action. The thought of dumping non-iron waste and only keeping the iron ore got me super pumped.

      I was still stuck at level nine and didn't know how to break through the first wall. I could feel my body ready to evolve, but I didn't know what to do. I wished that Romas was here to guide me. Hopefully this last machine would do it.

      The math was on my side for finishing my machine up today. I would regenerate twelve mana over two hours and needed forty to construct it. I also wanted to find a way to tie the two machines together with a chute or conveyor. But this way, the crushed ore would filter directly into the 'Benny,' as I called it now.

      I was excited to see the results of the machine and planned to inspect the finished product to see what we got. If the raw rock ore took a 9/2 ore to tinderstone ratio for me to create steel, this new ore would cost much less. My mining skill said 1.65:1, which was more like 3/2 instead. Almost 3x less material to produce the same steel.

      I surveyed the space near the crusher. There was room under the giant rock smasher to swap the box out for a chute that could feed Benny, but I would worry about that later when I had some extra mana to spend. For now, I would manually take the 40 pounds of crushed rock and dump it into the inlet.

      But with the plan ready, I started my work. With the help of the mages, I put the fifteen iron ore on the ground and a bucket of water in the middle of it all. I could create the inlet box, the outlet box, and the tailings box all at once, and they would automatically create a frame for the device, similar to how the crusher formed up on its own accord.

      I took a few steadying breaths and closed my eyes, my gut churning in nervousness. As usual, the mages all formed up around me, most leaning forward in excitement. I pointed my hand at the ore and began concentrating on the first design- the machine framework.

      I watched as a frame sprung up next to the crusher, then a large box near the front. The bins in the back formed next, one under where I assumed the giant magnetic wheel would go and one at the front of the device. A wooden scraper formed on top of the box, apparently for scraping the iron off the wheel and into the bin.

      I gasped and cut the create skill off, sweat pouring down my face. My arm throbbed as the mana left me again. The mages rushed over and looked over the device, talking excitedly to each other. I used the back of my arm to wipe the sweat away and started toward the steel, but Craig waved me back. "We've got it. Where do you want your ore, the steel bars, and the rod?"

      My eyebrows raised in shock. "Uh, right in the middle there. You can see where the wheel is going to sit."

      I took a quick hiatus, waiting for my mana to refill the rest of the way. It was at [7/60] and only needed another thirty minutes. In the meantime, Craig called a couple of gray crew over to load the inlet bin with some of the crushed ore from the pile. As they worked, the boys eyed me suspiciously. Great. More people seeing me sitting around, not doing any manual labor.

      I gave myself one extra mana, but once I reached sixteen, I stood up and walked over, a hush coming over the mages. I didn't wait, pointed my hand, and concentrated on the separator drum. A two-foot diameter drum sprung up and was around five feet wide. The rod shot out the end and formed a wheel that I could either manually turn or eventually connect to the crusher wheel with rope to rotate both machines simultaneously.

      The mages cheered again, and one walked over to the wheel and threw some crushed ore on it. About half of it stuck to the wheel, the other half falling into the bottom of the trash bin. The mage's eyes widened, and a huge smile was plastered over his face.

      "Very impressive!" Craig said, walking over and inspecting Benny like everyone else.

      I walked over to the wheel. It looked like a giant ship wheel with hand holds spread around the diameter. "Alright, hands away, I will start it up!"

      The mages backed up a bit and watched. As I turned the giant drum, the water churned, and ore started sucking toward the center. Black specks lined the separator drum as I made a few more revolutions. A few more turns of the wheel and the wooden scraper pulled the iron off and into the concentrate bin at the front.

      Holy shit, it worked. It actually worked!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 13

          

          
            Change in Plans

          

        

      

    

    
      I stopped turning Benny's wheel and walked over to the concentrate bin at the front of the machine. I dug out some of the black ore and inspected it hastily, excited to see what I was able to accomplish.

      
        
        [IRON ORE CONCENTRATE - LEVEL 3 INGREDIENT - 92% IRON OXIDE 8% VARIOUS SILICA]

      

      

      Nice. I also pulled up my tattoos to see if I leveled up, although I doubted I had. I felt absolutely no different.

      
        
        [NOAH]

        [LV 9- BLACKSMITH APPRENTICE]
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        HEALTH 60/60

        MANA 1/60
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      I let out a mumbled curse word. I hadn't leveled up yet, even though I was almost positive that I would after this little project was completed. However, my mining skill had gone up two whole levels, and design had gone up one to level seven. At least I got some respect from the system from this one!

      'CREATE' also looked stuck at level nine, even after I created all that damn steel. I needed to figure out how to push ahead to the next tier of this class and fast. I didn't want to keep wasting experience.

      The mages started getting a bit antsy, and I looked at them questioningly. Finally, the Porter came over, breaking the silence. "Noah, please put the ore back and move away from the equipment."

      I scoffed at him. "Seriously?"

      The mages stared at me behind their hoods, unmoving. "Fine," I retorted, throwing the ore on the ground. The mages all groaned in unison as the ore mixed with the dirt.

      Craig approached me and held his hands out, palms toward me, placatingly. "Sorry, just can't have you near the finished product. Protocol and all. But here. You've certainly earned your month's salary and then some."

      He dug into his pocket and fished out two gold coins, both adorning the pickaxe symbol I had seen earlier from the inn. I accepted them and instantly inspected one of the coins. The voice lady filled me in a bit, which was nice.

      
        
        [GOLD RUBICK - CURRENCY OF THE FULGARIANS - WORTH 4X SILVER RUBICK | WORTH 10X BRONZE RUBICK]

      

      

      I had no idea if this was a lot of money or how much things cost in the settlement. Lunch had been paid for by the crew boss all week, although I had seen him pay with a few bronze coins, and I had yet to explore the city much.

      But if lunch for a crew of ten people was a few bronze coins, then I was pretty wealthy already. Unless the town paid for lunch, and Craig was just tipping the barkeeps. I believed that explanation much more.

      Either way, getting paid for my work was nice, especially since I had just produced a far superior product to the iron rocks that came directly out of the walls. Craig looked at me expectantly, but a frown crossed his brow when I didn't jump out of my boots with praise. "Noah, this is over four times the pay of your other crewmates for the month. Say thank you."

      I shrugged and nodded. "Yeah, thanks. Sorry, I don't know the currency here yet."

      He slapped me on the shoulder. "Well, that will make for a fun off day, eh? Go take some of the boys out on the town. I'm sure they will appreciate it." He winked and walked away, humming to himself.

      His undertone was clear.
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        * * *

      

      I spent the rest of the shift near Benny, helping with loading and operation. I was officially named the Benny Equipment Operator and just stood there turning the damn wheel for the next three hours as my mana slowly recovered. The mages watched me closely to ensure I didn't go near their concentrate bin. I could only imagine how much that iron was worth.

      Every fifteen minutes, one of the mages would signal me to stop turning the wheel, then dump the bin into their velvet ingredient bag.

      The siren sounded, and the gray team trudged up the tunnel, smiles on their faces. I stayed behind and observed as their crew leader, a man named Todd, dug two silver coins out of his pocket and put them into the palm of each worker.

      Todd was a happy man, smiling broadly at each crewmate and asking them about their day off plans, often letting out booming laughs or jokes. I didn't see any women on this shift. Each of them passed me and gave me a nod, none showing my own crew's hostility.

      So this really was a big payday for me! Nice. Now I have to figure out what to do with it!

      I pretended to walk over to the stack of pickaxes to pick up the ore that Mara was supposed to leave for me. When I picked up a pickaxe, I couldn't help but inspect it.

      [BASIC IRON PICKAXE - LEVEL 1 - CONDITION 33%]

      This one looked alright, and it was at 33%. I picked up another one that looked rusty and checked its condition.

      
        
        [BASIC IRON PICKAXE - LEVEL 1 - CONDITION 13% - RUST INFILTRATION - CONDITION DEGRADE AT 1.44X NORMAL RATE]

      

      

      Yikes. I need to upgrade these bad boys to steel pickaxes tomorrow. Let the crew come to work at the start of the new week with brand-spanking new equipment!

      Focus, Noah! Under the second tool were three rocks, just like I needed. I looked back at Todd, who was paying the last crew member. I quickly picked the ore up and put it in my hands, then concentrated on creating a lock pick. I felt it change in my hand and slid it up my sleeve, not stopping to look at it for now.

      Excited about my plan, I started walking up the tunnel and into the night when the Porter stopped me. "You. With me to see the Overlord."

      Shit. Shit!

      I sighed and held my arm out that didn't have the lock pick hidden away. The Porter grabbed it quickly, and the world lurched. I gasped when we landed in his office, the feeling after teleporting still causing me to lose my breath.

      A gentle breeze filtered in from the open balcony window, the three moons lighting the office from the starry sky. Music played in the city below as people shouted and laughed. It seemed like some of the crews had gotten an early start on the night's activity.

      The Porter retreated to the corner and sat on a plush couch, making himself comfortable. The Overlord sat behind his large wooden desk, his piercing gaze fixed upon me as I entered. His presence alone commanded respect, but his smug expression rubbed me the wrong way.

      "Ah, Noah, there you are," the Overlord greeted with a sinister smile. "I must say, I'm impressed with your ingenuity. The crusher and beneficiation machines you created have exceeded my expectations."

      I nodded, choosing my words politically. "Well, I'm glad I could meet your standards."

      The Overlord chuckled, his voice laced with a hint of arrogance. "Indeed. But I must inform you, Noah, that we must increase our steel production. As you probably figured out, steel is not a commodity here on Prixa. I want to become the leader in steel weapon exports for our allies."

      His words hit me like a punch to the gut. Anger surged through my veins, and I couldn't hold back any longer. "I didn't sign up for this! I didn't come here to be your personal blacksmith, creating weapons for a war I want no part in!"

      The Overlord's smile faded slightly, replaced by a cold, calculating gaze. "You have no choice, Noah. You are here because I brought you here. Your skills as a Creator are invaluable to our cause. The fate of Fulgar, and your fellow humans, rests on your shoulders. You’ve gotten well paid for your work. I’d suggest enjoying the rewards of your labor."

      I frowned, unable to contain my frustration any longer. I had no idea who this guy had aligned with and what he was planning. And even if he told me, I wouldn't trust him.

      The Overlord leaned back in his chair, his eyes narrowing. "Remember your place, Noah. I already know you don't trust me from your attitude. I’ve also seen how you’re warming up to Mara. I can take away everything you hold dear with a snap of my fingers. And I don’t mean with a return trip back to Earth."

      My breath caught in my throat, realizing his power over me. So he was watching. Damn it. I took a deep breath, trying to regain my composure. "Fine, I'll continue to create for you. But don't expect my loyalty or enthusiasm. I'm only doing this to survive."

      The Overlord's gaze intensified, a hint of amusement dancing in his eyes. "Survival is a powerful motivator, Noah. Remember that. Go enjoy the coins you’ve earned."

      With those chilling words, the Overlord dismissed me.

      I turned on my heel and walked out the door, ignoring the Porter as he called after me. Anger burned inside me as I left the office. The weight of my circumstances pressed upon me, the realization that I was trapped in this world, forced to serve the whims of a power-hungry ruler. Unless I did something about it.

      As I walked through the palace halls without knowing where I was going, the anger slowly turned into determination. I would continue to create but do it on my own terms. I would find a way to reclaim my freedom, to make a difference in this world without being a pawn in someone else's game. The almost full moon shone in the palace windows. It was time to act. It was time to try out my lock pick.

      With renewed resolve, I headed back to my room. No, my prison cell. The road ahead was uncertain, but I knew I had to stay true to myself to hold on to my dreams amidst the chaos. And perhaps, while forging steel for the Overlord's army, I would also find a way to forge my own path.

      

      
        
        END OF ACT I

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Interlude

          

        

      

    

    
      As the sun cast its warm, golden glow upon the humid settlement of Dunbar, Dee stepped out of the smithy and onto the street of the first level, taking in the bittersweet sight before her. The city that once thrived with hope and laughter now wore a cloak of sorrow. Gone were the vibrant tapestries adorning the walls with various house symbols and workmanships, replaced by solemn banners bearing the Baron's new emblem. The streets that once bustled with activity now seemed deserted, save for the heavy presence of guards monitoring the human population. Even the once boisterous merchants had taken to other means of sales.

      Dee walked through the winding alleyways, her heart heavy with the weight of recent events. The air crackled with tension, the atmosphere thick with unease. The young Fekan warriors that had come with the new Baron patrolled the streets, their eyes scanning every corner, their weapons held with a sense of vigilance. It starkly contrasted the harmony that once existed between their species not so many days ago. The battle, with its countless Fekan losses, had changed everything.

      She jumped down to the lower level and walked outside the gates, the dirt path stretching before her, leading to the lush green expanse of the jungle. She could see the humans toiling in the fields, their sweat glistening under the sun as they tended to the stalked plants. Their faces carried the weariness of oppression, yet their determination was palpable. Despite the hardships, they remained steadfast, working tirelessly to sustain their community. They knew Noah would return. The pride of humanity. The savior of the human race. He would come back for them and unlock the magic in everyone and finish the job he started.

      The new Baron didn't know, but there were small shrines to Noah everywhere she went. A stick painted red here and a leaf painted yellow there. They were the smallest things, but they kept these people going.

      As Dee made her way along the path, the echoes of sorrow followed her. Noah's creations to safeguard the settlement were dismantled, a sign of the shifting power dynamics. The absence of those protective structures only deepened the vulnerability that hung in the air.

      She couldn't help but feel a pang of guilt. She had survived when many had not. And replacing the fallen was a new band of young Fekan warriors brought in with this new regime, their hatred of the human race and its potential dangers made known. She pushed her thoughts aside, focusing on the task at hand. Her father still had a smithy to run and items to create.

      Soon, Dee reached the meeting point a short distance into the jungle, where the fire mages waited. They stood tall and formidable now, their fiery auras contrasting against the serene backdrop of the jungle. Wands were strapped to their sides, and thin leather armor glowed brightly on their chests. The alchemists had all manner of bombs and grenades strapped to leather bands that criss-crossed their chests. They exchanged brief greetings, the weight of the shared responsibility reflected in everyone's eyes.

      With a nod, the group ventured deeper into the wilderness, everyone's senses attuned to the rhythm of the jungle. The foliage enveloped them, embracing the group in its vibrant embrace. The chirping birds and rustling leaves filled the air, momentarily easing the burden on their shoulders.

      As they moved, there was the briefest sense of unity. In the heart of the jungle, the group encountered various challenges. Dangerous creatures lurked in the shadows, testing their mettle. But they stood strong, the combined strength and skill serving as a testament to the power of unity. Together, they leveled up their skills.

      Yet even as Dee reveled in these brief moments of joy, a sense of urgency lingered in the back of her mind. The people of Dunbar knew the road ahead would be treacherous but they were determined to face it head-on. With each step through the dense foliage, with each pulse of magic coursing through their veins, they vowed to protect their shared home. The city of Dunbar might have been cloaked in sadness and guarded by warriors, but they refused to let despair consume them.

      When the group returned, the Baron and his cronies waited with his large leather storage chest. One by one, the group dropped their ingredients and findings into the crate, along with their armor and wands. The warriors searched the humans to ensure nothing was hidden, for doing so was penalized by death. Typh, Dee's brother, was one of the warriors in the Baron's entourage, but the look that adorned his face differed from the others. It was his duty, but he did not enjoy it. He had been stripped of his ranks from the backlash he gave the new head of the settlement and forced to perform as a stooge of the regime.

      In the privacy of her home, away from prying eyes, Dee shared her thoughts and fears with her father and brother. Romas spoke of his worries for the humans and his disdain for the new Baron who blamed them unjustly. He longed for justice and the restoration of balance. The wooden sign of an anvil hung outside the smithy symbolizing resilience in the face of adversity.

      His anvil symbolized Noah.

      For he would return.
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            Basic Oxygen Steelmaking

          

        

      

    

    
      Another day in the forge awaited me. Light filtered into my room, and I rolled out of bed. Rubbing the sleep from my eyes, I swung my legs over the edge of the bed and planted my feet firmly on the floor. I had a smile on my face, however. My lock pick had worked perfectly. I tried it as soon as I entered the room, then actually locked the door from the inside. I figured if I could lock the door with the tool, I could undoubtedly unlock it when the time came.

      When I inspected the tool, I was surprised.

      
        
        [BASIC LOCKPICK - APPROVED FOR LEVEL 1-2 DOOR LOCKS - CONDITION 76%]

      

      

      So I could get around four attempts out of it. That was good to know.

      Since then, it had taken me two days to finish my last creation - the forge ladle. It was an enormous device that required 30x steel and 50x iron by the time the thick metal was formed. It had taken me almost all day to make the steel alone. They kept me out of the mines, which was fine for now. But tonight was the full moon, so I needed to act.

      I continued scheming how to return to Dunbar but was under constant surveillance. My plan, as it stood now, was to get this forge operational and then get back into the mines. Then I had to get this moss and kill a few of those rat creatures, and then I could make a shield from prying eyes...and then...

      And then what? Run from level who-knows-what mages who have power that you can't even fathom yet? With an all-seeing Overlord watching your every move?

      I shook my head. One problem at a time. I slipped on my gray onesie; my black ones had been swapped out for now while I worked in the forge full-time. I was about to mass-create high-level steel weapons for an unknown benefactor. The Overlord never told me who this ally was, but I could only imagine it wasn't someone I would condone. If it were my Fekan friends, I'm sure he would have told me.

      After a quick breakfast at the table with the gray team, I made my way to the forge, the familiar scent of smoke from fireballs and molten metal filling the air. The sound of hammers striking anvils reverberated through the workshop. The heat hit me in the face, but my armor kept my body comfortable.

      Today's task was to focus on the steelmaking process and test what I finished late last night. The ladle sat there, ready for its trial run. The band of supervisory mages looked on as usual. As I approached the blast furnace, its intense heat radiated toward me, enveloping me in its fiery embrace. The iron concentrate, carefully measured and prepared, had been poured into the furnace before I arrived, where it underwent the transformation into pig iron.

      So far, even the new iron product was far superior to the unrefined iron thanks to Benny's effect on its iron concentration levels. As the pig iron melted and flowed, it accumulated in the ladle, slowly moving like lava rolling down a hill. I climbed the ladder on the side of the ladle to access the top.

      I added the crushed tinderstone, a crucial ingredient that would facilitate the removal of undesired carbon and impurities from the pig iron. Above me, from a platform, stood an air mage, ready to force air into the lance. It was basically a 30-foot-long steel straw with a leather mouthpiece that would introduce oxygen into the mixture. I was told that the air mage could produce high speed winds with his spell, so I wanted him blowing that into the mixture.

      Probably the worst job in the forge, I thought glumly. Who knows what vicious fumes that dude would be sucking in as he worked. I should teach the workers about the steelworker's unions from Earth next, I thought with a chuckle.

      The blown oxygen, combined with the tinderstone and high grade iron ore, formed a reaction known as basic oxygen steelmaking. This process caused the undesired elements to bind with the oxygen and escape as carbon dioxide gas, leaving behind a purer form of steel. The tinderstone, which I had always assumed resembled coal from Earth, bound other forms of waste and fell out as slag.

      As my mining skill leveled up, so too did my knowledge about all of this. It was awesome, if I was being honest.

      After I poured the tinderstone in, the blower started, forming bubbles in the concoction. The ladle almost looked like a witch's cauldron, bubbling away happily and releasing steam into the air. With careful precision, I poured the liquid steel into molds using the giant gear wheel on the side to turn the bucket over. Each mold was carefully crafted to shape the blades of the weapons we would forge. The molten metal filled the molds, taking on the desired form, its fiery glow a testament to the power within. I was one of the few who could get close to this thing without melting, so with ultra thick leather gloves and my fireproof armor, I worked.

      It was really interesting seeing the manual methods of making something on Prixa, instead of my magical smash two things together video game style way of doing it. But without an endless supply of mana, this was a great option for making things. Plus, I could scale operations with manual laborers doing this. I would need to be able to manufacture items that stemmed from initial ingredient lists for armor, weapons, and wands.

      As the steel cooled and solidified in the molds, the blades began to take shape, their edges and sturdy frames coming to life before my eyes. I inspected each one, checking its shape to ensure I didn't need more steel in a mold before pushing it out of the way and moving a new mold under the ladle.

      It was time-consuming work. Minutes turned into hours as I immersed myself in the rhythmic dance of creation. The heat of the forge and the sound of hammers striking metal became my world. I blocked out images of what I was making and who it would hurt. Those thoughts made me upset. But with every mold filled, I felt one step closer to breaking through my level 10 barrier. But I felt something was still missing.

      The lunch bell sounded, and I looked up in shock. I had a little less than half of the ladle to go, which I estimated to be around five or six more molds, and knew I couldn’t stop and waste this precious material. One mage shook his head ‘no’ at me, confirming my suspicions. I sighed, wiped my brow, and continued working.
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        * * *

      

      As the day drew to a close, I surveyed the fruits of my labor, a collection of blades waiting to be honed and perfected by the Fulgarian blacksmith crew. The ladle, now emptied of its molten contents, stood as symbols of the transformative power of fire and steel.

      I walked over to Craig, and he smiled at me. "There he is! Our village...what did you call it? Engine-air?"

      "Engineer," I corrected him. "Hey, Craig."

      "The Overlord is going to be ecstatic about this production. Eleven new steel blades! One of the mages inspected it and said its quality was unmatched. You will make unbreakable weapons that even the deadliest creatures will fear!"

      I took a long, tired breath. "Yeah, that's all well and good. Can I ask a favor?" I needed to return to the mines tomorrow and stop working in the forge.

      Craig eyed me suspiciously. "Possibly. Shoot."

      "I want to try and combine steel and the pickaxes down in the mines, then test them out on the walls. Can I be assigned to the black team again tomorrow? I would also need a couple of pieces of steel to bring."

      Craig nodded enthusiastically. "Yes, of course! Anything to increase our iron production!" His eyes gleamed at me, and he almost licked his lips. "I don't see that as a problem. I'll coordinate with Todd to get the gray team to start forge prep for you. They will have everything ready for you tomorrow after lunch, and we can do all of this again! But think about how to make the molding process more efficient. You only have half the day, not the full day!"

      Typical boss, I thought smugly. Never happy.

      "Okay, thanks," I replied, a plan forming in my mind.

      "Also, you will be returning to your twenty-ore-per-day quota soon, so be prepared for that. We will need a few more leather vests for the workers, and then some gloves maybe. You should be able to whip those up, no problem. Get some food. And some rest. You look horrible. We will get back at it tomorrow!" With that, he turned and started barking orders to one of the forge workers as he walked away, almost buzzing with happiness.

      I shook my head. This was getting ridiculous. I was still being treated like a prisoner even though I had made fireproof vests, a brand new method to mine iron ore, and created weapons that would outlast their iron ones by 10x. If I helped this damn city any further, who knows what leg up I would give them.

      I walked out into the town, its snowy street quiet while people finished their shifts. I was starving but didn’t want to eat yet. I had a plan to go over with Mara for tomorrow's mining trip and would need to casually bump into her at dinner to pitch it to her.

      Then...I had a room to escape from. Fortunately I had led them to believe that the initial usage of the ladle would cost mana as I ‘adjusted’ it. I had worked hard but still had all of my mana.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 15

          

          
            Lunar Moss

          

        

      

    

    
      I lay in my bed in my room, acting like I was going to sleep and awaiting the opportune moment to execute my plan. Time seemed to crawl with agonizing slowness. The solitude weighed heavily upon me, and the chamber's silence echoed in my ears. I took a deep breath, attempting to calm the restlessness that stirred within me. I didn't know what, exactly, I waited for. I just knew I couldn't go outside my room right after the door locked. I thought through the plan over and over as I waited. The goal was set, and my heart pounded with excitement. I glanced at the lock pick hidden in my hand, a newfound tool that held the potential to unlock freedom.

      I contemplated the choices that had led me to this point—the risks I was willing to take, the sacrifices I was prepared to make. Fear coiled within me, threatening to keep me in bed, safe yet unhappy. I yearned for the taste of freedom, to break free from the chains that bound me within these walls. The Overlord spoke of promotions, but I knew that was never going to happen.

      My gaze shifted to the small desk nestled against the wall, strewn with parchment and quills. It was a testament to the mundane tasks I had occupied myself with in my idle moments. Yet, as I glanced at the unfinished sketches and designs, my mind yearned for a different purpose—one that would grant me freedom from this gilded cage.

      As the moonlight shifted and cast elongated shadows across the room, a surge of resolve surged through me. The time had come. It was now or never. I rose from the bed, crossing the room to the door. With a steady hand, I held the lock pick like a surgical instrument and lifted the folds of my clothing away from my hand. My hand started to shake as I bent in front of the keyhole.

      Steadying my shaking hand, I inserted the slender piece of metal into the keyhole and gently manipulated the tumblers. A soft click resonated as I applied subtle pressure and listened intently, signaling success. The voice lady made me basically jump through the ceiling of my room.

      
        
        [YOU HAVE UNLOCKED THE 'THIEVERY' SKILL]

      

      

      Jesus, voice lady. Not while I'm in the middle of something like that!

      Silently, I turned the doorknob and eased the door open, inch by inch. The corridor outside was dimly lit, and the air was heavy with the scent of wax and incense. The door creaked slightly, and my heart skipped a beat as I spotted a pair of guards patrolling nearby. I pressed my back against the wall, my senses heightened and waited for them to pass.

      Timing was crucial. I swiftly moved from one shadowy alcove to another, utilizing every nook and cranny as I navigated the labyrinthine palace corridors. The soft sounds of my boots were masked by the echoes of distant conversations and the occasional clatter of armor. A quick glance at my arm showed that my 'PATRON' skill had been automatically removed, most likely as the one I used the least. I felt lighter on my feet, probably from the new skill.

      As I emerged into the main thoroughfare, I could hear the distant sound of marching boots. A group of guards marched past, their voices muffled by the distance. I ducked behind a marble statue, my heart pounding in my chest. I held my breath, my body tense, until they vanished around a corner.

      Finally, at the bottom of the stairs, I turned down the hallway and stared down the palace's main floor. In the morning, before our shift, I never noticed just how big and open it was. Crap, how do I get across without someone seeing me?

      Suddenly I had an idea. I slipped my boots off so that I just had my socks on. No one was around, so I made a run for it. I ran like a pack of Stalkers was chasing me. My socks made no noise, and I slid across the floor and into the night, very Tom Cruise-like.

      Breathing heavily, I slipped my boots back on before my feet froze in the wet snow. The streets outside were eerily quiet, the cobblestones illuminated by the pale glow of the moons, the largest one huge in the night sky. All three were in the sky. I moved swiftly, sticking to the shadows, my newfound skill aiding me in avoiding detection. I darted behind crates and barrels, my senses sharp, ready to react at the slightest hint of danger.

      As I ventured deeper into the city, I passed houses cloaked in darkness, their inhabitants asleep and oblivious to the covert mission unfolding right outside their homes. The cool night air brushed against my skin, a gentle reminder of the risks and rewards ahead. With each successful evasion of the patrolling guards, my confidence grew. The shadows became my allies, concealing my movements as I neared where the long road to the mine was located, anticipation coiling within me. I passed it, but a thought occurred to me. If this works, I could come into the mine to get what I need alone. Not even have to involve any of the crew!

      My steps quickened, fueled by determination and the unwavering belief that I could triumph against all odds. The escape from my room was just the beginning, a small victory emboldening my spirit. The night was mine, and I would navigate its shadows with purpose and resolve.

      Finally, I made it to the gates. They were open, but it was guarded by two men in uniforms. Unsure of what to do next, I watched the two guards there. I needed a distraction...something that would make the guards leave their post to check. Out of ideas, I ran to the alley next to the gate and started meowing.

      Yes. Like a cat.

      "What the hell was that?" I heard one of them say as boots started clomping toward my position. I quickly ducked around the house I stood near and circumvented them, running out the gates, shoes off again with tied laces so they hung down around my neck. I kind of felt like a ninja running around in socks and not making any sounds.

      With the city behind me and the moon guiding me, I ventured into the wilderness, searching for this lunar moss. I had slipped my boots back on by now to avoid my feet freezing right off my body. The scraggly mountain trees surrounded me, casting elongated shadows that danced beneath the moon's gentle glow. Snow crunched, but it was eerily quiet, a vast difference from when I walked through the jungle. Out here, in the snowy foothills looking up to these giant mountains, nothing moved. Nothing even seemed to breathe.

      I followed a winding path further away from the city, my eyes scanning the trees and undergrowth for any sign of the coveted moss. Every rustle and whisper of the wind carried the promise of discovery, urging me to continue my quest. The full moon seemed to have some sort of power, making trees dance and leaves open and stretch toward it.

      I heard something take off under a bush somewhere, my heart racing into my throat. My eyes darted around, not finding any danger, and I continued walking. The city was a small backdrop now as I walked on.

      As I traversed the clearing, I noticed a peculiar phenomenon—an ethereal glow emanating from a cluster of trees in the distance. A soft, silvery light bathed the area, drawing me closer with an irresistible allure. With cautious steps, I approached the source of the luminescence.

      And there it was, nestled amidst the branches of an ancient tree—a beautiful web of lunar moss. Its pale tendrils stretched towards the moon as if reaching for the celestial energy that imbued it with its magical properties. I marveled at the sight, realizing that this humble moss was probably one of the highest level ingredients I had found yet.

      Carefully, I extended my hand, mindful not to disturb the delicate balance of the area. The moss was surprisingly resilient yet delicate, its feathery strands responding to my touch. As I plucked a small portion, a surge of energy coursed through my veins as if the moon's blessing had been bestowed upon me.

      
        
        [YOU HAVE UNLOCKED ASTRAL MAGIC]

      

      

      Nice! So that must be the final mana type for space and time. Can I make teleportation items now? I would have to mess around with that later.

      A little moon tattoo showed up next to my other mana types. I put some moss inside my boxer waistband, and some more in my boot. I tried to put it in places people wouldn't think to look, should I be captured on my re-entry into the city.

      With the lunar moss safely secured, I retraced my steps toward the city, allowing the moonlight to guide me back. I quickened my pace, anticipation fueling my efforts.

      "Well, well, well. What do we have here?"

      I jumped out of my skin and turned around, dropping into a defensive posture.

      It was the Overlord, standing there in the snow.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 16

          

          
            Trust is Earned

          

        

      

    

    
      "Ah, Noah," the Overlord's voice dripped with an unsettling mix of amusement and disdain. "Attempting to leave without bidding me farewell? How hopelessly thoughtless of you."

      I stammered, my tongue betraying my attempts to form coherent words. "I... I didn't mean any harm, my lord. I simply... needed some fresh air." That, and something to stop you from spying on me all the damn time! I thought with a grimace.

      A sardonic smile played upon the Overlord's lips as he closed the distance between us. "Fresh air, you say? And what were you doing out there in the prairie? Looking for herbs, perhaps?" A knowing look crossed his features, but he didn't say more.

      My heart pounded in my chest, the weight of the lunar moss pressing against my boxer waistband like an incriminating secret. I hoped he thought I was unsuccessful in my search. I attempted to keep my composure, but the realization that my escape had been thwarted weighed heavily upon me. It took every ounce of restraint not to reach toward the moss or show signs that I had some.

      Before I could respond, the Overlord snapped his fingers, and two Porters emerged out of nowhere, surrounding me in an iron grip. Panic surged through my veins as they bound my hands tightly, their cold fingers digging into my flesh.

      With a cruel chuckle, the Overlord gestured toward the guards; his voice laced with authority. "Take him to the dungeons, our coldest and darkest cell. Let him ponder the consequences of his actions."

      We blinked out of existence, reforming in a dark chamber. I was led through the twisting corridors of the prison, my mind racing with futile attempts to find an escape route. But the guards' grip was unyielding, and my every movement was met with a swift reprimand. At least they didn't search me, I thought grimly.

      Finally, they thrust me into a frigid, dimly lit cell. I huddled in the corner, seeking whatever meager warmth I could muster. The icy air pierced through my overalls, sending shivers down my spine as the mountain air whistled through gaps in the stone.

      Alone in the darkness, the weight of my success, however small, brought me some hope. I clung to it, my fingers brushing against the moss' delicate strands, reminding me of the freedom I desperately sought. The lunar moss remained nestled against my skin, a small comfort amidst the despair. It warmed my spirit somehow. A warmth spread through my body like an IV drip, fighting off the cold.

      Time stretched endlessly as I awaited my fate, the cold seeping into my bones, matching the chill that had settled within my spirit. Until then, I would endure the solitude and continue planning how to get out of this place. If I ever got out of this prison cell.
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        * * *

      

      Morning broke two weeks later, casting a dim light into the desolate cell as the heavy door creaked open. Startled, I rubbed my tired eyes and looked up to find the Overlord standing at the entrance, his gaze fixed upon me.

      "Rise and shine, Noah," he said with a dismissive wave of his hand. "I trust you've had ample time to reflect on your foolishness. Although, I must admit, your departure from the city was...impressive."

      I struggled to my feet, my body stiff and sore from the cold nights on the unforgiving stone floor. My voice was laced with a mixture of defiance and resignation as I replied, "I have learned that attempting to defy you comes with dire consequences, my lord."

      The Overlord's eyes narrowed, his voice dripping with veiled menace. "Indeed, you would do well to remember that. But I am a generous ruler, Noah, and I believe in second chances. You have become extremely valuable to me, and for that, I will be merciful."

      A glimmer of hope stirred within me, but I remained cautious, knowing well the fickle nature of his benevolence. "What do you expect from me, my lord?" I asked, my voice tinged with skepticism.

      He leaned closer, his eyes boring into mine. "Your loyalty, Noah. I am willing to give you a chance to redeem yourself. Serve me faithfully, use your skills to further my ambitions, and perhaps, just perhaps, your days of confinement will be a distant memory."

      I weighed his words carefully, my mind racing with conflicting emotions. The desire for freedom warred with the knowledge that defying him would only lead to further suffering. "What must I do?" I asked, my voice resigned. I would continue playing this game to escape and return to the mines for phase two of my plan.

      A cruel smile played upon the Overlord's lips. "Continue your work in the mines, Noah. Use your talents to increase our steel production and craft weapons for our allies. I need more ore from the cave walls as well. The vests you make show lots of promise for us. You have already proven your worth, and perhaps I will consider granting you a measure of freedom. You've earned that much."

      I nodded, swallowing my pride and accepting the terms. "I will do as you ask, my lord."

      "Very well," he said, turning to leave. Without looking at me, he added, "Remember, Noah, your fate lies in your own hands. Prove your loyalty; perhaps you will someday earn the trust you so desperately seek."

      With those final words, the Overlord departed, the Porters grabbing my arm to transport me out of prison. When we reemerged outside of my room, I was released from my physical confinement, but the weight of this interaction weighed heavily on me.

      If I were to survive the treacherous game I found myself in, I would need to finalize my plan quickly. Outside the palace windows, the sun seemed to be cresting over the mountains, meaning my shift would start soon. I needed to keep my little operation a secret, get my ass moving, and change into my work attire.

      Today was going to be a long day.
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        * * *

      

      Just as I reached the palace entrance, Craig's booming voice called out from behind me, his concern evident in his tone. "Noah! You look terrible! We were told you were working on a special project for the Overlord, but what happened to you?"

      I turned to face him, my expression a mix of weariness and resignation. The events of the imprisonment and my encounter with the Overlord were still fresh in my mind. I shrugged in response, unable to find the words to explain. "Just working hard without much sleep, is all."

      Craig's concern deepened, lines furrowing his forehead. "Well, whatever it is, we've got work to do. Time for the shift, my boy! I have your steel here. I didn’t forget what was next on the list!" He patted his pocket. "Let's see what you can do with these pickaxes, eh?"

      Nodding silently, I followed him as we made our way to the entrance of the mines. The usual hustle and bustle surrounded us, the clanging of tools and the murmur of conversations filling the air. We descended into the cave's depths, the dimly lit tunnels welcoming us into their cold embrace.

      My thoughts were a jumbled mess as we began our work, the rhythmic sound of pickaxes hitting rock echoing through the cavernous space. I was absolutely exhausted. And after my punishment I decided to put my phase two escape plan on the back burner for at least a day. I was positive I would be under the watchful eyes of the scryers all day, and I didn't want to raise any suspicions. Mara eyed me as she walked into the mine, and I shook my head 'no' at her.

      Craig's voice broke through my thoughts, cutting through the haze of my contemplation. "Noah, snap out of it! We've got quotas to meet. Grab that pickaxe over there."

      I nodded, shaking my head to clear the cobwebs that seemed to form in my brain. When I was in prison, my mana had barely been refilled. I thought it was odd, but maybe there was a mana blocker or something. When I used my new 'Thievery' skill while sneaking around the city, it slowly drained my mana. I wasn't sure how much mana per second it cost, but from when I left my room to when I grabbed the moss, I had used around 22 mana.

      Overnight, I only got ten back. Still, I had plenty of mana to do a few pickaxes and assumed it would cost the normal ten mana for upgrading a piece of equipment. I looked at my arm quickly.
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        [LV 9- BLACKSMITH APPRENTICE]
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      I was still missing a bunch of health, most likely from the freezing cold of the prison, but I had no idea. I had watched it tick slowly down while in my cell. My mana had not regenerated at all while I was locked away.

      They had fed me enough to survive. Maybe the Overlord was trying to soften me up with a different picture of surviving. He didn’t understand that it only increased my resolve. But if my health bar had been keeping my body from freezing during the worst of the cold at night, that explained the IV drip feeling that I experienced. Guess it wasn't the lunar moss after all. I also noticed that three of my skills were up against the level 10 barrier. I really needed to level up.

      I trudged over to the wall where the pickaxes sat, gathered the single piece of steel and one of the rusty pickaxes, and carefully combined them using my 'Create' skill. As the transformation unfolded, the familiar weight of the pickaxe in my hand shifted, becoming more solid and sturdy. The once-rusty surface was now replaced by a gleaming, polished steel head glistening in the dim light of the mine.

      Running my fingers along the new pickaxe, I marveled at its improved attributes. The steel pickaxe felt substantial, balanced perfectly for efficient strikes against the unyielding rocks of the mine. Its sharp edge promised to make quick work of the stubborn ores, reducing the strain on the crew. I inspected it.

      
        
        [STEEL PICKAXE - LEVEL 3 - CONDITION 100%]

      

      

      The enhanced durability of the steel pickaxe meant that it would endure the demanding conditions of the mine far longer than its predecessor. No longer would the crew have to worry about the pickaxe chipping or breaking under the strain of repeated blows against the walls. Plus, the new creation started at a condition of 100%.

      Craig let out a whoop, clasped me on the shoulder, and then took the pickaxe from my hands. He walked over to the wall and swung it into the rock. Pieces of ore and stone exploded into the tunnel, a bit of dust almost hitting me square in the forehead as I raised my arms to protect my face. He turned and smiled at me like a little kid with a new toy.

      "More! Do all of them!"

      I sighed.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 17

          

          
            Sneaky, Sneaky

          

        

      

    

    
      Annos stood tall at the head of his Shadowalker army as they made their way through the dense undergrowth of the jungle. Behind them, a formidable army of lizard Saurites slithered and scurried, their eyes fixed on the prize—the Fekan city of Dunbar.

      As they approached the city's outskirts, Annos signaled for a momentary halt. The second in command of the Saurites, a powerful and imposing figure known as Grendar, stepped forward, his scaled body gleaming in the dappled sunlight. Their leader stayed back in the city to guard the lizard families and non-warrior class. Annos didn't quite understand why he wouldn't want to be involved in the battle but let it slide.

      "Grendar," Annos spoke, his voice laced with authority. "We have come to fulfill our alliance, to bring down the walls of Dunbar and secure victory."

      Grendar nodded in acknowledgment, his eyes glinting in the sun. "Alpha Annos, we Saurites are ready to strengthen your cause. The time for the Fekan dominance ends today. We have many fallen Saurites that we seek to avenge in battle. Our scouts have returned, and things are looking promising."

      Annos studied Grendar for a moment, assessing his resolve. "I appreciate your support, Grendar. Together, we shall reshape the destiny of these lands. Tell me, how do you plan to assist in the siege?"

      Grendar's reptilian features twisted into a wry smile. "Our ability to burrow through the earth will be our greatest advantage. The Feka have built towering walls but have overlooked the ground beneath their feet. We shall undermine their defenses, strike from unexpected angles, and create chaos within their ranks."

      A feral grin crept across Annos' face, his eyes reflecting the fire of determination. "Excellent. But remember, Grendar; we do not seek the eradication of their city. We shall coordinate our efforts, strike at their weak points, and ensure that the Feka fall before our might. Once we have secured our victory, we shall take over the city and use it for its exports and position on the gulf."

      Grendar's gaze met Annos', the intensity of their shared purpose evident. "Agreed, Alpha Annos. We shall show them the price of their arrogance and offer them a quick death. But remember - we split the bodies among our people. You may keep the city, but we need the consumption power and the return of our hunting ground."

      With their pact sealed, Annos and Grendar exchanged a nod of mutual understanding. They were united by a common goal—to overthrow the Fekan dominance and establish a new order. Together, they would unleash a force that would shake the foundations of Prixa, leaving a lasting mark on the history of these lands.

      As the combined forces of the Stalkers and Saurites resumed their march toward the city, their determination resonated through the air. The echoes of their conversation faded into the jungle, leaving behind only the sound of footsteps and the rustling of leaves—a prelude to the impending battle. The destiny of Dunbar hung in the balance, and the clash of powers was inevitable. The lizards faded into the ground and took off in another direction.

      A few moments later, a Fekan scout saw the werewolves from his tree and took off toward the city.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Dee was jogging through the upper level of Dunbar, training her heart and regaining her stamina after her injury. Her stamina pool still only filled 25% of the total amount, filling a few percent higher with every long run.

      As she reached the courtyard on the first level of the settlement, Dee spotted a scout waving his hands wildly to one of her fellow hunters. She ran over to see what was happening. Apparently, he had noticed an approaching army. He stood there, breathless and wide-eyed, his words tumbling frantically.

      "They're coming! The enemy is marching towards us! A different pack of Shadowalkers from last time!"

      Dee's resolve hardened, and she wasted no time. Her heart pounded in her chest as she raced through the bustling streets of Dunbar. She had to reach the walls, rally the defenders, and prepare for the imminent attack. Her eyes scanned the faces of the Feka, filled with determination and fear. Bells sounded behind her, the same alarm bells from a few weeks ago.

      "To the walls! Prepare your bows! We may not have a drawbridge, but we will defend Dunbar with our lives!" she yelled as she ran. Her heart rang out in pain, but she pushed through it.

      The archers, well-trained and disciplined, swiftly took their positions. Their numbers had been refreshed as the Monarch sent reinforcements over the last few weeks. They notched arrows onto their bows, their eyes scanning the horizon for any sign of movement. Sounds were coming from the jungle, but no sign of activity yet.

      A bitter reminder of the new Baron's foolishness loomed large. The absence of the drawbridge and the dismantled crossbow contraptions had left the defenders vulnerable. Undeterred, Dee turned her attention to the warriors gathered near the gates. She looked on as a white tiger, who had replaced Typh as male security head, spoke to his warrior Feka.

      "Warriors of Dunbar! The time has come to defend our home, our people! Prepare yourselves for battle! Stand tall, fight honorably, and let the enemy know we will not yield!"

      The warriors, their expressions resolute, roared and drew their weapons, forming a formidable line. Their swords gleamed in the fading light, reflecting their unwavering determination. They were ready to face whatever came their way.

      As the tension thickened in the air, the distant sound of marching paws grew louder. The enemy was approaching, their intentions clear. Dee breathed in and out, steeling herself for the onslaught that awaited them. She ran up to the wall to look into the jungle, waiting to see what came through the tree line.

      A group of around fifteen Stalkers came out of the trees first, their long wolf snouts the same as she remembered. They walked on their two legs, intelligent eyes observing the settlement. They began howling, and a new breed of melee troops emerged from the trees.

      Hundreds of sleek, hairless dogs emerged from the woods. These creatures possessed powerful limbs adorned with razor-sharp claws that dug into the ground as they propelled themselves forward with remarkable agility. Their eyes, sharp and intelligent, gleamed with fierce determination. These hounds were a much different canine variety than the dumb Whitetooth beasts from before. The dogs in front of her looked to be able to outrun even an adult Feka.

      Not good, she thought.

      When the last dog cleared the trees, four hundred dogs stood before the settlement. Not too bad! Dee thought. They could handle a few hundred Shadowalkers and their Stalker masters.

      The enemy stood there, unmoving. They didn't howl like they usually did. They just stared back at the Fekan city. They were still out of range of the archers, but Dee had no idea what they were waiting for.

      The ground under the city began shaking. A slight tremor at first, but the shaking grew in severity until her whole body shook on the bouncing ground. The Feka looked at each other, unsure of what was happening. The Stalkers looked on, smiles suddenly creasing their long faces. "Steady!" Typh yelled, pacing behind the troops, their ears swiveling wildly as they looked around in panic at the unknown threat.

      Suddenly, the ground exploded, and at least forty enormous lizards exploded out of the ground behind the line of Fekan warriors.

      Inside the settlement.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 18

          

          
            Like a Boss

          

        

      

    

    
      I grabbed the next two steel bars from Craig and walked over to the wall to get another pickaxe. My mana was at [41/60] from the ten mana I spent on the first pickaxe. I still felt exhausted, like I wasn't getting much mana regeneration in my post-prison state.

      A sudden commotion erupted in the distance, and the air filled with the shrill screeches of cave bats. "Capes up! Capes up!" Craig yelled. The mages, ever vigilant in their duty, took off down the tunnels to protect the mine workers from the menacing creatures, forgetting about me for a moment.

      Instinct took over, and without a moment's hesitation, I snatched the newly forged steel pickaxe behind me and the spare steel bars, my new 'Thievery' skill aiding my instinct to steal and run. "Noah! Get back here!" Craig shouted after me as I took off as fast as my feet could carry me.

      I dashed down the tunnel, my boots pounding against the rocky ground. The passage was dimly lit, the flickering torches casting eerie shadows along the walls. I navigated the winding tunnels, the echo of the bat screeches growing quieter with each step. The sound of battle echoed off the walls, smoke filling the air around me.

      I had told Mara my plan to make a device to block the mages from seeing what I was doing, and she wanted to help. We planned to meet further in the tunnel if a battle ever broke out. She wanted to go with me when I tried to put my escape plan into motion. I hoped she would keep to the plan. I waited, then finally heard her.

      "Mara!" I yelled, seeing if she was nearby. "Mara?"

      "Noah!" she answered back.

      I saw her run past the tunnel I had run into. "Mara, wait! This way!" I screamed. She ran back, looking side to side, then saw me. She ran up to me, her eyes wild.

      "This plan is just as crazy as I imagined it would be!" she said as we ran, an angry look on her face.

      "Hey, it’s working so far. Let's go!"

      Our footsteps echoed as we stomped down the tunnels. No one chased us as we ran, preoccupied by the bat attack. The cave seemed endless, branching off in various directions like the intricate veins of a complex system. Yet, we pressed on, following an instinctual pull deeper into the heart of the underground realm. I started getting nervous that I would get lost down here.

      The darkness enveloped us, and I finally pulled up to a stop. There was barely any light down here, so we couldn't go much further without bumping into rocks or a wall.

      Occasional water droplets fell from the ceiling as a symphony of echoes reverberated through the caverns from the fighting further in. The scent of earth and dampness filled the air, intermingled with the musty odor of bat guano.

      Off in the distance, an eerie purple glow filled the tunnel. "Wait here," I said, striking off toward the light.

      "Where are you..."

      I turned back to her. "It will be alright! That purple light is a mushroom that helps our vision. I'll be right back."

      She scoffed. "Hey, Noah? Umm...your pants are glowing."

      "Huh?" I said, confused. The lunar moss! I had completely forgotten about its storage in my pants. I took it out for the first time since grabbing it. It glowed merrily, casting moonlight in the dark cavern.

      Mara gasped and came closer. "You are full of surprises, aren't you?" She had a smirk on her face, but I could tell she was impressed.

      I smiled, then gave her the moss. "Hang on to this. I'll be right back. Let me grab some of those mushrooms."

      She took the moss reverently, stroking the soft strands, and I turned to walk down the tunnel. When I got to the mushrooms, I picked one. I had never eaten any ingredients, but my create skill told me these were safe.

      Experimentally, I popped one into my mouth. The cave instantly went into what I can only describe as a mix of 'Predator' mode, like the movie from Earth, and night vision goggles. Only instead of green, it was purple. I yelped, surprised by the change. Mara’s form pulsed in the distance with red heat. “What?” she cried out, jumping. Suddenly, the voice lady told me what I already knew.

      
        
        [NIGHT VISION ENABLED - TIME REMAINING - 5 MINUTES]

      

      

      The mushrooms were scattered everywhere back here, and I picked a couple more, throwing them in my pocket. My Predator vision saw little heat masses gathering near the far wall as I turned around. I ran back to Mara, yelling. "Mara! Rats!"

      She looked around, but I could tell she still couldn't see very well. I reached where she was and stood in front of her, waiting. There were more little heat masses now, ten or so, gathering just out of sight.

      Suddenly, I heard pop pop pop as they started teleporting into existence. My heart pounded in my chest as the Skitteren appeared, their teleporting abilities allowing them to appear and vanish instantly. With a firm grip on the steel pickaxe, I swung at them, determined to hit these little bastards.

      But the Skitteren were agile, darting around me with uncanny speed. Their sharp claws and fangs gleamed menacingly in the dimly lit tunnel, and their haunting screeches filled the air. I dodged their attacks, narrowly evading their slashing claws as I continued my assault.

      Mara had retreated up the tunnel to my left but was chased by a few rats. One of the Skitteren managed to sink its fangs into her arm. Her pained cry cut through the air, fueling my determination to protect her from the little creatures.

      My pickaxe hummed as I swung it, golfing one and blasting it into the tunnel wall, unmoving. Time seemed to blur as we engaged in a fierce dance of combat. I dodged their attacks, countering with calculated strikes of my own. The weight of the steel pickaxe felt natural in my hands, its powerful swing delivering blows that reverberated through the Skitteren's exoskeletons. One bit my neck as I screamed and threw it by the leg off of me.

      Their teleporting abilities proved a formidable challenge, but I refused to let them gain the upper hand. I anticipated their movements, sensing the faint disturbances in the air that signaled their impending teleportation. The purple night vision helped. Before they teleported, their shapes started blurring, giving me a warning as the spell completed. With each disappearance, I readied myself, adjusting my stance and preparing to strike when they reappeared.

      I looked back down the tunnel, and Mara had fallen to the floor, hands protectively over her head as three swarmed her. I dashed over and soccer kicked one, blasting it down the tunnel, then swung my pickaxe and managed to sever the head of one on Mara’s chest. Its lifeless body collapsed to the ground.

      "Damn, Noah! Not so close to my head with that thing!" she yelled from the ground.

      "Sorry!" I said back. When I turned, the Skitterens had mainly vanished, a calm returning to the cave. I breathed in and out, my chest heaving.

      "Are you okay?" I asked, holding out my hand. Mara nodded, wounded but alive, and I pulled her up. We exchanged glances, a mixture of relief and triumph passing between us.

      A powerful presence filled the air as I stood there, catching my breath from the intense battle. The ground beneath me suddenly rumbled, and the rat boss materialized before my eyes. It was a towering creature with gnarled fur and glowing, evil eyes that pierced through the tunnel's darkness.

      The rat boss's body was massive and muscular, adorned with sharp, jagged spines that protruded from its back. Its snarling snout revealed rows of razor-sharp teeth, and its long, sinewy tail twitched with anticipation. It emitted a low, guttural growl reverberating through the chamber, sending shivers down my spine.

      "Mara! Run!" I screamed.

      Suddenly, my eyesight returned to normal as my vision enhancement wore out. Shit! I thought as panic set in.

      Mara turned and took off down the tunnel, taking the only light source we had now with her, but stopped when I didn't follow her. "Come on!" she yelled.

      I turned back to the rat boss, squaring my shoulders. "Make my day, bitch!" I said, like all those weeks ago when I faced a meager squeamish squirrel with Typh. I hurriedly popped another mushroom in my mouth, and my vision enhancement spiked again, turning me into the Predator again.

      
        
        [NIGHT VISION ENABLED - TIME REMAINING - 2.5 MINUTES - EFFECT 50%]

      

      

      Crap, less duration now that I just ate one! With my heart pounding in my chest, I tightened my grip on the steel pickaxe. I could feel the weight of the moment, the magnitude of the challenge that lay before me. The rat boss lunged forward, its claws slashing through the air, and I braced myself for the fight of my life. But he went with a swatting motion as he dove toward Mara.

      The rat beast is probably drawn to the lunar moss, I realized with fear gripping my heart. I swung at it and missed, and he tried to go around me and down the tunnel toward her. "Not so fast, big fella!" I yelled at it, the rat's head swiveling toward me and charging.

      The melee training from Dee kicked in, and those days of sparring took over. Ducking and weaving, I evaded the rat boss's initial assault, narrowly avoiding its deadly strikes. Its immense size and agility made it a formidable opponent, but I refused to back down. I spun, returning a swing of my own. The rat blocked it with a spark from its claws.

      The clash of steel against fur filled the chamber, echoing through the tunnels like a battle cry. I struck with all my might, pouring every ounce of strength into each blow. The rat boss retaliated with ferocious attacks, its claws swiping and teeth snapping dangerously close until one finally connected with my shoulder. I cried out in pain, but it was not a debilitating wound. The rat turned again and tried charging past me up the tunnel. I heard a scream as the orange heat blob that was Mara screamed out.

      I connected with its leg from behind, and it screeched out a loud, piercing yell. I saw an opening. I jumped back from a wild blow from the ground and delivered a final, decisive strike, aiming for the rat boss's furry neck. The pickaxe connected with a resounding impact, severing its head from its body. The rat boss staggered momentarily, its life force fading, before collapsing to the ground.

      Silence enveloped the chamber as the weight of the victory settled upon me. Sweat dripped from my brow, mingling with the dust and grime that coated my skin. My vision faded and returned to normal; the chamber bathed in the eerie moonlight of the moss.

      The rat dissolved into the rock floor, leaving a long tail. I hurriedly picked it up, inspecting it.

      
        
        [RAT BOSS TAIL - LEVEL 5]

      

      

      Nice! I wonder if I can make an upgraded bow or something with this! I felt a fire lighting in my chest and realized something.

      I had just leveled up.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 19

          

          
            Journeyman

          

        

      

    

    
      I caught my breath and felt a surge of energy emanating from within. It was as if the very essence of my being was awakening, unlocking new potential. A soft glow enveloped me, accompanied by a faint tingling sensation. I felt a surge of power coursing through my veins, widening channels I didn't know existed. At that moment, memories and experiences flooded my mind. Everything I had crafted, every enemy defeated, every failure and every challenge overcome shaped me into the person I had become. The victories and defeats, the moments of triumph and moments of despair all contributed to my growth as an adventurer here on Prixa. And I felt it molding my skills.

      I felt like the total of what I had done shaped what my level 10 skills would be. As the glow dissipated, I became acutely aware of the changes that had taken place. My senses felt sharper; my reflexes honed to a keen edge. It was like a veil had been lifted, revealing a world of possibilities and potential.

      But it wasn't just physical attributes that had improved. My mind felt clearer, and my thoughts were more focused. I could tell that my skills had changed somehow, as the world looked different. My mind felt different.

      Once the changes stopped flowing through me, the voice lady informed me about all of the changes.

      
        
        [YOU HAVE LEVELED UP TO BLACKSMITH JOURNEYMAN - ADDITIONAL MANA AND HEALTH HAVE BEEN AWARDED]

      

      

      
        
        [YOUR CREATE AND MINE SKILLS HAVE MERGED AND BEEN UPGRADED TO THE MANUFACTURE SKILL]

      

      

      
        
        [YOUR DESIGN SKILL HAS BEEN UPGRADED TO THE ENGINEER SKILL]

      

      

      
        
        [YOU HAVE UNLOCKED ANOTHER SKILL SLOT FOR A TOTAL OF SIX (6). UNUSED SKILLS HAVE BEEN AUTOMATICALLY ASSIGNED]

      

      

      
        
        [YOU HAVE UNLOCKED A PICKAXE AFFINITY AND HAVE BONDED WITH YOUR WEAPON. ONLY ONE BONDED WEAPON CAN BE CHOSEN AT A TIME]

      

      

      The tattoos burned my arm, morphing and shifting as new symbols appeared, replacing the old.

      
        
        [NOAH]

        [LV 10- BLACKSMITH JOURNEYMAN]

      

      

      
        
          [image: ]
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          [image: ]
        

      

      Holy crap. Journeyman? What! Ore veins popped into view all over the cave, colors that I hadn't seen before. Some shallow and some deep. I could see even more of the ores now.

      "Yes!" I cried, relief boiling over. Before I could inspect my new skills, Mara ran over, putting her hand on my back and checking me for injuries.

      "Noah! Are you alright? That thing...what...and you..."

      I looked up from my tattoos and over at her. She looked like she would speak again, but her voice failed her. She looked at the ground and started crying into her hands, the shock of the situation taking over. I pulled her into a big hug. We stayed that way for a few long moments. She looked up at me with unblinking tear-filled eyes. My heart, upgraded as it was now, beat rapidly in my chest. We looked at each other, neither one pulling away.

      I just fought a rat boss and killed it. It was time to stop being a wuss. I leaned in and kissed her. Her head jerked back at first, and then she leaned into it. This was only the second girl I had ever kissed, but I let instinct take over. I had changed a ton since the overweight kid from Earth. And it felt amazing.

      We pulled away slightly. “Sorry I dragged you into this. Are you sure you want to come with me? I may have started all kinds of trouble.”

      She nodded, and her cute smile shined at me in the moss-lit darkness. Our foreheads pressed together...

      Wait! I thought. The moss! I have everything for the scrying blocker now! My head jerked back, and I looked around.

      Mara saw my face, and her expression dropped. "What?" she asked, a self-conscious look on her face. Then her head jerked up, her eyes darting around, assuming more danger was coming our way.

      "Oh! Nothing! I have to make something! Immediately! I have to make sure they can't find us until I get a plan together."

      She nodded and backed up, the moment passing for now. I ran to the cave wall and started picking rat carcasses up. When I grabbed the fifth one, I walked back to Mara. "I need the moss back, if you don't mind," I said with my hand out.

      She complied, putting it in my palm. Finally, I grabbed the two steel bars from my pocket, my hands a jumbled mass of ingredients. I concentrated, then combined the skills in my mind, wondering what the new skill did or if anything would change how I crafted things. All I knew was that the feeling was still there in my mind.

      The ingredients glowed and molded together, flowing outwards into a long line. Mara gasped and backed up. The process finished, and in my hand sat a black leather belt. Embedded within the leather were intricately woven threads of enchanted silver, remnants of the lunar moss. I could tell that the threads possessed properties that disrupted scrying attempts. The silver lines formed an intricate pattern resembling ancient protective symbols, giving the belt a mysterious appearance.

      I heard shouting up the tunnel. We had been spotted. I had made the belt too late. I quickly slipped it on anyway, then inspected it.

      
        
        [SHADOWVALE'S SASH - SPECIAL ITEM - ANTI-SCRYING BELT]

      

      

      Suddenly, I had another idea. I checked my mana. At [48/95], the fifteen mana was removed from the level three belt. I ran to a cave wall, reaching in and grabbing some temperstone ore. As I did, the ore from the wall sucked into my hand like I had an ore vacuum or something. One, two, three, then four pieces of the ore spit out of the cave wall and onto the ground. Man, I'm super excited to see what these upgrades did. For now, I needed to focus.

      I picked up three pieces of the ore in one hand and held the pickaxe in my other, thinking about combining the two as the shouting got louder. Mara took off behind me to where the rat ingredient was and tried to duck into a side tunnel. She tripped, and I heard a loud smack as her knee hit something. Curse words sounded out.

      The pickaxe glowed red hot, the head looking like burning coals. It stayed that way, casting an eerie red glow in the tunnel. I looked up and saw the first mage turn into our tunnel. "There he is! This way!" he yelled to the others.

      I stood there, not backing down. Six mages turned down the tunnels. One even had a fire elemental with him. The air crackled with the energy of their fiery spells, but I stood firm, prepared to meet their assault head-on. The Porter addressed me. "Noah. By order of the Overlord, you are hereby apprehended for stealing from the city of Fulgar. Come with us peacefully, and no one will get hurt." He said that last part while looking behind me.

      I laughed. "Yeah, that's a good one." I didn't say anything else.

      They looked amongst themselves for a moment. "We take him alive!" the mage yelled to the others. One of the mages released a fireball at me, but I sidestepped it quickly. The other mage pointed his hand, sending the fire elemental in.

      It floated down the hill and took a swipe at me. I let it connect with my armor so it would get close to me and heard a hissing sound, almost like it was being extinguished. I swung the new pickaxe, connecting with the elemental's arm. The beast was sucked into the pickaxe, completely gone from where it stood moments before.

      I heard gasps from the mages and was actually stunned myself. I hastily inspected the pickaxe to see what in the world I had made.

      
        
        [INFERNO'S EDGE (BONDED) - LEVEL 3 STEEL PICKAXE - TEMPERSTONE TAINTED - SPECIAL ITEM - ABSORB FIRE SPELLS UP TO YOUR LEVEL ONCE PER DAY]

      

      

      I still needed to figure out the benefits of a bonded weapon. But I felt the bond. I could feel the weapon differently when I fought the rat boss. The mages looked on, unsure of what to do next. I could tell they didn't want to blast me with fire magic for fear of killing me and upsetting the Overlord. And now, they didn't know what my new pickaxe did. Finally, a mage walked closer to me, a manic smile forming under his hooded face. I recognized him. His fingers began glowing in the same way that they did all those nights ago in Dunbar. He was casting the fire circle spell so that I couldn't escape.

      There was a loud POP as two huge figures appeared, looking around quickly. The mage's head jerked back in surprise, breaking his concentration and ruining the spell.

      The Monarch had arrived.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 20

          

          
            Zippy

          

        

      

    

    
      The Monarch looked up at the shocked mages and strode forward. She addressed the starry-robed mage with a paw out. "You there. Porter. Tell your master that this human has an official alliance with the Feka and that further aggressive action toward him is an act of war on the Fekan Empire."

      The black-robed mage walked toward her, scowling. "How have you found us, feline? You speak of acts of war, yet here you are, intruding on our settlement in a restricted area. I would watch your tongue."

      Behind me, the cougar growled as his hair stood up. The mage brought up a good point, however. How did they find us?

      "I will be taking the boy. He was still my property before you helped yourself to him. It was so kind of you to deliver him to us."

      A knowing look crossed her feline features, and he frowned. "He stays with the Overlord. We earned him back with our involvement in the siege of your outlying settlement. Mages!"

      Glowing wands shot out, and I heard a sigh from the Monarch. Daggers materialized in her paws, and she darted ahead faster than my eyes could see in the low light. A ring of fire formed around me, lighting the cavern and trapping me in place.

      I knew my upper body would be safe from the blaze if I darted through it, but I wasn't sure what would happen to my head and legs. They weren't protected. I heard muffled screams and yelling as fighting broke out down the tunnel. Mara screamed behind me.

      I stepped back and jumped through the fire without any more time to waste. I swung the pickaxe as I jumped, fanning some of the flames out of the way, but I felt the extreme heat scorching my legs and face. I let out an agonizing yell as I landed  and lay there on the cold dirt.

      "Idiot boy!" I heard over the commotion. My health bar was getting sucked into my head and legs horrifyingly fast. "Konna, now! Now!" I heard from up the tunnel. Suddenly, I couldn't breathe. It was like the air was sucked out of the tunnel. Paws picked me up and, seconds later, we blinked out of existence.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I heard a sizzling sound from my legs as we landed in a snowy landscape. I took a moment to take in my surroundings. The air was crisp and cold, filled with the scent of freshly fallen snow. Towering mountains loomed around us, their majestic peaks disappearing into the swirling clouds above. The landscape was blanketed in a pristine white, untouched and serene.

      I lay there, afraid to look at my health bar. The snow beneath my boots and under my legs offered a soothing relief to my burns as if nature itself understood my pain. I could feel the coolness seeping through my skin, gently numbing the lingering ache. Eventually, the health bar turned idle, not absorbing any other injuries.

      The scene was breathtakingly beautiful, almost ethereal. The mountains stood tall like ancient sentinels, their rocky faces adorned with jagged edges and veils of ice. Cascades of frozen waterfalls sparkled in the distance, their icy tendrils glimmering off the sun's rays. The landscape seemed untouched as if it had been preserved in its natural state for centuries.

      "Are you alright, boy?" the Monarch asked, striding over to me. Her fur was singed in a few spots, and her left arm was hanging limp. Above us, the sky was a canvas of gray, pregnant with snow clouds. Fat snowflakes danced and twirled in the air, descending gently upon us like delicate whispers from the heavens. The silence was palpable, broken only by the whispers of the wind as it swept through the mountain passes.

      "Yes, your highness," I said with a pained groan. I turned my gaze towards the Monarch, who stood over me, surveying my injuries with a mix of wonder and determination in her eyes. Her regal presence harmonized with the grandeur of the surroundings as if the mountains themselves recognized her authority. "What the hell happened back there? How did you survive all those mages? I saw what they did to the Shadowalkers. They're so powerful, and..."

      The Monarch held up her hand, smiling. "Silly me, I thought I could take them on, but got a fire lance to the arm. I didn't want to use Konna if I didn't have to, but we didn't end up having much choice. His space magic skill can make a vacuum, which is a perfect counter to fire magic. It snuffed that fire right out, allowing us to escape. If you would have just waited a moment, we could have gotten you out too once we put the circle out."

      I laughed. "Well, could have told me."

      Beside us, the cougar remained vigilant, its emerald eyes scanning the surroundings. I sat up and saw Mara lying still on the ground beside me.

      "Mara!" I yelled, attempting to stand.

      The Monarch pressed me back to the ground with her paw, shaking her head. "Easy, boy. Your human friend is okay. They threw a fire lance at her too, but Konna threw a spatial shield in the way. The concussive force still knocked her out, but she will be fine."

      I nodded, still in shock at these developments. Damn, Konna is powerful, I thought. Finally, I asked, "How did you find us? Where are we?"

      The Monarch looked curiously at the belt I was wearing. "I was finally able to scry you. In the depths of the mine, you stepped out of the cloud that constantly shields Fulgar from prying eyes.  When I looked in on your condition, I saw your plight. I decided that we needed to act and get our Creator back. I hope you don't mind our intrusion." A slight smirk crossed her lynx features, knowing that she had just saved me from what was most likely a horrible fate.

      "I am in your debt, Monarch. I was drawing up an escape plan, but it...stopped around the escape part."

      She laughed her meowing laugh at me. "Yes, it would appear as such. Some things never change."

      I smiled at her, the well-deserved insult landing. "But where are we?" I looked at my arm to check on my health. It was surprisingly low, showing [15/85]. I would have certainly died jumping through those powerful flames if I didn't have my fire armor. Idiot.

      She looked back at the cougar. "Unfortunately, we only had enough mana to get us into Fulgar and out. But with the little battle that took place, it would appear that this is as far as we could get. We will need to camp here tonight. I need rest to recover from the battle, and with the additional human girl to transport, Konna was forced to put us somewhere in the nearby mountains. He's a very experienced spatial warrior, but he does not have the mana depths the human mages have for teleportation after a battle."

      I looked at her like she was nuts. "Monarch, you guys may have fur, but Mara and I don't. All I have is this fire-resistant armor and overalls. We will freeze out here!"

      A knowing gleam formed in her eyes. "Then it's best if you use your new tool then, eh boy?"

      My head jerked back, realizing what she was talking about. I crab-walked back to my pickaxe and picked it up, still sitting on the ground. It pulsed a fiery red, like embers in a fire. The pickaxe seemed to vibrate with magical energy, and as I held it in my hands, I could feel a strange connection forming, a bond between myself and this fiery being trapped inside.

      With a flicker of anticipation, I released the being, and the fire elemental emerged from the pickaxe. A tiny thing, no more than a few inches tall, danced and flickered with an effervescent glow. Its form was ephemeral, resembling a miniature humanoid composed of dancing flames. As it materialized, it emitted a high-pitched squeak filled with excitement. The pickaxe seemed to reduce it to a much smaller version of the original elemental. While still a dark red, the pickaxe returned to metallic steel.

      I watched in awe as the creature fluttered around me, its warmth comforting and exhilarating. It possessed a playful nature, darting and twirling in the air with boundless energy. The sight of this newfound familiar ignited a sense of wonder, and I couldn't help but smile.

      I turned my gaze toward the Monarch, who observed the scene with amusement. Curious, her eyes sparkled as she watched the fiery creature flit about, casting a soft glow upon the surrounding snow. The Monarch's regal composure seemed momentarily softened by the enchanting display before us.

      "Well, well!" she said. "Seems like you've got a new pet to care for!" She laughed again.

      Behind us, a groan sounded as Mara woke up. She rubbed her head, clearly in discomfort. The fire elemental, sensing Mara waking up, zipped through the air toward her, its vibrant flames leaving trails of warmth. It circled around her head with an air of mischief. She screamed and shooed it away, scrambling up.

      I laughed. "Mara, relax! It's okay. He seems friendly. She? Well, it. It seems friendly. Maybe I'll call him...Zippy."

      Her chest was heaving as her eyes darted around her environment, then at me, then back at the fire elemental. "Noah, what part of this is okay? Who are they?" She pointed to the Feka and backed up a few steps.

      I remembered the first time that I saw the talking cat creatures. It certainly was a shock. "They're friends. They saved us. Relax! It's going to be alright."

      She seemed to calm down at that. "Well," I continued, "Other than needing to camp in the freezing cold. That might suck. But hey, Zippy, you want to help us get a fire going?"

      He squeaked, zipping off into the nearby trees. I turned and smiled back at Mara. "Guess that's a yes!"

      In the distance, a large pine tree burst into flames.
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      As we ventured deeper into the mountains in search for a campsite, our weary bodies sought refuge from the biting cold. The Monarch was planning to get us back to Fayport, which excited me. I had never been there and wanted to see it. She was also worried about potential threats to Dunbar, but wanted to know if the danger was verified.

      While we walked, I inspected my new skills to see what information I could get, but it was brief since they were only level 1. The voice lady tried her best but didn't have much to tell me.

      
        
        [MANUFACTURE - LEVEL 1 - SUBSKILLS UNLOCKED - ENHANCED ITEM CREATION - SPECIALIZATION NOT YET CHOSEN]

      

      

      
        
        [ENGINEER - LEVEL 1 - SUBSKILLS UNLOCKED - MACHINERY AFFINITY - SPECIALIZATION NOT YET CHOSEN]

      

      

      All in all, the skills sounded terrific. I was excited to see what specializations did and even what my level 1 subskills did. Building some cool machines and making enhanced items sounded particularly exciting. So far, my pickaxe was excellent, and the belt was a specialty item. I was off to a good start.

      Eventually, we stumbled upon a cavern nestled within the rugged terrain. The cave yawned before us, its entrance framed by jagged rocks and draped with icicles that glistened like crystal daggers.

      As we stepped inside, the atmosphere transformed. The air was thick with an earthy scent, carrying a hint of dampness. The cave walls were rough and uneven, and noise from a waterfall deep within the cavern echoed off the walls. We were safe from the wind in here, but not the cold. I saw no ore in the front of the cave but wondered what was inside.

      Konna, in the best condition of the group of us, went into the wilderness to gather some firewood. We huddled together near the cave's center, where a shallow recess in the ground created a natural seating area. The fire elemental danced around us with its mischievous nature, casting its warm glow upon the cavern walls. Sensing our need for warmth, it eagerly awaited something to light aflame. Nobody spoke, our visible breath escaping our lips as we breathed in the cold air and shivered on the ground.

      The cougar finally returned with his bundle of logs and sticks and dropped them into the middle of the opening, then curled up in the corner of the cave to sleep. Zippy raced over and eagerly lit the kindling, and soon a merry fire danced in front of us.

      As the fire crackled and popped, the cave filled with a gentle warmth. Mara, ever inquisitive, turned to me with a questioning look. Her voice sounded hopeful as she posed her question. However, it wasn't the one I thought, since we still needed to breach the subject of the kiss.

      "Noah, do you plan on helping me turn into a mage?" she asked, her voice laced with anticipation. Well, that was blunt!

      I regarded Mara with a thoughtful expression, considering her words. "Well, that's up to you," I began, "I have an ability that can scan people and see if they can access magic. I already scanned you once before…"

      She narrowed her eyes at me, looking insulted. “No!” I continued, trying to explain. “I scanned the whole bar at keg pop, you included. No one lit up with mana. But I can try again?”

      Her eyes lit up as she nodded, and she scooted closer to me, waiting for my assessment. I closed my eyes and activated my 'PATRON' skill, seeking the subtle energies that lay dormant within Mara's being. As color bloomed before me, I was taken aback by what I discovered. Once empty of any mana according to my skill, Mara's aura now looked radiant white—pure and vibrant. I concentrated harder, wondering why the sudden change. But it was pure white—no doubt about it.

      She frowned, seeing the confusion on my face. "What? Do I have the ability to unlock magic?" she asked, her shoulders slumping.

      I opened my eyes and cut the skill off. I met Mara's gaze, my own eyes widening in amazement. "Mara, I can see your affinity," I said, my voice filled with awe. "You have a bright white aura! I think it’s because I can see that mana type now!"

      Mara's face lit up with surprise, and the Monarch cracked one eye open from her cat nap. "What does this mean?" Mara asked, her voice tinged with excitement.

      "I dunno," I said with a shrug. "I haven't been at this for very long. My skill doesn't seem to know either..."

      Suddenly, an idea hit me like a train. That lunar moss had felt really powerful. And when she held it, I remembered it curling around her hand. So far, only skills and such could be unlocked by holding ingredients, as I had seen from my experiences and my mages back in Dunbar. But you needed items to open classes.

      I stood up and started slipping my new anti-scrying belt out of my overalls. Mara's head jerked back, surprised by the act. Her face turned a beet red. I noticed, chuckled awkwardly, and finished taking the belt off. "Don't worry. I'm not trying anything." It was a stupid joke, and we both laughed awkwardly. I could feel the Monarch roll her eyes at me, but she was fully awake now and watching us. I handed the belt to Mara.

      She stood up, eye to eye with me now. She reached out, her fingers closing around the smooth surface of the belt, and anticipation pulsed through the air. The cave lit up like a Christmas tree as soon as it entered her hand.

      White mana, radiant and ethereal, began to fill the cave, permeating every nook and cranny with its luminous essence. The air crackled with magical energy, and the very fabric of reality seemed to shift and tremble in response to the momentous event unfolding before us. My patron skill seemed to...smile? It was hard to explain, but my skill instantly leveled up to level 3. I could suddenly tell that unlocking a mage like this was a big deal.

      A surge of power coursed through Mara, her body embracing the transformation with grace and confidence. She radiated an aura of serene command as if the very stars had celebrated her with their blessings. The cavern walls seemed to fade into the background, leaving only her luminous presence as the focal point of our attention.

      Mara stood tall, her aura shimmering with newfound strength and purpose. Her hair turned white, and her now silver eyes gleamed at me. As she clasped the belt around her waist, a dazzling array of astral symbols materialized on the belt's surface, pulsating with radiant energy.

      Sensing the monumental shift in the atmosphere, Zippy twirled and whirled with an added vigor, its flames dancing in joyous celebration. Its warm glow intensified, casting elongated shadows upon the cave walls, which seemed to bend and twist in response to the awakening magic. Konna and the Monarch had jolted up at the display and watched in awe.

      Mara said her name out loud and looked at her arm. Then she looked at me and gave me that same Mara grin I liked so much. I grinned right back. "Holy shit."

      "Right?" She was breathless as she stared back at me.

      "Can I see your arm?" I asked her.

      She held her arm to me, and I grasped it, looking over the tattoos.

      
        
        [MARA]

        [LV 1 - ASTRAL MAGE APPRENTICE]
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      "Woah! You already have a skill! And that mana type…" I said, checking my arm. I had the same tattoo, next to my air, fire, earth, and space mana tattoos.

      "Yeah, some voice in my head told me it was the 'Anti-Scrying' skill. I must have gotten it from the belt." She handed it back to me. "Guess I don't need this anymore if I have the skill!"

      I took the belt back, putting it back around my waist. The Monarch stood up, peering curiously at the belt. "Fascinating. Child...this is an enormous blessing. Astral mages like us are few and far between. We almost as rare as your friend here." She jerked her head at me.

      "We?" she asked, looking up at the Monarch.

      She nodded. "Yes. I am in your class of mage as well, only the Fekan variety. While I don’t have the Anti-Scrying skill, I can see possible futures." She didn't go into any further detail.

      "Want to try it out?" I asked her, instantly interested in checking how Dee was doing. I had no idea how she was and hadn't asked the Monarch yet. In fact, I was curious how all of my friends and mages were doing. "Can you see far away things with your ability?"

      Mara looked nervous. "I dunno, I think it's more of blocking enemies from seeing things. I don't have much mana though."

      The Monarch walked over to her, placing her hand on her shoulder. She closed her eyes, and I smelled mana filling up the cave. Konna's eyes widened. "I will peer into the city with your help and teach you how to cast your mental sight to other locations. Human astral mages should be able to perform both skills, once I teach you. Come with me, child."

      Mara grinned. "Sure. Let's see what we can do."

      I was happy to hear how my friends were doing back in Dunbar. I was still really worried about Dee, and had no idea how my mages were faring. I hoped they continued growing their skills in my absence.

      They sat facing each other in a lotus position, and Mara put her hands in the Monarch’s paws. As Mara's eyes glazed over with a distant focus, her body went still, consumed by the power of her anti-scrying skill. The Monarch said, “Feel our connection and join me just above our bodies in the astral plane. Good child… Now follow me. It will take our combined effort to pierce their shield.”

      I watched her intently, sensing the weight of anticipation in the air. Suddenly, Mara’s voice broke the silence, trembling with urgency.

      "Monarch! What are we seeing?" she yelled, still frozen. The Monarch's body spasmed slightly, her face pursing together even harder.

      "Pry their lock on Dunbar, child! Focus! We must move their mages aside to see the city! Something is wrong!"

      I had no idea what they were talking about.

      Mara's voice was laced with concern, "I can see Dunbar. It's like holding the planet in my hands. I found the city. It's surrounded by...some sort of cloud? A fog?"

      "Yes!" the Monarch said. "Move it aside, and I will peer in with my skill!"

      She focused harder. Suddenly, the Monarch spoke up again. "There is a battle there. The Feka are overwhelmed...there is an enemy!"

      I gasped, as did the cougar beside me. I leaned in closer, my heart pounding in my chest as I listened to her words. The flickering flames from the fire elemental seemed to waver in response as if mirroring the turmoil I felt inside.

      She continued. "Shadowalkers are rushing through the gates. Lizard men with long staff-looking weapons are fighting my kind. They're inside the walls," the Monarch continued, her voice filled with a mix of horror and determination. "It appears as though they have coordinated their attacks. They're allied, I think? The Feka are being pushed back. So many dead already…"

      Her words painted a grim picture, and I couldn't help but clench my fists in frustration. The fate of Dunbar, the city we had come to know and love, hung precariously in the balance.

      "Are there humans fighting? Anyone shooting them with fire or lightning?" I asked, confused.

      The Monarch's voice quivered with desperation as she described the scene unfolding before her eyes. "No. I only see the Feka."

      Mara's eyes snapped open, and she gasped. She grabbed her arm and grimaced. The Monarch's eyes also opened, terror there shining back at me. I pulled Mara close to me, the awkwardness forgotten. I could tell that she used all of her mana. She rested her head on my chest, breathing deeply.

      A surge of determination coursed through me, and a fire kindled within my core. I couldn't stand idle while my friends in Dunbar faced such dire circumstances. The flickering flames of the fire elemental mirrored my resolve, their warmth urging me forward.

      "We need to get back."
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      The Monarch turned to Konna. "How much mana do you need to get us back to the settlement?"

      He spoke for the first time. "I have only gotten a quarter of my mana back, your highness. I will need tonight and at least half the day." It was already nightfall, and I knew we couldn't wait for morning to head out. With the way the werewolves fought, they were much stronger when the largest moon was out.

      She growled. "That's not good enough. If memory serves, we are at least a two-day run from Dunbar. And that's at my speed. Our human friends couldn't hope to keep a pace like that." She looked at me with disappointment, her judgment of my race written all over her face.

      A silence broke out between us while we thought. Finally, I spoke up. "Konna, could we get to the settlement? Just the two of us?"

      He pursed his lips, then nodded. "Yes. We could make it. But that would strand the Monarch here for at least a full day."

      I glanced at the Monarch. "I have an idea. But I need to get back to Dunbar for it. I can't tell you why because I was bound to secrecy."

      She nodded, knowing what, or where, I was referring to needing to go. "I will guard your astral princess." She smirked. My face turned bright red, and I shuffled my feet.

      Mara rolled her eyes, then embraced me. We locked eyes, and my heart fluttered again. She leaned in and whispered to me, "I'll be fine. Thank you, Noah. For everything." Then, quickly, she planted a kiss on my lips.

      I savored the feeling and backed away, nodding to the cougar. With a squeak, the fire elemental entered the pickaxe, apparently coming along for the ride. With no time to spare, Konna grabbed my arm, and we blinked out of existence before I could change my mind.
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        * * *

      

      I gasped, landing roughly on the rear of Dunbar's first level. It felt good to be back. My heart pounded in sync with the loud sounds of battle that filled the air. The scent of wet dog and swamp mixed with the metallic tang of blood filled the air, the heat pressing back down on me. This time, my armor cooled me slightly.

      I turned to the majestic cougar, gratitude shining in my eyes. "Thank you," I whispered, my voice filled with sincerity. "Can you get my mages from the human bunker and send them to me? I don't know where their wands have been hidden, but maybe you can find them. It's time to cause a little chaos." With a nod of understanding, the cougar vanished into the shadows, its presence becoming one with the night.

      Time was of the essence, and without hesitation, I set off toward the city's heart, my boots pounding against the cobblestone streets. The elemental shot out of the pickaxe, apparently coming and going when he wanted now, and followed, buzzing around the city in curiosity. The flickering flames from the little creature cast eerie shadows upon the crafting section of the settlement. It sounded like fighting was still down on the dirt level of the city, with growls and howls mixing with barking and...some new sound, perhaps from the lizard men.

      Their sounds carried a primal quality, a unique blend of hisses, snarls, and guttural growls that reverberated through the air.

      Their hisses were sharp and piercing, akin to the ominous warning of a coiled serpent.

      The echoes of clashes and battle cries echoed through the narrow alleyways; each sound a testament to the ferocity of the conflict that engulfed Dunbar once more. No one was in the street up here, and I assumed it was all hands on deck below. Hopefully, my drawbridge still functioned.

      I finally got to the smithy and burst through the door. Without wasting a moment, I darted towards the back of the workshop, where a few unique stones concealed the entrance to the secret basement. My hands trembled with anticipation as I fumbled for the hidden latch, feeling the rough texture of the stones beneath my fingertips. The latch gave way with a twist, and the entrance creaked open, revealing a descending staircase bathed in dim, flickering purple light.

      An idea began to take shape within the recesses of my mind. Fueled by my engineering skill, the design table came to life before me. Its mental interface flickered to existence, ready to bring my vision to reality. I had a basic idea of what I wanted, but my skill took over, and I started designing.

      Blueprints and schematics materialized, rotating and floating in the air as I examined them from all angles. My eyes danced across the mental controls, manipulating the virtual tools with precision and purpose. It was time to create something extraordinary—an iron breastplate with protection and attacking abilities. I wanted to combine my ability to make armor with my ability to shoot fire pellets.

      The design process unfolded before me, reacting to my mind. My machinery affinity guided my choices, influencing the mechanisms and components I incorporated into the suit. With each modification, I ensured a blend of practicality and resilience. I chose how thick various parts were since I saw the cost of the parts I decided in real-time, allowing me to keep the costs within my realm of creation and not need some ingredients I had never heard of before. I could have made a suit out of steel, but the material costs weren't obtainable.

      The suit took on a sleek aesthetic that looked like it could take a hit. Its surface gleamed with a metallic sheen in my mind. As I navigated through the design table's interface, I incorporated rotating joints with an option to boost them through friction reduction air magic, increasing my strength and agility. I could even add thrusters to the back from my air mana, allowing for swift aerial maneuvers and short bursts of high-speed movement. For now, however, I needed to keep this thing low-cost. I saved that design as "Iron Flying Suit."

      I removed the air options for now; absolutely sure I wouldn't be able to afford the mana and material costs. Finally, I added flamethrowers to the base iron suit and arms by combining my fire wands. Well, fireball launchers. I didn't know any other spells than that. I put a tank in the back to store tinderstone ore, which was an option. My skill told me that the nozzles in the arms would convert the tinderstone into fireballs automatically for me and act more like fire cannons.

      As I completed the design, the holographic blueprints converged into a single template, ready to be implemented in the physical world. It looked super cool. The world sped up again, and I gasped for air. I felt my 'ENGINEER' skill level up to 2. The workbench faded away as I cut the skill off, and a prompt showed me the cost of building this thing.

      
        
        [IRON SUIT - IF CREATE PROTOTYPE SUBSKILL OF MANUFACTURE SKILL ACTIVATED - ONE TIME COST OF 20 IRON | 2X FIRE WAND | 10X TINDERSTONE ORE - COST 75 MANA - BUILD WILL LAST FOR ONE HOUR]

      

      

      
        
        [IRON SUIT - IF MANUFACTURED FOR GENERAL USE - COST OF 60 IRON | 30X TINDERSTONE ORE | 5X STEEL - COST 200 MANA]

      

      

      I listened to the prompts, unsure of what the hell just happened. Before, I would just create something. But now, my new manufacturing skill had subskills I could utilize, depending on who would use the product. The first one sounded like I could use fewer materials and make the suit for testing. One-hour durability sucked, but that was what I needed anyway.

      I assumed the second option was for when I wanted to outfit fellow mages with this thing or when I built equipment or machines later. For now, I looked at my arm and checked my mana. I had recovered some from the belt and the fight in the cave but had spent about ten mana engineering the suit and was at [29/95]. Crap. Not enough. I raced up the stairs and dug into my locker, shocked to see the mana bracer. I slapped it on and chose the mana upfront option, but with my new levels, I got 40 mana shot into my veins and 20 over an hour, increasing from the 20 and 20 from the last time I used it. Mana poisoning would be worth it; after I was done with all of this, I would rest. Then, I rummaged around in the tree locker and grabbed some living tree branches for the wands.

      I sprinted back downstairs to the forge and dug for iron bars. Each iron bar usually represented four iron in my prompts, so I needed to find five. I grabbed a few tinderstone bars, again representing the materials I needed for two wands and the tinderstone tank. I placed my hand on the anvil, making the two wands for five mana each. Next, I could make the suit for half price, which was 38 mana.

      I closed my eyes and concentrated. The ore jumped off the anvil and onto my chest, fanning to cover me—a joint formed, then the arms. Finally, the tank sprung into life on my back.

      With the iron part done, two nozzles emerged from the arms of my suit, glowing an ominous red color. Finally, the tinderstone bars broke apart, and I felt the tank get heavier, making clanking sounds as it was filled.

      I took a deep breath, my chest wheezing as I adjusted to the weight of the suit. There wasn't a mirror down here, but there was one up in the living quarters of the smithy. I walked up the stairs, careful not to bang the new tank on the tight stairwell, and emerged into the main level. In the back of my mind, a one-hour timer ticked down ominously.

      "Noah!" a voice yelled. I jumped, my heart racing. I looked up and saw the smiling face of Jasper. He started running over, but his eyes shot open. "What the hell is that thing you're wearing?" he yelled.

      I laughed, turning to the mirror. I looked incredible. The tank looked straight out of a 1950s submarine movie but was more slender than I thought it would be. The armor was metallic, reddish, and the glowing three-inch nozzle tips looked menacing. Actually, I looked closer to the Warhammer 40k flamethrower characters, only without the massive guns.

      I grinned at him. "Let's go burn up some lizards."
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      The Overlord paced his office as he peered intently into the depths of his scryer mage's projection, his eyes fixed upon the unfolding chaos within the besieged city of Dunbar. Somehow the creator had escaped, but for the first time in his life, he couldn't see how Noah had slipped through his fingers. His scryers had never been blocked before. They did the blocking. Now he couldn't find the Monarch or the girl that went with them either. Perhaps they were out in the prairie somewhere. No matter, he thought. They will be too late to do anything about the battle's outcome.

      The old scryer before him had one of the last pieces of sight power from the old days of creation. The sight blockage must have had something to do with his little stroll out in the wilderness. Noah must have created something new. I should have searched him before I put him in the dungeon, he thought bitterly.

      At least the new alpha was holding up his end of the bargain. He had gathered an army of what appeared to be lizardmen; their staff attacks were mildly effective against the Fekan warriors. The new alpha didn't have many fox creators in his pack, so he must have gone with the earthen warriors to subvert the walls of Dunbar instead of using the siege equipment he saw from the previous alpha's attack on the city. A clever move. It was a quick way to attack without waiting on bulky siege equipment.

      And his steel production would begin in earnest, outfitting the warriors of Fulgar with weapons that had never been seen before in this world. He already had around one hundred blades. His blacksmiths just needed to finish them.

      They would finally be able to stand their ground against the monsters of Prixa. Overall, not a bad outcome. He just knew this boy from Earth was trouble and could get in the way of his plans.

      The new Baron was nowhere to be found either, most likely too ashamed of his actions to watch this all unfold. He had been paid well for his treason against his kind, but that probably didn't make it any easier. The fight would go smoothly with the human mage threat locked up in the bunkers.

      The gates of Dunbar swung open from the inside, revealing the formidable Saurite lizardmen who had emerged from the very ground within the city's confines. The front lines continued fighting while the back line dealt with the gate for their canine allies. Their scaly forms moved with an unsettling grace as they clashed against the warrior Feka, their swords clashing against the lizards’ staffs in a symphony of iron and wood. After the initial shock attack, the Feka recovered, forming a defensive formation against the troops. Still, half of the warriors had been slain, their bodies littering the dirt of the lower settlement.

      The assassin group of Feka had yet to show themselves, most likely saving their attacks for when the Shadowalker generals entered the fight toward the end. Archers had been trying to pepper the back lines of the lizardmen, but they held up crude wooden shields and warded off most of the attacks.

      The archers turned their attention to the sleek hairless dogs who sprinted toward the now-open gates. These hairless dogs had long, slender tails and moved like water flowing down the hill. They zigged and zagged, making for impossible targets for the archers to hit.

      Another clever move. The Overlord was impressed with this new alpha.

      But then, a figure emerged from the chaos. It was blurry to their scrying sight, blocked somehow in a dense fog. The figure stood firmly on the wall of the first level of Dunbar above the fighting below, its presence an unexpected twist in the battle's narrative. The war seemed to pause momentarily as the Feka saw whatever stood there, shocked looks on their furry faces.

      Suddenly, pellets shot forth from the upper level, streaking through the air toward the back line of the Saurites. As the shots made impact, a few lizardmen were consumed by searing flames, their scaled bodies engulfed in a blaze ate at their scaled bodies. However, the Overlord observed a lack of precision in the attack, with the wild shots missing their targets more often than not. Fires bloomed from sections of wall and dirt, creating an eerie landscape of flame. A few more lizards and two or three dog creatures had caught flames, unmoving on the ground.

      Yet, the battle was not confined solely to the figure's entrance. Those wretched fire mage humans of Dunbar inexplicably emerged from the city's depths, somehow escaping the prison and joining the fray with their mastery of flames. Fireballs roared through the air, crashing into the back ranks of the lizardmen and out into the dog pack. The Shadowalker melee troops that had run through the walls had been caught in some of the fire, and the hairless dogs burned up as well. But the Stalker generals had hung back, unsure what to do now. The alpha looked on in anger, his carefully designed plan now literally up in smoke.

      The warrior Feka had retreated from the fight, scrambling up to join them on the upper levels of the settlement, while most of the lizards had fled underground to escape the flames.

      The sky flickered with bursts of fiery brilliance, illuminating the ferocity of the struggle below. The air seemed to shimmer with the heat and intensity of the magical flames, casting an eerie glow upon the battlefield. The lizards, surrounded and unable to match this new threat, retreated outside the walls below ground.

      As the battle finished, the Overlord cursed, sending books flying angrily into the wall. His scryer's eyes shot open in fear at the outburst, the spell fizzling out. He didn’t need mages to tell him who the shrouded figure was.

      It appeared he had been thwarted again by a teenage boy.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The enemy scampered away, dogs through the woods, and lizards through the ground. My head was absolutely killing me after using this damn suit. Each shot required one mana, most likely to convert the tinderstone into a fire pellet. The shots came out way too fast and were all over the place. I ran through my mana in about three seconds, then I was irrelevant until the bracer replaced a mana. I don't know what would have happened if the battle hadn't shocked the enemy and sent them retreating away. At least my mages had helped. Regardless, it was a great start. I was glad I could make prototypes before spending massive mana on something that wouldn't work too well.

      I unclasped the heavy suit from the front and slid it off, the metal making a loud banging noise as it hit the stone pavers below me. I had a numb feeling that started spreading across my body from the lack of mana, but the bracer still had a while left before it stopped and the mana poisoning kicked in for the day.

      As the battle subsided and the dust settled, I found myself standing amidst the survivors, the Fekan warriors looking at me with both shock and awe through the smoke. The human mages, their faces marked with soot and determination, knelt before me in a display of reverence. The city was quiet around me, the only sounds coming from the birds in the trees. A wave of awkwardness washed over me, uncertain how to respond to their unexpected adulation.

      I cleared my throat. “Guys, you can stand,” I said to the crowd of people kneeling in front of me. They looked confused, and slowly stood up. “This was a team effort. You guys were awesome out there.”

      Ever the exuberant presence, Dee rushed towards me out of her hunter hiding spot, her eyes wide with excitement. "Noah! You're back!" she exclaimed, her voice filled with relief and joy. She leapt up to the upper level and embraced me in a hug.

      I offered a faint smile, glad to see a familiar face amidst the chaos. "Dee! You're okay!" I replied, my voice tinged with gratitude and exhaustion. "It's good to see you too."

      But as her excitement and the gravity of the situation converged, I could no longer ignore the pressing question that hung in the air. I turned to face the assembled warriors and mages, my expression filled with genuine concern. "Why were the mages locked up?" I asked, my voice firm. "Where's Typh?"

      The Fekan warriors exchanged glances, their expressions mixed. Some warriors wore expressions of anger, with hatred boiling over on their faces. Others wore expressions of guilt. One of them, a seasoned veteran with scars etched upon his weathered face, stepped forward. I had never seen this white tiger before.

      "We...we thought the mages were responsible for the troubles that befell our land," he admitted, his voice tinged with remorse. "Fear clouded our judgment, and we locked them away for our own protection under the direction of this settlement's new Baron. Typh, after his continued insurrection, has been moved to Fayport to serve the warriors there."

      A pang of empathy shot through me, understanding their misguided actions. The fear and uncertainty that had gripped their hearts in the face of the unknown had led them down a path of mistrust. I couldn't imagine what it had looked like when four humans decimated a pack of werewolves, then took me with them. Sketchy wouldn't even do it justice.

      I took a deep breath, letting my empathy guide my words. "The mages are not our enemies," I declared, my voice stern yet compassionate. "We must unite our strengths to face the threats looming over us. Something is happening, and I think the Feka are in grave danger. I have returned to the settlement with a warning for the Baron. I need to speak to him." Man, I was improving at this whole 'addressing big crowds' thing!

      Suddenly, a thought hit me like a ton of bricks. Without saying a word, I took off toward the ramp, leaving my iron suit behind. "Noah, where are you going?" I heard Jasper yell after me.

      I sped down the ramp and onto the dirt path below, excited. My eyes darted around wildly, smoke and burnt earth making it hard to discern anything down here. Finally, I saw what I was looking for.

      I raced over, a clawed hand sitting there in the moonlight. I took a deep breath and picked it up.

      
        
        [YOU HAVE UNLOCKED EARTH MAGIC]
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            Interlude II

          

        

      

    

    
      The Baron sat nervously in his opulent chamber within the Fekan palace, his mind clouded with fear and uncertainty. The recent turn of events had left him shaken, and the weight of the impending consequences bore down upon him. The victorious cries of the Feka outside only amplified his anxiety. He was a traitor.

      "The Overlord will be furious," the Baron muttered to himself, his voice barely above a growling whisper. "How did those humans manage to escape?”

      He had been ready to leave by the secret escape passage, but the smoke and flames had caught his attention. He couldn't understand what fire contraption the human had worn that caused so much damage.

      As he pondered the unsettling questions, a sudden disturbance shattered the silence of his chamber. The air crackled with energy, and before him stood a Porter; the same one that visited him a few moons ago. The Baron's heart skipped a beat, for he knew the Porter only appeared in such a manner when delivering grave news from the Overlord himself.

      "The Overlord is... upset," the Porter said, his voice barely audible. "He demands immediate action. You are to arrange for the elimination of this human, Noah. He has become too powerful and has gained the support of formidable mages. The Overlord sees him as an enormous threat to his plans that must be eradicated."

      The Baron's blood ran cold, and his breath caught in his throat. Thoughts raced through his mind, colliding like shards of glass. He couldn't help but wonder how the tides had turned so drastically against him and his people. The humans, even with their magical powers, were weak. And yet somehow they had managed to gain enough power and influence to escape their confinement during battle and turn the battle against him. The weight of the Overlord's words pressed upon him, threatening to crush his very spirit.

      Fear etched itself onto the Baron's face as he looked into the Porter's eyes, his voice trembling as he growled out his answer. "I... I understand," he managed to say, his words laced with terror. "I will do as the Overlord commands. The human...Noah, he will be dealt with swiftly."

      The Porter nodded, his eyes narrow and unforgiving. "And the mages?"

      "Locked away with help from my warriors," he responded.

      With a wave of his hand, the Porter vanished from the chamber as quickly as he had appeared, leaving the Baron alone with only the sounds of a fountain gurgling nearby.

      As the reality of the situation settled upon him, the Baron's mind raced, contemplating the dark path ahead. He knew the stakes were high and the consequences of failure dire. The Overlord's wrath was a force that brooked no resistance, and the thought of crossing him sent shivers down the Baron's spine.

      His thoughts were abruptly interrupted as a soft knock resounded through the chamber, and he jumped halfway to the ceiling, his feline startle reflex propelling him into the air. "What?" he yelled angrily.

      The door creaked open, revealing a figure cloaked in shadows. It was his trusted spymaster, whose loyalties were firmly aligned with the Overlord.

      "I was told to see you, my lord?" the figure spoke with a voice dripping with treachery, its tone conveying a twisted pleasure in the Baron's predicament.

      The Baron swallowed hard; his mouth parched as he struggled to form his words. "I...I have received the Overlord's command," he managed to say, his voice trembling. "Noah, the human, must be eliminated."

      A sinister smile curled upon the lips of the figure, their eyes gleaming with a twisted delight. "Ah, the Overlord's wrath is swift and merciless," they hissed. "Fear not, sire. I have a proposition that may aid you in this task. Fortunately none of the Feka or humans here know of your loyalty to the Overlord."

      The Baron's gaze locked with the figure's, a glimmer of hope flickering within his eyes. "Tell me," he implored, his voice barely above a whisper. "What must we do?"

      The figure leaned closer, their words a hushed whisper. After the plan was laid out, the figure's malevolent grin widened, a wicked pact silently forged between them. The Baron nodded. "Let it be done."

      Hundreds of miles away, Mara opened her eyes, gasping for breath.
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            Do Better

          

        

      

    

    
      The bells sounded throughout Dunbar as I stood there, surrounded by humans who had emerged from the safety of the bunkers, their eyes filled with awe and gratitude. They knelt before me like the fire mages had, their expressions reflecting the weight of their newfound hope. It was a sight that unnerved me. I quickly got everyone to their feet.

      My intentions had always been simple—to survive this place, grow stronger, and try to find a way back to Earth. Yet, in the chaos and despair that had gripped Dunbar, my actions had garnered a level of admiration that made me uncomfortable. I had never sought this role of savior and didn't believe that I deserved the reverence they presented me.

      I noticed the new Baron emerging from the palace, a crooked smile playing on his lips. I had not met this Feka before, and he did not look to be a warrior in any way. Jewels adorned almost every inch of his fur, and he wore simple leather armor with a sword strapped to his belt. He approached me with false sincerity, putting on a show for the watching crowd.

      "Thank you, Noah," the Baron spoke with gratitude, his deep growling voice strained. The heads of the humans swiveled around to see him, fear in their eyes. Odd, I thought. "Your strength and leadership have saved us all. Thank the moons you have returned in time."

      My gaze narrowed, skepticism coloring my thoughts. I couldn't believe the Baron would lock the mages away, fear of humans or not. They were a powerful counter to the Shadowalkers, and not using them had put his people in grave danger.

      But, for the sake of unity and the greater good, I chose to engage him in conversation, concealing my distrust beneath a veneer of civility. "Well, you’re lucky that the battle didn’t reach the upper levels or the palace walls where you watched the battle. I'm not sure you would have survived if that happened." Oops. Maybe a bit harsher than I wanted.

      The Baron's smile strained further. "Indeed, I was ready to fight alongside my people, but I am no warrior like the previous Baron in charge here," he replied smoothly. I caught a few Fekan hunters exchanging skeptical glances. "But your presence, Noah, turned the tide in our favor. Your skills and determination have given us a chance to reclaim our freedom. Perhaps I was wrong about you and your fellow humans."

      "Well, not all humans. The city that I was taken to attacked your Monarch. She told them it would be an act of war, but they did it anyway." Looks of shock crossed many Fekan faces. There was a pause—a pregnant silence that hung in the air. I knew there was much left unsaid between us. But I had to tread carefully, playing the diplomatic role in this delicate dance of power. I was never good at finding the right thing to say, but I was learning quickly.

      Still standing beside me, Dee shot daggers at the Baron with her eyes. Something was going on here, I thought. But it was late, I was exhausted, and my bracer had run out. My whole arm was numb, and I couldn't wait to sleep.

      "Maybe we can speak privately tomorrow once things have settled down around here?" I asked.

      The Baron nodded enthusiastically. "For now, all human mages place your weapons in the crate, as per protocol. I will need to think about your place here in the city."

      "What!" I exclaimed. "Why? They just saved the city!"

      He smiled, shaking his head. "Noah, I have my people's safety to consider. Your mages are getting quite powerful, as they just displayed for everyone. We just lost many of our warriors. It is a precaution that I must take for now."

      Then, without further conversation, he turned to walk back toward the palace. A few warrior Feka flanked him, armor gleaming in the moonlight. A snow leopard marched forward, addressing the crowd of humans. "Okay, everyone. All humans assigned to night duty, begin cleanup. Everyone else, drop your weapons here and return back to your living quarters."

      He waved his paws, and the crowd slowly dispersed, hushed murmurs breaking out. As people walked past me, I received a lot of smiles and nods. Some looked over at my iron suit with curiosity, but didn’t say anything. The device would probably be around for another couple of minutes before it…disappeared? Exploded? I didn’t know what would happen at the end of the one hour.

      Romas came over to me and looked back over his shoulder. He put his paw on my arm, smiled, then said, "Welcome back, boy! I assume you have a hell of a story to tell me?"

      I nodded. I couldn't wait to tell him about my creations, the work to create steel, and even my newest revelation of unlocking earth magic. "It's been a long few days. But I need to find someone. He..."

      Suddenly, a figure emerged from an alleyway nearby and waved. He nodded at me from behind Romas' back and returned to the shadows. I looked at Romas and Dee, holding up a finger. "Hang on. I'll see you back at the smithy. Just give me a couple of minutes. I have to do something in private." They looked at each other, confused, shrugged, then headed toward the blacksmith. Everyone looked utterly wiped from the stress of the battle.

      I waited a moment, the settlement's upper level clearing out. Finally, I walked into the shadows of the alleyway. Leaning against the stone was an exhausted-looking Konna. He spoke in a hushed, growling whisper. "Pretty amazing, human. That was quite the device you made."

      I smiled at him. "Yeah, I just wanted to try something. It worked okay, but I have a lot of tweaks to make."

      He nodded. "Before you say anything else, just know that it is within the power of those I saved you from to be watching. Even with the help of your belt, or your princess, we cannot truly hide our intentions from our enemies." He looked around and then made a funny motion with his paw. My princess, I thought, chuckling to myself. "Just know, I will take care of it. I estimate I can go tomorrow night, then return sometime the next day or two."

      "Will they be okay?" I said, following his lead and keeping the conversation broad.

      "Yes," he said but didn't say anything else. I nodded. As I turned to leave, he continued, "But human...there is something afoot here. This settlement was much too easy to take by our enemies. I wish that I had not been in Fayport for the past few moons. Had I been here the whole time..." He trailed off, but I got his meaning.

      "I will be careful," I replied. Konna held out a paw, and I grasped it, then turned back to the smithy as he faded back into the shadows again.
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        * * *

      

      Outside the gates, the pack of Shadowalkers continued trotting through the jungle, flanked by the lizardmen. Finally, a reasonable distance from that cursed town, the leader of the Saurite lizardmen seethed with frustration as he called Annos to a halt. The once confident and imposing figure now bore the weight of failure upon his scaly shoulders. He would have to go back to Gornak with shame. He had been blessed with this chance to show his leadership and had failed his people.

      "You said it would be easy!" Grendar hissed, his voice laced with anger and accusation. "You promised that the Feka would crumble before our combined might. Yet, here we stand, defeated and humiliated."

      Annos' eyes flickered with resentment. "Don't place the blame solely on me," he retorted, his voice growled out. "Your Saurites failed to deliver the decisive blows we needed. Your warriors lacked the ferocity we expected. After your sneak attack, the Feka defended against your lizards and their sticks!"

      The wolf seemed to grow before him, basking in the moonlight. Grendar had to be careful. This beast could rip him limb from limb. However, he was not weak...nor were his people. Nostrils flared with anger, his tail lashing back and forth in agitation as his forked tongue shot out in a hiss. "Do not dare to question the prowess of my warriors," he spat out, baring his fangs menacingly. "Your deal with the Overlord brought upon our failure. His plans cannot be trusted, as we told you before. They let the fire mages loose on purpose!"

      Amid their heated exchange, a voice cut through the cacophony, silencing the bickering leaders. A human with black robes emerged from the shadows, silencing the debate. "Fools! It was neither of those things." The newcomer looked up at the two leaders, shorter than them by almost a foot. But he did not back down and showed no fear of being surrounded by beasts on all sides.

      He continued, narrowing his eyes. "The human Creator found a way to escape our city of Fulgar and release the mages. It was he who brought upon the failure of your advances. But fear not; I have set things in motion to secure his departure from this world."

      The alpha turned on the human, rising to full height. His fur stood up, displeased at being spoken to in this manner. He growled, blackened teeth showing as his lip quivered in the darkness. "Why should we trust you, human scum? Your Overlord has proven inefficient time and time again."

      The lizardman nodded along with the alpha. The black-robed human strode forward, standing chest-to-chest with the werewolf. "Ever since the human, Noah, landed near the Feka, our plan has backfired in bringing him here. Because of his alliance with them, he is no longer useful to the Overlord and must be wiped off the planet, along with his mages and feline friends. Otherwise, we are in the same grave danger as your race, Shadowalker." The mage basically spit the last part out. "The Overlord assumes that the original accord he struck with you still applies?"

      The alpha nodded. It was a very nice deal indeed. After their defeat, ownership over the Fekan territories would make him wealthy beyond belief. The Saurites could have the swamp, and with his ownership over the jungles, he wouldn't have to worry about his pack going without food. The beasts of the jungle would be his, and his alone. He did not need to see the humans on the other side of the world again. They could go their separate ways. And if he found an ally to counter the fire mages here, they could also counter the ones at Fulgar, should they get any ideas.

      "Good. We will handle our business with the cursed human. The Overlord requires you to do better than these..." he trailed off, looking at the lizardman in disgust. "...reptiles. We need an ally who can ward off fire attacks. Creatures who can defend us against their primary weapon. We must stop our enemies before they grow stronger."

      The two leaders glanced at each other, their hatred momentarily set aside as they contemplated the Fulgarian's words. They knew the human spoke the truth—their fractured alliance would only play into the hands of their adversaries. Annos still needed the lizards and would keep his word to them when this was over. They were undoubtedly handy and proved that in the last battle.

      Taking a deep breath, the alpha reluctantly nodded, his pride begrudgingly giving way to reason. "Fine, human. Tell your master that we will continue our search for allies," he conceded, his voice tinged with a hint of humility. "We must find a way to work together once more, to strengthen our forces and reclaim what was lost."

      “We will recover our strength and be ready when called upon,” the lizardman said. He nodded to his warriors and they broke away from the group.

      The human nodded, satisfied. "Look to the skies. There may be those, long ago forgotten, that can help. But they require...large sacrifices. Your journey for power must be worth the cost."

      The alpha looked among them, most of his pack already far into the jungle now, with only a few choice Stalkers hanging back. The lizards looked on with unchanging expressions across their faces. "Power is all that matters here."

      And with that, the human nodded and blinked out of existence.
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            The First Cut’s the Deepest

          

        

      

    

    
      I lay in my cot, the heat of the smithy comforting after being gone for what felt like ages. Jasper snored beside me, but it had been a fun night of storytelling. I was exhausted, but I couldn't help but tell my old friends what had happened. I only got into whatever detail the Overlord already knew since I was sure he could keep tabs on me without focusing on me. I hoped Mara could make it here soon...not only to have her with me but to see how she’d be able to help.

      I hadn't had much time to think about the whole Mara situation. I was really into her, and I assumed she returned the feeling. But everywhere I went, danger seemed to follow. I didn't mean to get her wrapped up in all of this, but unlocking a rare magic class in her...well, she didn't have a choice now.

      I again looked at my character sheet, basking in my five mana tattoos. My arm was really starting to fill up.
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        [Lv 11  - BLACKSMITH JOURNEYMAN]
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        [HEALTH 90/90]

        [MANA 8/100] [MANA POISON - DURATION 1.22HR]
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        [UNSELECTED SKILLS - NONE]

      

      

      Thankfully, my mana poisoning was almost over. I felt horrible, with a pounding headache and a dead arm. Looking over my sheet, though, I was delighted. Notably, my manufacture and engineer skills leveled up, along with my patron skill. Using the mages in battle satisfied conditions to level it up. And, of course, an incredible fireball-shooting iron suit leveled my other two.

      The most exciting development was my earth mana. I had no idea what I wanted to try first with it, but I always wanted a spear. But now that I had my enhanced pickaxe, I didn't know what I wanted to do. I identified my manufacturing and engineering skills to see if I had any more information about them now that I had leveled them up.

      
        
        [MANUFACTURE - LEVEL 2 - SUBSKILLS UNLOCKED - ENHANCED ITEM CREATION | CREATE PROTOTYPE - SPECIALIZATION NOT YET CHOSEN]

      

      

      
        
        [ENGINEER - LEVEL 2 - SUBSKILLS UNLOCKED - MACHINERY AFFINITY - SPECIALIZATION NOT YET CHOSEN]

      

      

      Nothing new there other than my prototype skill. I would head to the design table and explore the earth mana later on, once I had some mana. The fire element was resting in Jasper's cot with him, its soft glow lighting the cramped living space as they cuddled. I wasn't jealous when Zippy had taken to Jasper right when they met. Okay, maybe I was a bit. Still, I could never get mad at that kid.

      Speaking of my fire mages, they looked incredible. They had all gotten at least three or four levels since I had gone, and their confidence was tremendous. I would have to use my patron skill and see where I could help them or what equipment they needed. The list was long. I felt very uneasy at their treatment by the Baron, but I understood his concern. It would be one hell of a fight if we turned on them.

      Eventually, the warmth of the building helped me fall into a deep sleep.
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        * * *

      

      The sounds of raised voices drifted into my ears, jolting me awake from a much-needed rest. With a groggy mind and heavy eyelids, I rose from my slumber and stumbled toward the commotion.

      Rubbing my eyes to clear away the remnants of sleep, I peered through the slightly ajar door, my gaze falling upon Romas engaged in a heated argument with the Baron. Their faces were flushed with anger, their words laced with frustration. Despite the exhaustion that still clung to my bones, I knew I couldn't retreat back to the comfort of my cot. Conflict seemed to follow me wherever I went, like an unwelcome shadow.

      As I approached, Romas caught sight of me, his eyes momentarily diverting from the Baron. He gestured for me to join them, a mix of weariness and determination etched upon his face. With a resigned nod, I stepped forward, prepared to face whatever dispute had ignited their tempers.

      The Baron's voice carried a note of authority as he argued his point, his words echoing off the surrounding walls. Romas, however, stood his ground, his voice resonating with the firmness of someone who had weathered countless trials. Their disagreement revolved around resources and aid allocation after the recent battles and what to do with me.

      "If you guys are going to talk about me behind my back, at least do it somewhere that I can't hear the conversation," I said, and both Feka glanced back at me. I smiled at them. "Morning, fellas. How are we doing today?"

      "Noah, I was just about to wake you," the Baron said. "We need to continue our discussion." The Baron flashed me that strained, crooked smile again.

      Romas bristled. "I think he is needed in here today. We need to begin work on reinforcing our town and returning it to how it was before."

      I held up a placating hand. "I can hear him out, Romas. I'll be right back. I'll meet you back here in a bit, okay?"

      He pursed his lips, then nodded, retreating toward the back of the smithy. Jasper had woken up and was looking on from the back room, but when I looked at him, he cleared his throat and followed Romas, Zippy following closely behind and leaving me for the Tinder Mage. I shook my head.

      I almost grabbed my pickaxe, which was lying by my cot, but figured I would be right back. Plus, after his show of taking the mages’ wands, I didn't want to start something with him already.

      The Baron nodded, then led the way out of Romas' smithy. I followed closely behind, my curiosity piqued by his sudden change in demeanor. We traversed the streets of Dunbar, passing familiar faces and weary survivors, until we arrived at the imposing gates of the palace.

      The grand entrance loomed before us. I had only been in the palace once in my time here when I was checked in on my first day. It looked the same as I remembered, with abundant plant life on the first floor. My boots crunched on the dirt floor as we stepped inside, the air heavy and hot as what I assumed to be summer was upon the settlement. My eyes scanned the enormous main floor of the palace, seeking out Dee in her usual seat behind the welcome desk. She was scribbling away on parchment when we entered, then stopped and looked at us.

      However, as our gazes met, I sensed a shift in her demeanor. There was a flicker of suspicion in her eyes, a guardedness that sent a shiver down my spine. I offered a polite greeting to ease any lingering tension, but her response was curt and distant. Something was amiss, sending a ripple of unease through my core. The way she watched us walking...

      The Baron proceeded without delay, his purposeful strides leading us deeper into the palace. I trailed behind, my mind spinning with questions and apprehension. "What is it you need to talk about?" I asked, slowing up before we entered one of the hallways branching off the main area.

      The Baron turned. "Not here, boy. Let's go," he snapped.

      The Baron's refusal to engage in conversation within the central area only heightened my sense of unease. I continued, following him down the hall. The Baron was looking around anxiously now, ears swiveling.

      "Baron," I stopped again, mustering the courage to speak up, my voice tinged with caution. "Is there a specific reason we need to go somewhere private? What do you need to discuss?"

      He glanced back at me, his expression serious and guarded. "Noah, there are matters that require utmost discretion," he replied, his voice lowered to a hushed tone. "It is imperative that our conversation remains confidential."

      His words only served to deepen my intrigue. Up ahead, he waved a paw to me, opened a door, then hastily went inside the room. I pursed my lips, but no one was around me in the long hallway. I'm being silly, I thought. I just saved his city. I'm sure I'm just tired. I looked around one more time, then followed him.

      As I stepped into the dimly lit chamber, a sense of foreboding washed over me. The door slammed behind me with a resounding thud, and before I could fully grasp the situation, I found myself under attack.

      A figure emerged from the shadows, swift and deadly. The assailant moved with grace and precision, their every strike calculated to incapacitate. I instinctively leaped back, narrowly evading a flurry of blows aimed at my vulnerable form. I had no weapon or armor, having just woken up. The Baron rushed around us, opened the door, and escaped into the hall, most likely to separate himself from this betrayal.

      My heart raced, adrenaline coursing through my veins as I sought to defend myself. The attacker moved with an eerie silence, their face obscured by a cloak, their intentions veiled in darkness. They were very skilled, moving much quicker than I could see.

      A spin and a knife found its way into my shoulder. I let out a scream, the sound loud and echoing in the chamber. "Noah, watch out!" Dee's cry filled the air as she emerged from the hallway. She threw a knife at the enemy, who dodged it and stepped back from me. Dee raced in to close the gap between them while I backed up further, holding my throbbing shoulder.

      Her combat skills, honed through years of training, were on full display as she engaged the attacker, her graceful strikes parrying their blows with deft precision. I watched in awe as she expertly maneuvered, countering the assailant's every move.

      I quickly looked at my shoulder. Blood was pouring from my wound, black-tinged and clearly poisoned. The clash of steel filled the chamber, the sound reverberating off the stone walls. The assailant proved formidable and kicked Dee's chest, sending her sprawling into the oak desk and sending papers everywhere. With us both in the rear part of the chamber, the assassin escaped into the hallway.

      Dee got up, a cough wracking from her lungs. "Coward!" she yelled, then continued coughing. She held her chest where I had repaired her heart damage from the last battle.

      "Dee! Are you okay?" I said, scrambling over to her. My health was at [76/90], but it was ticking down and had a skull and crossbones symbol next to it. Not good, I thought with a panic. Taking a moment to catch my breath, I hugged her on the ground, a look of admiration in my eyes.

      "Thank you," I whispered. "I owe you my life."

      She stood up, legs shaky. She looked around, making sure no one else came into the room. "Consider us square." She smiled, then coughed again. "That damn Baron. I knew he was trouble."

      I shook my head. "I think that assassin poisoned me. I need to figure out how to stop the bleeding and eliminate the poison, or I won't make it much longer. We better get back to the smithy."

      We returned to the empty hallway and sprinted toward the palace door before someone else tried to take us out.
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      Romas pushed the branch, ensuring it bent with the correct weight for the archer's order. It burst back, making a snap sound. He nodded, smiling, and added it to the stack. Lost in his work, he was momentarily oblivious to the world beyond the smoky confines of his smithy.

      He had been tasked with making new bows for the archers since the ones they had didn't seem to penetrate the lizard's hard scales. He wanted to increase the draw weight and create improved piercing arrows if they returned. It would take practice, but the archers would be much more effective.

      The door creaked open, and Romas glanced up, setting aside his tools to greet the visitor. A Feka he had never seen before—an unfamiliar face that immediately raised his guard. Sensing something amiss, his muscles tensed.

      "Can I help you?" Romas' voice carried a hint of caution, a subtle wariness that underscored his words. He studied the stranger, seeking any sign of their intent or purpose. It was a smaller feline, wearing a mask over its jaw and a hood over its face. The cat strolled in and picked one of the bows up from the pile. "Excuse me, what is it you need?" he said, annoyed now. A moment or two went by, the figure just staring at him.

      Out of the corner of his eye, he saw movement. Before Romas could respond, shadows erupted from the corners of the room, figures materializing with swift precision. A gasp escaped Romas' lips as hands, strong and forceful, seized hold of him. Panic surged within him, his heart pounding against his chest like a captive bird desperate for freedom.

      "Jasper!" Romas called out; his voice tinged with urgency before they put a gag in his mouth. As his eyes scanned the surroundings, he saw more figures emerging from the shadows. They went to the back of the smithy, clearly in search of his human assistant.

      "Yeah?" He heard a crash and muffled yells from the back of the building. Resistance flared within Romas, and stubborn defiance surged through his veins. He fought against the grasp of his captors, muscles straining against their iron grip. But their numbers overwhelmed him, their strength overpowering his every effort.

      As his captors dragged him away, Romas cast a final gaze toward his unfinished work—those bows meant to bring protection and hope to those who wielded them. The irony was not lost on him, the bitter taste of unfinished business mingling with his uncertain fate.
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        * * *

      

      Dee and I quickened our pace, a sense of urgency propelling us forward as we returned to the smithy. The streets were shrouded in eerie silence in the early morning haze, the city not awake yet. With the poison coursing through my veins and drawing my health, my chest rose and fell rapidly in quick, gasping breaths. The summer heat of the jungle certainly didn't help.

      My heart raced, a foreboding knot forming in the pit of my stomach. Something was amiss, and the sight that greeted us as we arrived at the smithy only intensified our concerns. Tools were scattered haphazardly across the floor, disarray sharply contrasting with Romas' usual meticulousness.

      Dee's voice broke the silence, her words laden with confusion. "This is strange," she remarked, eyes scanning the chaotic scene. "My father never leaves his tools out like this. It's unlike him."

      I nodded in agreement, my mind racing with possibilities. Had something happened to Romas? Was he in danger? The absence of his presence only fueled my growing unease. With each passing moment, the weight of uncertainty settled upon us, amplifying our sense of urgency.

      "See if you can find him, and I'll work on designing a poison remedy. At least if I can figure out the ingredients, maybe we can find them in the jungle or something. I won't have enough mana to make anything." I looked at my arm, panic setting in at the [63/90] showing on the health bar. In only the time it took to get from the palace to the smithy, I had lost another thirteen health. Shit, shit, shit. "Meet near the gate in a few minutes."

      Dee nodded and darted out into the street again. "I'll see you in a few!" she said over her shoulder.

      "Jasper?" I yelled, walking back toward the smithy's basement.

      No response.

      I swung the door open and dashed into the basement, pain radiating from the cut on my arm. A quick look at the injury showed black lines, like spider webs, branching from the cut.

      I raced to the design table and set my hand on it. The world slowed down, which I forgot about as a benefit of using the design table. This would actually help my health stabilize while I made a plan. I planned to activate my engineer skill, but I felt another skill take over- my Biokinesis skill. Initially, I was going to design an antidote or something, but with this skill, I could analyze my problem and find a quicker solution.

      The skill threw the name 'SHADOWVEIN' up on my mind hologram. When I investigated, it gave more information.

      [Shadowvein is a sinister toxin that possesses a dark, malevolent nature. When it infects the body, it takes hold of the veins, causing them to turn a deep, inky black color. This peculiar manifestation gives the poison its name, as the affected veins resemble shadowy tendrils]

      [The insidious nature of Shadowvein lies in its rapid spread and ability to disrupt the body's circulatory system. As the poison progresses, it progressively impairs the body's ability to pump blood, leading to severe circulatory dysfunction. The once-efficient network of veins becomes compromised, hindering the flow of oxygen and vital nutrients throughout the body]

      As I grappled with the dire effects of the Shadowvein poison, I pushed my skill to figure out a cure. Something that I could find in the local jungle. My earth mana activated as well, helping to develop an antidote. The task at hand required discovering two vital ingredients.

      The first ingredient was called a Jungle Orchid, apparently known for its remarkable healing properties and ability to deter most poisons in my region. It looked like an orchid from Earth would, its purple flower soft and delicate, and hung down from branches of a particularly large tree. This dainty flower possessed unique compounds that could counteract the effects of the poison and rejuvenate the circulatory system. I remembered seeing this flower high up in the trees, so I would need Dee to come with me. Hopefully, she could climb and get one for me. I would need to keep some on hand if poison was used again. Most of the Feka in Dee's class were immune to poisons, but the humans here weren't.

      If I could find and consume the flower, the poison would be slowly eliminated from the body. The problem was, my skill said it wouldn't do anything to fix the damage that the toxin was causing. And I doubted my health bar would be able to either, judging by the losing battle I felt from my health tattoo.

      The second ingredient just showed question marks, then I got an error that said I had run out of mana, the design table fading and the world returned to normal. Great, I thought warily. I guess I need to stop the poison for now and will have to deal with the second ingredient once I get some mana back.

      With at least a basic plan, I cut off the skill and raced up the stairs to find Dee. I ran into the street and headed toward the courtyard toward the ramp when I saw the Baron standing on the second level of the palace, flanked by around ten warriors. He looked down at me and pointed, anger in his eyes. "There!" he yelled. "There is the traitor! He attacked me in my chambers! Guards! Guards!"

      The warriors took off running. They were around 200 feet away, but with their speed, it wouldn't be long until they closed in on me. I cursed and ran as fast as I could, making my way to the docks.

      "Help!" I said, the attackers closing fast, turning down the narrow streets faster than me. Up ahead, one of the Zephrs saw me. He yelled into the dock huts, and six figures emerged and ran toward me.
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            The Jungle Orchid

          

        

      

    

    
      The six Zephyrs looked me up and down and saw my horrible state, with blackened blood drenching my arm now. Without hesitation, they formed a defensive semi-circle behind me, their collective presence a shield against the looming threat.

      "Run, Creator!" one of them shouted, their voice carrying a commanding tone. "We will fend them off!"

      Gratitude welled within me as I realized their sacrifice and willingness to protect me. But I couldn't allow them to bear the burden alone. I couldn't abandon them to face danger while I sought safety. But I also knew that I was no help to anyone dead. Reason prevailed, and I reluctantly stepped away, watching as the wind picked up around me from their presence. Their hair tousled as they took defensive postures, blue eyes shining.

      The warriors closed in and swords emerged in paws. Coordinated attacks from the warriors began, fast and furious. True to their monk training, the Zephyrs unleashed a flurry of agile strikes and evasive maneuvers. Their movements were a harmonious blend of grace and precision, their bodies flowing like the wind itself. They had come a long way in the short few weeks since I had left this place. The warrior Feka almost looked like they were trying to fight in a hurricane, their movements slow and clumsy.

      With disciplined focus, the Zephyrs countered each attack, deflecting blades and delivering swift, targeted strikes of their own. Their hands became deadly weapons, their kicks and punches imbued with the power of the element they commanded. They danced through the chaos, their bodies a testament to their honed martial prowess. Feka flew backward or became immobilized as skills were used.

      Each Zephyr fought with unwavering determination, but despite their skill, the warriors proved formidable opponents, matching the Zephyrs blow for blow. The clash of weapons and the crackling of elemental energies filled the air, creating a symphony of battle.

      I watched the fierce engagement, my heart torn between gratitude for their sacrifice and the gnawing urgency of my predicament. Clearly, I couldn't delay any longer. The poison coursing through my veins gnawed at my strength, my health ticking down with every passing moment. I was now at [49/95] and getting lightheaded from the lack of blood flow, which seemed to accelerate. Plus, I knew they only had a limited mana pool, and when it ran out...well, I hoped they could survive this attack. I didn't want anyone else dying for me.

      Summoning what remained of my resolve, I turned away, my legs carrying me further down the docks. The sound of clashing blades and the distant calls of battle faded behind me as I focused on my escape.

      As I ran, my breath ragged and my steps faltering, I fought against the encroaching darkness that threatened to consume me. I sprinted desperately through the back alleyways and towards the cover of the jungle when a sudden movement caught my eye—another enemy, this time three warrior Feka, leaped out from the buildings with lethal intent. Panic surged through me.

      "Die, human scum!" he yelled, fury on his face. The one closest to me held his blade over his head in a killing blow.

      Time seemed to slow as Dee materialized beside him, her daggers gleaming with deadly precision. Her sneak attack landed in his thick neck, killing the warrior instantly. The other two swung at her, but she darted away, scrambling out of view and turning her stealth back on. They screamed at her as they saw their comrade fall. After using that finishing move, I knew she would be vulnerable to attack for a while.

      The remaining Feka turned to me and saw me standing there, bleeding and alone on the cobblestones. Suddenly, they froze and began backing up. Behind me, Typh had arrived. He stood there, hand on his sword but not drawing it yet, his deep, growling voice sounding out. "By order of the Monarch, you must immediately halt this insolence. This human is an ally of the kingdom, and any action against him is an act of civil war."

      The two glanced at each other, and one spoke up. "You would stand with these vile humans, Typhoneous? They cannot be trusted. Oh, how the mighty have fallen. We have the authority to kill this human. Move!" They ran forward in an attack.

      Typh pushed me out of the way, probably harder than he meant to, and sent me flying into a nearby building. He drew his sword and was upon the treacherous Feka. I landed in a crash, hitting my head on the stone. I felt even more health draining from my tattoo. Damn it! I had to be more careful. I stood up, unsteady.

      Blade clashed against blade, a symphony of battle erupting between the warriors and Typh.

      "This way!" Dee shouted at me, suddenly reappearing and waving her paw. I ran, eyes beginning to blur. We finally made it to the gates, which were thankfully open. With the way everything was unfolding, I figured the Baron would have locked them.

      We dashed out into the dirt path leading to the jungle, the humans at the farms just entering the fields for the day's work. I heard exclamations toward me but paid them no attention.

      Gasping for breath at the entrance to the jungle, we had finally managed to escape the immediate danger, but the poison's grip on my body continued to tighten. I could feel its presence, an ominous blackness slowly spreading through my chest now, a grim reminder of the urgent need for a cure. Dee's eyes, filled with terror at my predicament, mirrored my own inner turmoil.

      "We need to move fast," she urged, her voice laced with urgency. Every passing second felt like an eternity as my heart hammered away, trying to pump blood through now useless veins. I took a heavy breath, then into the foliage we dashed, our chests heaving with the strain of the last few minutes catching up to us. After a few minutes of jogging through the trees, I had to stop. "Hang on," I said, gasping. I could barely breathe, and my heart rate had to be in the 150s. We stood there, unspeaking momentarily, the sounds of nature all around us. "And thanks...for back there..."

      "No problem," she replied, also having a really tough time, which was strange to see. "I couldn't find...Romas...but I ran into...Typh. He’d just returned… I told him something...was up." She gasped out.

      I stood up straighter, hands on my head now. "We need to find… Jungle Orchid… Are you okay?" I asked, concern all over my face.

      "Yeah, I'll be fine...just not used to this much cardio yet after my...injury." She closed her eyes in a grimace. Something didn't seem right with her. "Let's keep going," she said.

      Together, we ventured deeper into the dense jungle, its thick foliage enveloping us in a realm of green and shadow. The air was heavy with humidity, adding to my breathing struggle, but there was no time to succumb to weariness. I forced my aching body forward, fueled by sheer willpower and the flickering flame of hope.

      We navigated through tangled undergrowth and over increasingly more treacherous terrain, our senses heightened to the subtlest signs of the rare flower we sought. Dee's eyes scanned the surroundings with unwavering focus, helping me search. We knew of the tree we needed, but it was tough to find it when needed. We stayed clear of the spider infestations, not interested in introducing a new poison to my system. No creatures attacked so far, thankfully.

      Carefully, we traveled.

      Finally, just as doubt began to creep into my heart and my health got into single digits, a glint of vibrant color caught my eye. I stopped in my tracks, my breath catching as I gazed upon the delicate petals of the elusive flower we sought. It stood before us, a beacon of life amidst the backdrop of verdant chaos—a crimson blossom with ethereal beauty. There were about ten of them, all around 100 feet up in the canopy.

      Hope mingled with trepidation within me as we stood before the towering tree. The flower, perched high above in the leafy canopy, seemed out of reach. Dee's eyes shimmered with determination as she assessed the daunting challenge before her.

      Dee began her ascent with a steely resolve, her graceful form moving with grace and agility. She maneuvered through the intricate network of branches, her fingers finding purchase on the rough bark, her body defying gravity. I watched from below, nervous she was going to fall. From that height, I wasn't sure if even she could land on her feet.

      After what felt like an eternity, Dee reached her destination—a precarious perch nestled among the highest branches. With a careful hand, she plucked the large flower, cradling it in her palm as if safeguarding a priceless treasure. Relief washed over me. "How many do you need?" she yelled down.

      I looked at my arm. [6/90]. "Just grab the one closest to you! Hurry!"

      She nodded, then began scrambling down the tree. With a practiced ease, Dee started her descent; her movements imbued with the same grace that had characterized her ascent. She navigated the tree's branches as if it were an extension of her own body, her connection with nature palpable.

      She slipped on a smaller branch, and with a crack, the branch she held snapped. "Dee!" I yelled, but she recovered on the next limb.

      She flashed me a smile. "I meant to do that."

      I groaned. "Just hurry, please." I lifted my shirt and looked at my chest; black lines spread rapidly toward my heart, branching and ominous. Definitely not good.

      Dee's feet found solid ground once more, and she ran the flower over with an outstretched hand. I grabbed it from her quickly and popped the flower into my mouth. I hurriedly looked at my arm. The poison tattoo vanished, and I watched for a few seconds. The health tattoo seemed to stabilize...at [2/95].

      I closed my eyes and panicked a bit. At this point, the slightest injury could take me down to zero. And then, I had no idea what would happen. My head was pounding, and I felt the last of the poison leave my system, but my heart could barely beat fast enough to pump blood through the ruined veins. My eyes fluttered, and I passed out.
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      Mara's heart raced within her chest as she paced restlessly in the ice cave, her thoughts consumed by one burning question: Where was that damn teleporting cougar? Every passing second felt like an eternity, and the weight of her worry pressed heavily upon her. Impatience gnawed at her, urging her to be by Noah's side to warn him of the imminent danger that loomed over his life.

      Beside her, the Monarch, calm and composed, attempted to calm her mounting anxiety. Her voice, a steady anchor amidst the turbulence of her thoughts, tried to provide a sense of comfort and reason. Yet, Mara found it difficult to find solace in her words when her mind was clouded with concerns for Noah's safety.

      Lost in her contemplations, Mara allowed her thoughts to drift back to Noah—the enigmatic young man who had captured her attention in ways she struggled to comprehend. He was larger than most of the boys in Fulgar but had a strength hidden behind those brown eyes. He was unlike anyone she had ever met, his presence radiating a unique aura that drew her in like a moth to a flame.

      There was a certain authenticity about Noah, a genuine kindness and unwavering determination that set him apart. He possessed a quiet strength hidden beneath layers of resilience that Mara found both intriguing and comforting. She felt a sense of belonging in his presence, a connection that defied explanation.

      Memories flooded her mind as she mulled over her feelings. The night at the keg pop, where she kept trying to play it cool by sitting at the girl's table. How she constantly took forever to put her tools back after shift so she could walk back to the rooms with him. But most of the time, he didn't notice her. It started making her doubt that he would ever become interested.

      Until the night in the caves. When he told her about his plan, she agreed to go with him. Silly girl, she thought. Following a boy deep into a monster-filled cave just to get him to notice you. But she couldn’t help her heart fluttering at the thought of that first kiss.

      She had never let a boy get close to her before. Most of her crewmates that made passes at her had given up long ago. But with each passing day, her fondness for Noah grew, weaving an intricate tapestry of emotions that she struggled to untangle. And now, after she finally got what she wanted from the relationship, she wouldn't let him die.

      The sound of footsteps entering the cave pulled Mara from her introspection, snapping her attention back to the present. Hope flared within her chest as the cougar emerged, its eyes gleaming with knowing. Without hesitation, Mara approached the majestic creature, ready to embark on the journey back to Dunbar and Noah.

      "Can we go back? What happened? Where is he? Is he okay?" Mara's words tumbled over each other as a full day's worth of worry vomited out of her mouth.

      The cougar, ever silent, held up his hand. He grimaced. "Things are bad. We must go. However, you will need to guide me. The enemy humans will have made it hard for me to find Dunbar."

      Mara's chest tightened, panic setting in. She held out her hand and grasped the cougar's arm, ready to go. "I'm ready. My mana has recovered."

      The Monarch did the same. Then, with a mumbled spell, they blinked out of existence.
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        * * *

      

      Mara breathed in sharply, still not used to the jarring feeling of appearing after teleportation. She looked at her arm. Her mana read [15/25], using ten to allow them the vision to Dunbar. It was like they were flying over the world, and when they got close to the city, they had to dust off a spot right outside the gates to land.

      On the ground, she was immediately smacked with how hot it was wherever they were. The humid air pressed down on her like she was underwater, a breeze barely helping. The air smelled different here too, not like the dry mountain air. They stood outside a stone defensive wall, the gates directly in front of them. They were closed, with two colossal cat creatures guarding them.

      The Monarch, unfazed by the teleportation, looked around majestically. She looked to Konna, thanked him, and whispered orders in his ear. With a nod, he disappeared to the right, sprinting on all fours. Finally, she addressed Mara. "My sight is intercepted again here. The mages of Fulgar have doubled their efforts to block my eye. We must find Noah. He could be in substantial danger."

      "I'll use my skill again."

      The Monarch nodded and walked over to her. She placed her hand on Mara and concentrated. Together, they pierced the vale, fighting off the distant mages for a moment. Visions of an assassin, poison, and the jungle flowed to the Monarch before Mara was battled out of the way, the scrying mages clouding her vision again.

      Mara gasped and opened her eyes, the pupils returning from silver back to green. "Should we try again? Did you see anything?" Her chest felt a warmth all of a sudden. She shivered, unsure what that was.

      "No, child. Save your mana and your strength. I saw deception, poison, and Noah somewhere in the jungle. He is in grave danger. You must find him. I need to get into my town and discover what is happening here. The stink of the Fulgarians is everywhere here." She walked up to the Feka guarding the gates. "You there- unlock this gate immediately."

      The two looked back and forth, unsure, then did as she asked. With a scraping noise, the gate swung open. The two walked into the city. "Good luck, child," the Monarch said and turned to enter the gates.

      Mara took a deep breath and looked at the dense foliage a quarter mile away. Mara's heart skipped a beat as she absorbed the weight of the Monarch's words. Time seemed to stand still for a fleeting moment, the gravity of the situation pressing heavily upon her. Noah's life hung in the balance, teetering on the edge of an abyss. Without hesitating, she walked toward the entrance to the forest.

      When she got inside, the darkness instantly closed in around her. It was almost like another world in here. Sunlight barely made it through the towering trees, with their competing lush green leaves intertwined and reaching to the sky.

      The stink was more pungent here, the swampy odor reaching her nostrils and making her face scrunch up. Beneath her feet, the ground was a carpet of vibrant foliage, a mosaic of ferns, moss, and wildflowers. The verdant undergrowth sprawled in every direction, teeming with life and abundant colors. Delicate flowers peeked through the dense foliage here and there, their petals offering a burst of vibrant hues against the backdrop of lush greens.

      With unwavering resolve, Mara embarked on the path through the jungle, her senses attuned to the subtle signs that would lead her to Noah. The air was thick with humidity, clinging to her skin like a heavy shroud. The clamor of chirping insects and the distant roar of unseen wildlife enveloped her, creating an eerie backdrop to her walk. Mara's senses sharpened, her instincts guiding her through the depths of the jungle.

      The ground was undulated with gentle slopes and hidden crevices, a terrain that tested Mara's balance and agility. Roots snaked across the forest floor, forming natural pathways that led deeper into the heart of the jungle. She thought about calling out for Noah but was afraid of the jungle creatures that must live here. It looked like the only way to find him was to use her skills. She was unarmed and had no combat training whatsoever.

      She brought up her skills again.
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      Her anti-scrying skill had leveled up, as had her overall class which must have just happened during her last partnering with the Monarch cat. At this point, she couldn't wait and save her mana. She needed to search for him faster and couldn't just follow this path further into the jungle. She didn't even know if she was going the right way.

      She concentrated and took the world in her hands in her mind. She felt the mana sucking out of her arm and knew she had to hurry. Something was stationary on the jungle floor around what felt like a quarter mile further away. A barrier to her scrying surrounded the area. But not like the fog surrounding the city behind her. It was more like an impenetrable shell. She knew that she couldn't move this aside even if she tried.

      But she didn't need to. She knew what it was. She cut off the skill and ran as fast as she could.
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      Dee looked up at the tree again, planning what she would do now. Noah had been knocked out for a while now, and she feared what could come for them. She stayed brave, keeping fear out of her pounding heart, for she knew that the creatures of the wood could sense her dread.

      Dee's body ached with exhaustion as she started climbing the towering tree again, her movements slow and deliberate. Her repaired heart thudded unevenly within her chest, a constant reminder of the lingering damage. Yet, an unwavering determination propelled her forward, her gaze fixed upon the unconscious form of Noah, lying vulnerable amidst the wilderness.

      When she almost fell last time, she played it off as no big deal. But secretly, it was. Her eyes blurred, and her claws were unsteady. A fall from this height would undoubtedly kill her.

      As Dee reached the uppermost branches, her weary limbs protested, but she pushed through the pain. She knew that every moment counted, that Noah's life hung in the balance. With steady hands, she plucked another orchid from its delicate perch, its petals a vibrant burst of color against the lush green foliage.

      There was no way that she was getting two flowers. They were just too far apart. Just getting to this one was even more challenging than the first. Carefully, she retreated to the branches that stuck out from the tree and began climbing down.

      Her stamina was now at [14/125], so she had to hurry. When that gave out, she couldn't walk a straight line, let alone climb a 100-foot tree with widely spaced branches. With the orchid safely secured in a leather strap crossing her back, she emerged from the canopy, her limbs trembling with the strain of her descent. Her breathing came in ragged gasps, and her vision swam with dizziness.

      Dee's breath caught in her throat as a figure stumbled into the clearing, interrupting her progress. Startled and going very still, she turned her gaze toward the newcomer, her eyes widening with surprise and curiosity. The stranger's disheveled appearance and urgent demeanor made her seem unthreatening.

      "Who are you?" Dee's voice trembled slightly as she addressed the intruder, her eyes narrowing as she assessed the person before her.

      The figure, clad in a dirty one-piece clothing item, steadied themselves and met Dee's gaze with a determined, weary expression. "My name is Mara," the stranger replied, her voice tinged with urgency. "I'm looking for Noah. I need to save him."

      "Hang right there; I'm coming down." [8/125] now. She needed to hurry. The girl walked the rest of the way toward Noah. "That's far enough!" Dee exclaimed, scaring the girl into an unmoving statue.

      Dee finished the rest of the climb down without incident. Once on the ground, she gave the new human a once-over. She nodded, thinking the girl was telling the truth. "He's been badly poisoned. I grabbed a flower for him from that tree there. It seemed to help stop the poison, but I don't know how to get him to eat another one if he's unconscious."

      Mara's eyes turned a shining silver, causing Dee to jump back a step. Mara held up her hands in a placating manner. "May I?" was all she said.

      Intrigued yet cautious, Dee offered Mara the flower, placing it into Mara's outstretched hand. Her fingers gingerly brushed against the delicate petals, their vibrancy a stark contrast to the gravity of the situation. Suddenly, the smell of mana filled the clearing. Mara held the flower in her hand, magically floating there momentarily before absorbing it into her palm.

      She raised her hand toward the sky and slammed it into Noah's chest with a burst of white light. Dee let out a scared yell, moving toward him, but then stopped and watched. Mara's eyes returned to normal, and she gasped for breath, hand to chest.

      "What the hell was that?" Dee exclaimed.

      Mara's chest rose and fell in ragged gasps. "I got a skill with the flower. I was able to focus the antidote… I hope anyway."

      As moments ticked by, Dee's gaze remained fixed on Noah, her breath held in anticipation. She watched, searching for even the slightest glimmer of hope, for any sign the girl had helped Noah.

      And then, like a whisper of life, a subtle change coursed through Noah's being. A soft flush of color gradually returned to his cheeks, while his breaths became less labored, as if infused with renewed vigor. Dee's heart swelled with relief. Dee had never seen healing done in this manner before. The only healing she had seen had been through the bracer that Romas carried around, and as she now personally knew, it had mediocre results at best.

      His blacked arm and neck returned to normal color, the healing power of the spell chasing away the blacked veins. It looked to be a slow process, as though Noah's body was now winning the battle, but was still fighting. Turning her gaze toward Mara, Dee's eyes reflected a mix of awe and gratitude. "Thank you," she whispered.

      Mara offered a weary yet relieved smile, her eyes shimmering with hope. "He unlocked my skills a few days ago. I'm still learning."

      Dee smiled and chuckled slightly. "Yes, he seems to enjoy doing that to his fellow humans." She looked into the canopy. "Come on. It's getting late. We have to get him back. He's going to need to rest. I may need a few minutes to replenish my stamina."

      Mara nodded but asked, "How will we get him back? No offense, but you look like crap, and I'm only 110 pounds."

      Suddenly, a coughing fit sounded out from the ground. Noah's eyes fluttered open, and he smiled. "Oh hey!" he coughed out. "Mara, you made it! Welcome...to the hottest place...on this damn planet." He coughed more.

      Mara and Dee both rolled their eyes at him.
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        * * *

      

      Dee and Mara carefully supported Noah's weakened form as they returned to Dunbar. Every step was deliberate, their eyes scanning the surroundings for signs of danger. The dense foliage of the jungle seemed to close in around them, and they brushed away the occasional vines and leaves that reached out to impede their progress. A couple of birds perched on trees, carefully watching them, but made no moves toward them. Nobody spoke, afraid of alerting the wildlife to their presence.

      The rain started coming down, slow at first, but increasing to a downpour. Beads of sweat mixed with the water on their brows, as they trudged through the thick undergrowth, fur and hair matted down. Insects buzzed around them, drawn by the warmth and moisture of the jungle. But despite the discomfort, they pressed on, driven by their shared determination to bring Noah back to safety.

      They swatted away the persistent branches that brushed against their legs, mindful of the potential dangers lurking in the underbrush. Noah trudged on with their help, slowly regaining his health over the walk. Finally, they made it back to the clearing.

      Dee and Noah exchanged a concerned glance as the echoes of heated voices reached their ears. The source of the commotion came from within the gates of Dunbar. With cautious steps, they approached the gate, their senses tuned to the discordant voices growing louder as they drew near. Noah could walk on his own by now, still looking like he got hit by a truck. He wobbled but insisted that he walk under his own power.

      As they neared the open gates, an intense argument filtered over to them, and the distinct tones of the Baron and the Monarch became discernible. The Baron's voice rang out with authority and frustration, his words carrying a weight that hinted at deep-seated concerns. On the other hand, the Monarch's voice held a regal tone mixed with a hint of exasperation, her arguments fueled by conviction and a desire to maintain order.

      "That doesn't sound good," Noah muttered, as they walked up the dirt path.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 30

          

          
            Civil War

          

        

      

    

    
      As I stepped through the gate, a wave of weakness washed over me, reminding me of the taxing journey I had just endured. The effects of the poison still lingered within me, but I could feel my body gradually recovering, the battle within me coming to an end. Though weakened, my determination remained unyielding, pushing me forward toward my next objective. I needed to take out this Baron somehow. My arm read [MANA - 13/95] and [HEALTH 9/90], so it was finally regenerating. But with a meager nine health, I was a few hits away from zero. I needed to be careful. And without much mana, I couldn't do much of anything.

      My eyes scanned the surroundings, the familiar sights of Dunbar greeting me. But the bustling activity that once characterized this place had been replaced by an eerie quietness, as if the very air held its breath, awaiting the resolution of the conflicts that seemed to grip this once vibrant town. Warrior and hunter Feka were everywhere, fully armed, as if they could tell trouble was brewing.

      My mind raced with thoughts of the weapons I needed to retrieve. The pickaxe, although something I had only used once against the rat boss, was something I could use in defense. And where was Zippy? I hadn't seen him before all of this craziness since the morning.

      And then there was the slingshot, a simple yet reliable weapon that had served me well on numerous occasions. But I didn't have ammo for it anyway. I wondered if it was still tucked away somewhere within the smithy.

      Up ahead, the Monarch stood on the lower level, addressing the city's residents above. I approached the duo cautiously, mindful of the tension in the air. The Monarch's gaze met mine, and a flicker of relief crossed her face. She gestured for me to join her, and I quickly closed the distance, my weariness momentarily forgotten.

      "Don't go any further, human scum!" the Baron shouted down at me from the upper level, flanked by his young warrior Feka.

      "What's going on?" I asked, my voice wavering slightly.

      The Monarch asked me to join her at her side, and I walked over, Mara and Dee beside me.

      "So it's true then, Monarch? You would stand here next to the traitorous human that would attempt to murder your civil servant?"

      The Monarch scoffed. "Prove that he did, and I will exile this boy to the jungle immediately."

      The Baron shifted, then replied, "I had no witness, but it's true. The fact that you would take a human's word over mine is all we Feka need to hear. First, the Monarch sends this man to attempt to murder me. Next, she will release the human mages on our town!"

      The merchants nodded to themselves, murmurs breaking out. He continued, gaining momentum now. "And then, when our bodies are charred and ruined, just like the Shadowalkers, they will take the town. It's what humans do. They are a threat to our very way of life and must be put down!"

      The Monarch strode forward, sensing that she was losing this political battle to her Baron. "That is quite enough, Tobias! Quite enough. Noah, you may address the city residents with your account of what happened in the chamber."

      Taking a deep breath, I stepped forward, standing before the Feka who had gathered in the vicinity. Their eyes were filled with curiosity, concern, and skepticism. I knew this was my chance to address them, share my side of the story, and shed light on the events that had transpired.

      Clearing my throat, I spoke, my voice steady and determined. "Your Baron is not telling the truth, and I need to address the dark shadows that have clouded your town. The events that unfolded were not mere coincidences or misunderstandings but a deliberate attempt to silence and eliminate me." I showed my blacked arm.

      A murmur rippled through the crowd, their attention fully captured as they leaned in, eager to hear my account of the events. I continued, my words flowing with urgency.

      "The Baron conspired against me. He sought to have me killed, to eliminate the threat I posed to his plans. But why? What did I do to deserve such betrayal?"

      The tension in the air was palpable as I recounted the encounters with the Baron, the evidence that pointed to his treachery. I shared the moments when I narrowly escaped his assassin, the attempts on my life that I had managed to thwart. Each word I spoke carried the weight of truth, resonating with those who listened. I trusted in my belt to prevent the prying eyes of Fulgar from finding us.

      "I am not an enemy of Dunbar. I want to be a protector, to fight alongside you people. But that man tried to kill me. So, yeah." I trailed off, my speech ending. The faces of the Feka looked at me with mixed expressions.

      The Monarch took a step forward, waving her paw. "Guards, remove this man from my city. His false claims against the boy here are unfounded."

      No one moved. "That is quite the tall tale. See?" He waved his paws around. "These humans have vile tongues that can spew venom. They infect us until, suddenly, they eliminate us. We must take them down! Guards, take the Monarch. Your regime ends here, in this place, before your human pets kill us all!"

      Tension rippled through the crowd as the Baron's words hung in the air. The atmosphere was filled with disbelief, anger, and defiance. The Fekan warriors, who had previously stood by the Monarch's side, hesitated momentarily, torn between their loyalty and the sudden shift in the allegiance of their direct report.

      The young warriors from the upper level leapt down to the ground below with determination, their movements fluid and synchronized. It was as though they had been waiting for this. Their intent was clear—to restrain the Monarch and subdue any resistance.

      But before they could reach her, there was a pop noise as the cougar appeared, then a wave of Feka, led by Typh and other trusted allies, ran through the open gates, forming a protective shield around their leader.

      Typh roared his challenge, and the young Feka faltered for a moment. The Fekan warriors, torn between duty and honor, shared uneasy glances. Some faltered, their resolve shaken by the weight of their choices, while others stood firm, their loyalty to the Monarch unwavering.

      Amidst the rushing warriors, the Monarch remained composed, her gaze steady as she addressed her loyal followers. Her voice carried authority, filled with conviction and determination. "Stand firm, my loyal Feka. Our path is one of truth and justice. Lies and manipulation will not sway us. We shall overcome this challenge and restore Dunbar to its rightful state."

      She looked at me and Mara. "You two, go with Konna immediately. You must retreat from this place. This battle is between Feka. You must not interfere."

      With that, Konna led us away and through the gates. I looked back at the clash of felines that was about to unfold.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The Overlord's frustration boiled over as he barked orders at his scryers, their faces reflecting their fear at his overwhelming mana presence. He paced back and forth in his throne room, his mind consumed with the shell blocking his vision, preventing him from witnessing the events unfolding in Dunbar except at a high city level.

      The Porter, who had just returned from his mission, approached the Overlord with urgency in his eyes. He relayed the news that the Monarch had arrived and was mounting an attack on the Baron. The Overlord's interest was piqued, a glimmer of anticipation flickering in his eyes.

      "Tell me more," the Overlord commanded, his voice silky and deadly. The Porter recounted the details he had witnessed, describing the return of Noah and the upheaval of half the Fekan warriors against the Monarch for siding with the humans. At least the useless Baron had been able to lock up much of Noah's loyal resistance, including the blacksmith and his little mage helper.

      "So the boy was not eliminated? How?!?!" the Overlord raged, his mana threatening to boil over.

      "He possesses a powerful scrying blocker, and we could not find him after he escaped into the jungle. Our involvement in the events at the settlement needed to stay a secret, my lord."

      The Monarch's involvement meant the stakes had been raised, and his plans needed to adapt accordingly. He pondered the significance of her actions, considering the potential outcomes and the impact they could have on his own machinations.

      If the Feka eliminated each other, all the better. The weaker the city was, the easier it would be to take. His words to the Baron had always been empty, and he was planning to renege on his deal when the city was taken. His deal with the Shadowalkers had always been the real one. They would crush Fayport like a vice, with the beasts attacking them from the jungles in the north and his forces, newly outfitted with powerful steel weapons, from the pass to the south.

      What first enraged him now enthralled him. The boy was weakened, his forces locked up, and the Feka fighting amongst themselves. If the alpha had allied with the water monsters he had heard about, they would eliminate all the remaining Fekan resistance.

      For whoever won this battle in Dunbar would lose to him in the end. It was time for a new age on Prixa—one where the humans found their place at the top.
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            The Fourth Battle of Dunbar

          

        

      

    

    
      The clash of weapons filled the air as the Baron's forces surged forward, their determination etched upon their faces. The Monarch stood tall, her eyes scanning the battlefield, her mind focused and sharp. She knew that this battle would shape the realm's fate and was ready to face it head-on.

      This was not a pleasant outcome, and certainly not one she foresaw. Her foresight powers told her that a bright future was ahead at Dunbar. But first, death and betrayal.

      A group of armored warriors lunged toward her, their swords raised high. They were all far too eager to fight for this Baron and risked too much to gain in his power should he emerge victorious. But the Monarch, attuned to the ebb and flow of battle, effortlessly sidestepped their strikes. With a swift counterattack, she incapacitated them one by one, each movement calculated and executed flawlessly.

      She was not the best warrior on the battlefield, far from it. Time seemed to slow around her as her visions granted her split-second insights. She anticipated the swords flying towards her and expertly deflected them with a well-timed wrist flick. She dodged the swinging maces of the lion Feka, weaving through the chaos with grace and agility. It was time to remind these people who their leader was. Sometimes, the price of ultimate power was large.

      She cursed herself and cut a young Fekan warrior on the leg. She thought about the traitor that watched from the top of the walls. Oh, how she couldn't wait to cut his smug head from his body. He stank of human, and had undoubtedly been bought by the same people that took Noah from her. How easily they hid this from her sight. Those humans were able to hide things from her so easily. She could not rely on her vision to make decisions anymore.

      She was outnumbered in this fight, but her strength and the old warriors surrounding her would prevail. Typh leapt in and cut more Feka down as she ducked another blow. As the battle raged on, the Monarch's foresight continued to guide her, granting her insights into the shifting tides of the conflict. She anticipated the enemy's moves, exploiting their weaknesses and young eagerness against them. Her presence on the battlefield was both commanding and inspirational, instilling fear in the hearts of her adversaries and bolstering the morale of her allies.

      In the final moments of the battle, as the Baron's forces crumbled, the Monarch stood tall, her chest heaving with exhaustion but her spirit unyielding. She surveyed the battlefield, her eyes lingering on the fallen, a solemn reminder of the sacrifices made in the name of peace. The victory was hard-won, but the price had been paid.

      She looked up at the Baron, but he was gone.
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        * * *

      

      I wasn't afraid to fight, but I knew I was no match for the battle that was unfolding behind me. But what I could do was make a trap—something he wouldn't see coming. I knew the Baron was a coward. He’d run in the end.

      "Mara- you healed me with a skill, right? What was that?"

      She nodded, “Antidote skill,” she said, breathing heavily as we ran, trying to keep up with Konna. I knew where we were going- he was taking us to the rear of the settlement to the road that connected Dunbar to Fayport. I sprinted through the outskirts of Dunbar, my heart pounding in my chest.

      The plan was set, and I had to act swiftly. The Baron, sensing his impending defeat, would try to escape through the road leading to Fayport. I didn't plan to allow that to happen.

      In my overall pocket was the lizard claw. I had an idea for it back when I was in the smithy, but when the Baron came and got me, I hadn't had a chance to use it. It was time to change that.

      With the cougar and Mara by my side, we raced along the path; my mind focused on constructing an earth-based trap that would ensnare the Baron and halt his escape. Maybe my affinity with the earth allowed me to manipulate the terrain to my advantage. I could feel the energy of the soil beneath my feet, its power surging through me.

      This settlement viewed civil war differently than humans did. The sounds of metal weapons, growling, and roaring reached our ears. The battle was fully engaged, most likely with the Fekan non-warrior class watching. Power struggles happened in the animal kingdom, and the winner deserved the right to be the leader.

      As we approached a narrow stretch of the road, I signaled for the cougar to halt and took a moment to survey the surroundings. My mind formed a plan. I looked at my lizard claw and remembered the lizardmen and their skillset. I didn't necessarily need a weapon or a trap to defeat the Baron.

      I looked at Mara with one of those grins. "This is either going to be awesome…or horrible."
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        * * *

      

      The Baron's heart pounded in his chest as he sprinted through the streets, his mind clouded with desperation and fear. He could hear the distant cries of the Fekan merchants, their accusatory voices echoing through the air. "Coward!" they shouted, their disdain trailing behind him like a haunting specter.

      He knew he had lost the battle, the taste of defeat bitter on his tongue. His once loyal warriors had faltered, overwhelmed by the resilience and determination of the Monarch's forces. Panic gripped him, and his only thought was to escape, to flee back to Fayport before news of his failure reached the city's walls. Maybe he could sway a few key friends to support him before they found out about the loss.

      With each stride, his mind raced, calculating his options. He knew that his chances of survival dwindled with each passing moment. He knew the Overlord wouldn’t protect him. The idea of the Overlord offering him sanctuary within the walls of Fulgar was laughable. Getting to Fayport first  was a slim hope, but he clung to it like a drowning man grasping a lifeline.

      As he sprinted, the sounds of his labored breath filled his ears, his muscles burning with exertion. He glanced over his shoulder, paranoia gnawing at him. Had he been followed? Were the Monarch's forces hot on his heels, closing in with every passing second? The battle brought all the troops that wretched cougar had gathered up for the lynx Monarch.

      But no wall was around the back of the settlement, protected on one side from the gulf. The front of the settlement was walled off from the monsters of the jungle but not from anything back here. The warriors of Dunbar patrolled these woods to get rid of problem creatures and keep the road safe for travel. Not all Feka were warriors, after all, including himself.

      His paws made a soft thud thud thud on the muddy dirt, his speed carrying him away from the city.

      Then, disaster. A hidden figure blasted out of the dirt and tackled him to the ground, followed by that cougar.

      They held him down, then tied him up with vines they pulled from behind the trees. They rolled on the ground as he tried to escape, but the human was surprisingly strong, and the vines tied into place instantly. It was like the boy had an iron grip.

      "Baron," the boy said, smiling at him in victory. "Your reign of tyranny ends here. You will answer for your crimes."
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            The Transfer of Power

          

        

      

    

    
      I stood beside my allies, my eyes fixed on the captured Baron who was strung up in vines, his once haughty demeanor reduced to a pitiful figure. The weight of his crimes hung heavy in the air, suffocating any remnants of sympathy I might have harbored.

      As the Monarch addressed the remaining warriors and the gathered onlookers, her voice rang out with authority and resolve. She listed the Baron's atrocities, each accusation a damning testament to his betrayal.

      The Baron's face contorted in fear, his eyes darting around, searching for any shred of salvation. But there was none to be found. The weight of his actions bore down upon him, stripping away his facade of power and leaving behind the hollow shell of a man consumed by his own ambitions.

      Most of his young warriors had been slain in the battle, and the few injured were imprisoned below the city. Romas and Jasper had been freed, and the fire and air mages unlocked from the bunkers. They had been fed lies about an attack, and when they asked to help, the warriors hadn't said anything. Without their wands, they didn't put up much of a fight and were corralled like sheep.

      Three of my Zephyrs had been killed by this animal. I had left them to die for me, which was a heavy burden. The three remaining monks looked up, their blue eyes shining brightly at them as their anger flared at the sight of him up there. They had fought bravely against fully trained warriors, and once their mana gave out, they didn't stand much chance. I wasn't even sure how the few survived, unless they had an escape skill that I didn't know about.

      It was night, the Monarch giving people a chance to rest and gather their fallen friends and family. A separate event would be held to honor them. For now, the Baron’s trial had begun.

      My gaze remained fixed upon the Baron, my anger burning. The memories of his attempts on my life, the pain and suffering he had inflicted upon others—I could not forget, nor could I forgive. I clenched my fists, my knuckles turning white, as I fought to contain the surge of emotions swirling within me.

      When I made the earth stealth device, Mara thought I was insane. Going underground, even for a moment, would suffocate me. But when I used my design skill, I had all my skills to thank. With my mining skill, I could go underground and replace mana for air. With my stealth skill, a hiding device was applicable to me. And of course, my creation skill shaped the claw into my ring that I wore.

      It would be an excellent tool to make for stealth mages. I could now give the ring to people, a green halo showing in only three people here at Dunbar upon quick examination using my ‘PATRON’ skill. I thought back to all the earth mages I bet I could unlock at Fulgar. But with the weakened state of the city, with over half of the warrior Feka killed, there would be a scramble to fortify this place. I still had very low mana and health since my regeneration wasn't fixed. I needed rest so badly I could taste it. My arm had been fully healed, and the only black that remained was a scar from the original cut that, almost like frostbite, didn't seem to change back.

      But that was okay. It was a reminder of what happened here. Trouble followed me like a stink on this world, and if I kept walking around like a little lamb, I would definitely get killed one day. My luck would eventually run out, or people like Typh and Dee, or even Mara, wouldn't be there to rescue me.

      Speaking of Mara, I looked at her with a smile. She looked as ragged as I did. She returned the smile and scooched closer to me, holding my hand.

      The Monarch's voice pierced through my thoughts, drawing my attention back to her words. She recited the charges with unwavering conviction, her voice resonating with a sense of justice and the weight of her responsibility as a ruler. The crowd fell silent, their eyes fixed upon the disgraced Baron, awaiting his fate.

      "Baron Tobias of Fayport, you are convicted in front of this congregation for high treason, attempted murder, and kidnapping. I hereby sentence you to death by beheading for your combined crimes against the Monarchy and the city of Dunbar."

      Suddenly, the crowd erupted into roars and insults from the Feka at their traitorous Baron, their voices loud and growling. The Monarch's gaze swept over the gathered warriors, her eyes filled with a steely resolve. She raised her hand, quieting the crowd again.

      I couldn't help but feel a sense of satisfaction and vindication, knowing that justice would be served.

      Until she spoke the next part.

      "I hereby name Noah, Human, the new reigning Baron of Dunbar, by the power of the Monarchy and..."

      Her words were lost in the roar of yells from the Feka who surged forward toward her. She continued speaking, but I couldn't hear her. I felt bile climbing into my throat, my eyes blurring. What the hell did she just say?

      Typh jumped up next to the strung-up Baron and roared, silencing the crowd slightly. Murmurs continued across the group, but the humans all shared excited glances.

      My heart pounded in my chest as I stood before the Monarch, the weight of her words sinking in. The Fekan cats around me were filled with outrage, their eyes fixed on me with disbelief and anger. The Barony of Dunbar had been bestowed upon me—a responsibility I never sought nor anticipated. The crowd quieted, and her words sent a shiver down my spine.

      The Monarch's voice resonated in the air, her words piercing through the heavy tension in the courtyard. "Noah, you must deliver the sentence to your predecessor. Please complete the transfer of power."

      Fear clenched in my gut, and my hands trembled uncontrollably. How could I be expected to carry out such a grisly task? The eyes of the predator cats all bore into me, watching me for signs of weakness. I took a deep, steadying breath, dropped Mara's hand, and walked to the vines. Even the Baron had a look of smugness return to his face.

      Typh, who had been by my side throughout this wild journey, approached me with my pickaxe. His eyes met mine, and he gave me a slight nod as if silently assuring me that I had the strength to do this.

      I swallowed hard to steady my trembling hand as I gripped the pickaxe tightly. The bonded weapon glowed with its red fire, the elemental inside. I could feel its support beaming back at me, ready to finalize this act.

      I mustered all the courage I could find. My legs felt weak as I ascended the platform where the old Baron was restrained, his fate hanging in the balance. The eyes of the Fekan were unblinking as they watched, their disbelief and resentment palpable. I hope the Monarch knows what she's doing.

      As I walked, I glanced at the Monarch, her eyes blazed at me without expression, regal in her appearance. With each step I took, I could feel the weight of her trust upon me, urging me forward and pushing me to embrace my new responsibility.

      Standing before the treacherous cat, I raised the pickaxe above my head and stopped trembling. The fear left me. All that remained was determination.

      As I swung the weapon down, a resounding thud echoed through the air, marking the end of the old Baron's reign. The steel weapon cut through the creature like a hot knife through butter. My heart thudded wildly in my chest as I looked down at what I had done. The humans cheered, celebrating the end of tyranny. The Feka were silent as they watched, unsure what this would mean. This act marked the end of a Feka-dominated city.

      This act began a Feka and human alliance forged in steel and justice.

      My right arm burned, and new tattoos began forming on my arm. Suddenly, voice lady addressed me.
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      As I walked through the bustling streets of Dunbar, excitement and trepidation filled me. It had been a week since I had assumed the role of Baron, and the weight of responsibility sat heavily on my shoulders. The once-familiar faces of the Fekan merchants now greeted me with wary gazes and lingering animosity. I understood their skepticism and the need to continue earning their trust. After all, I was still an outsider, and not even from the standpoint of being a human. I was as much of an outsider as you could be.

      And now, I was thrust into a position of power. I kept hoping that the Monarch knew what she was doing, but I figured I would trust someone who could get visions of the future. Also, the Baron had dropped a surprisingly low level ingredient. The Monarch said that she would keep it for when I was ready, whatever that meant. She didn’t even allow me to inspect it.

      As my first act as Baron of Dunbar, and player of many city-building games back when I was on Earth, I went to work on building up city production and defenses. This world did not hold back when it came to city attacks, so I wanted to ensure we had a defensible position. And with really only threats from the north able to come at us, I had one direction to fortify. But with good defense also came a good offense.

      The caves that contained the iron I needed for my army were located through treacherous jungle paths, so we needed to work on a road. I had a few workers start on it, flanked by the warriors that had stood by us during the civil war. They were loyal, and I was sure they could adequately protect my workforce. I estimated it would take three weeks to finish clearing out the jungle and grade a road, but getting iron in and out of there was a really long haul. That could be a significant problem for us. It might be time to invent zip lines, I thought with a smile. Maybe I could put that rat boss tail to use…

      Romas and I had worked tirelessly to establish a steel production facility in the meantime. This was a crucial step in bolstering Dunbar's resources and providing something to export to Fayport and to build weapons with. I didn't want to fall behind Fulgar and their steel production I so graciously set up for them.

      My 'MANUFACTURE' skill was incredible, as I could assemble large machinery with a one-time mana and ingredient cost to allow non-magical workers to generate items. In only one week, I assembled the whole forge to pump out steel for our new manual laborers once iron flowed into the city. Romas was delighted with the improved infrastructure and happy to leave his magical basement. However, the anvil and all the other creator-only items were kept down there.

      Also, with their mastery of the flame, the fire mages were diligently stoking the fires of a newly constructed forge, similar to my experience in Fulgar. They could keep white-hot fireballs going in there, which would be able to melt metals in record time. They also didn't need fire vests to be immune to the tremendous heat inside the forges.

      I couldn't help but feel a sense of giddiness and awe as I observed the changes that had happened in such a short time. I waved to Zippy as he flew past, who had now officially bonded with Jasper. It didn’t really take him long to abandon me for the boy.

      I wasn’t bitter or anything. Pets, am I right?

      My three new earth mages had gotten to work on a moat around the front of the city that faced the jungle with another drawbridge to access the gates. I couldn't help myself. When I told the council that we needed one, I got sighs of exasperation, but every great castle deserved a moat. The earth mages could move dirt so quickly that it made sense, but their mana pools were microscopic.

      It took days to dig out fifteen or twenty feet of the moat. But I kept them going, knowing that I didn't want Shadowalker bears able to ramrod the walls anymore and didn't know if lizards could use their tunnel skills through the moat. Using their skills, they would level up and gain more mana.

      Amidst the flurry of activity, I consciously tried to engage with Dunbar's people and bridge the gap between Feka and Human. It was not easy, for trust is not quickly earned or mended. Yet, I persisted, listening attentively to their grievances, fears, and hopes. I approached the Fekan merchants, who eyed me suspiciously, extending a friendly greeting and a genuine desire to understand their concerns. They enjoyed having new human customers, as many of the restrictions on our workforce were lifted. But they still seemed to get higher prices on goods, which pissed me off. But baby steps and all that.

      I made it a point to start hosting town hall meetings in the square just like Baron Gilbert used to do, where I encouraged open dialogue, allowing the citizens to voice their opinions and offer suggestions for the betterment of our community. My first meeting felt like a success. I knew that the Fekan council's insights were invaluable, for they were the lifeblood of Dunbar, the ones who knew its inner workings intimately. With each conversation, I realized that effective communication and empathy was the key to fostering unity and cooperation. I grew up quickly, and thoughts swirled in my head about what to do next.

      My City Management Codex that the voice lady provided was awesome too. I glanced at the Dunbar flag on my right arm with pride. When I inspected it, information sounded off in my mind.
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      All in all, I was thrilled with the way things had progressed. Nightmares about chopping the head off the previous Baron had started receding, and I moved forward into my role. My thoughts drifted to my home on Earth more and more, however. I missed my mother and had no idea what was happening with her or how she was dealing with my disappearance. I even thought about Dingo, the fat bastard. Who would keep the damn pit bull from barking at him now that I was gone?

      "Ready to get something to eat, Baron Noah?" a sweet voice called out behind me as arms wrapped around my waist.

      "Ah, my darling," I said in my best uppity citizen voice, pretending to adjust my monocle. "Grab your finest attire. I will be taking you to the Soiree this evening."

      Mara rolled her eyes at me and embraced me in a kiss. "Yeah, since Dunbar is the cultural hotspot of Prixa. Also, you know that voice is super annoying."

      I smiled. "Well, that's the only Baron voice I know. You try if you think you can do better." I dropped into a mock whisper. "You know, word around town is you’re my astral princess, after all. You have to practice your haughty princess voice too."

      She snickered, then punched me lightly in the arm.

      We turned and walked toward the palace, the summer sun setting on another day in the hot jungle.
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      The alpha, flanked by his most trusted Stalker warriors, scaled the mountain's treacherous slopes, their breath forming icy plumes in the frigid air. The biting cold pierced their fur and chilled them to the bone, but their determination pushed them forward. The world around them was a stark winter wonderland, a blanket of snow covering every surface, glistening under the pale sunlight.

      They had trotted for over two weeks as far north as they knew to go. Soaring high above the jungle were snowy peaks of towering mountains. Word from the Overlord was that water beasts lived there, and could be the key to bringing down Dunbar once and for all. But the creatures there were old and wise, and could block their scrying attempts. So it was up to the alpha to see for himself.

      As they ascended higher, the winds howled with a ferocity that threatened to knock them off their paws. Each step became a struggle against the elements, testing their resilience and strength. But their purpose burned bright within them, igniting a fire that kept them going despite the harsh conditions.

      Eventually, they stumbled upon a cave nestled in the heart of the mountain. It beckoned them with an enigmatic allure, its dark depths promising shelter from the biting cold. With cautious steps, the pack entered the cavern, their senses heightened, alert to hidden dangers.

      Inside the cave, the air was damp and heavy, carrying a faint scent of ancient mana that their noses eagerly picked up. The soft glow of luminescent fungi illuminated the surroundings, casting an ethereal light upon the walls. And there, in the heart of the chamber, they beheld a magnificent sight—a water dragon.

      The dragon's scales shimmered like liquid silver, reflecting the hues of the fungi. Its eyes, deep pools of ancient wisdom, regarded the Stalkers and the alpha with curiosity. The sheer size and power of the creature were awe-inspiring, a testament to the wonders that existed beyond the realm of ordinary beings.

      With reverence and respect, the alpha approached the water dragon, his voice steady yet humble. He spoke of their cause, the invasion of Dunbar, and the need for allies in their struggle. He explained the dire circumstances they faced and the importance of victory for the survival of their pack. He mentioned the Overlord and his promise to engage his side of the battle when the invasion of Fayport commenced.

      The water dragon listened intently, its gaze unwavering, its wisdom unfathomable. A deep rumble resonated within the cavern as the alpha finished his plea. The dragon's voice echoed, carrying a weight that matched its immense presence.

      "I have watched your kind toil against these felines for generations. You seek my aid, young alpha, but such assistance comes at a price. A task of great significance must be fulfilled to balance the scales of our accord," the water dragon declared, its voice a harmonious combination of cascading waterfalls and gentle whispers of the wind.

      The Stalkers and the alpha exchanged glances, acknowledging the gravity of the dragon's words. They knew that a favor from such a powerful entity could never be granted without sacrifice. With unwavering determination, the alpha stepped forward, meeting the dragon's gaze squarely.

      "Tell me, mighty dragon, what is the task you demand of us? What price must we pay for your aid?" the alpha asked, his growling voice echoing in the cave.

      The water dragon's eyes shimmered with an otherworldly light as it spoke, its words resonating deep within the hearts of those present. "In exchange for my aid, you must give my dragons all the kills from the battle, including the human spoils. Your kind will get nothing to consume."

      The alpha stood there, his eyes widening at the dragon's demand. The Stalkers around him bristled at the dragon's words. The consumption of the fallen was the main perk of winning the battle against the Feka. Without those spoils, his kind would not evolve. The alpha hesitated, grappling with the magnitude of the dragon's condition.

      But as he pondered, a realization washed over him. It wasn't about his personal desires or ambitions; it was about the survival and prosperity of their pack. His predecessor lost his way and failed them for this reason. The alpha knew that the dragon's assistance would be invaluable in their fight against Dunbar, and without them, his kind could not break through the mages and their fire attacks.

      Taking a deep breath, the alpha straightened his posture and met the dragon's gaze once more. "I accept your condition," he declared, his voice steady and resolute. "You will receive all the spoils from war, and together, we will forge an alliance that will shake the foundations of Dunbar."

      As his words echoed through the cavern, the air seemed to crackle with a shimmering intensity. The water dragon nodded approvingly, acknowledging the alpha's determination and selflessness. With a graceful motion, it extended its massive wings, causing a gust of wind to swirl around the chamber.

      It stood to its full height and walked to the edge of the cave, overlooking the mountain range. With a deep breath, the dragon roared, shaking the ground and causing the werewolves to cover their sensitive ears. The earth shook, rocks trembling all around them.

      From off in the distance, another roar bugled. Then another. Then from all around the mountain, dragons emerged from the caverns. The echoes of their roars reverberated through the land, a harbinger of the impending storm set to extinguish the fires of the city of Dunbar.

      
        
        THE END
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