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Chapter One: 
 
    
 
   
  
 

Stranger in a Strange Land
 
    
 
    
     
     
       
       	 + Entered Vona City

    Capital of Vona Region. Ruled by Duke Fiable Cervelle. Also known as the pearl of Vitzytl, this city boasts of automated defenses. As such, it sees no reason to hire many patrolling Knights. Due to this, larceny runs rampant in the city. This is also the place where most High Wizards without means of teleportation go to in order to reach the continent of Wysteria.
  
      
 
     
    
 
   
 
   
After reading the information, Smoke closed it, and took in the breathtaking view of the new land. The sun had barely rose from the shore, as he stood on the harbor of Vona City. This was the gateway city of Vitzytl Kingdom. He had just gotten off the Naufrage, the junk ship which Venal arranged for him to sail across the south Wysterian seas.

From the boat, Vona City appeared to be a bustling place, filled with tall buildings. There were several docks in Havre Village that were filled with large ships, but this place had ten times more. The numerous vessels simultaneously docking and leaving were often filled with travelers and merchandise. The porters on the docks were busy carrying cargo, or escorting passengers to their respective ships.

The voyage took over two weeks. They suffered through troublesome waves, and other mishaps along the way. It was as expected, when traveling through the seas of Zectas.

During this time, Smoke had bonded with the crew members. Yet, they knew him as Faux, the Earth Elementalist from Centza City.

The crew would have invited him to stay with them during his stay in Vona City, but they were contracted by a group of High Wizard Sonstwelters to take them to the continent of Wysteria.

So, Smoke braved the Sawtorn Continent alone. Equipped with his modified hooded cloak, brown wizard pants, and full-faced earth mask, his tattered look gave him the appearance of a low-level Earth Elementalist.

There were a few other Sonstwelters in the docks, but all of them ignored him. They were focused on acquiring vessels to Wysteria.

Apparently, it was cheaper to use than the continental teleportation circles in the city.

"Looks like we'll fit right in, Bud," whispered Smoke to Igniz, who was hidden inside a metallic orb on his armor.

Despite his full-faced earth mask, a distinct sweet smell he had never experienced before filled his senses.

"Excuse me, what is that smell?" he asked one of the porters carrying a crate of bananas.

The porter looked at him with a dubious expression. "That's probably fish oil, almost everyone here sells those."

"No, I don't think so," he replied, shaking his head.

The porter guffed at Smoke, and carried on his crate of bananas.

Then, he saw a pomegranate stand next to the fish oil vendors.

'Could that be it? But it's just one stall?' he wondered, and walked closer to the stand.

"How much is this?" he asked, grabbing one and smelling it.

'Yeah, this is it. I didn't know pomegranates could let out such a sweet smell,' he thought, surprised.

"Just two zecs, Sir," answered a young girl's voice.

Smoke stared at her with astonishment, as he just realized that she was a thickly clothed OrkElf of about nineteen years of age. Despite her clothing, her muscles were still clearly visible.

'Is she trying to disguise herself being an OrkElf?' pondered Smoke.

"If you buy three, I'll give them to you for just five zecs," quickly added the girl.

"What? Five zecs?" asked Smoke in surprise. He couldn't believe how affordable it was, but he was more shocked at finding the young OrkElf.

"Alright, alright, I'll let you have one for one zec, but that is my bottom price," said the girl with a quivering voice.

'I guess the stories about Vona City having OrkElves were true after all,' thought Smoke to himself as he half-paid attention to what she was saying.

Suddenly, a large male OrkElf came by pulling a cart filled with pomegranate crates. He took one of the crates out, and placed it right next to her.

Smoke was taken aback. Not one, but two OrkElves as soon as he arrived.

The burly OrkElf caught Smoke eying him. He immediately grabbed Smoke's collar and raised him from the ground.

"You have a problem with me?" asked the OrkElf brute.

"Put him down, Colere," ordered the OrkElf girl.

"But, Esper, he was giving me that look," argued Colere.

"Put him down, now!" she yelled at the much larger Colere. "He is wearing a mask, how can you possibly tell what look he was giving you?"

"It was his eyes," argued Colere. "Just look at them."

The female OrkElf looked up, and stared intently at Smoke's eyes. "They look normal to me."

"Now, go bring in more crates," ordered Esper. "I think we can probably sell ten today."

"But we haven't even sold one," countered Colere. "Let's just give up and go back home."

"No! We need to eat something else other than pomegranates," said a determined Esper.

"I'll buy three," interjected Smoke. He got out zecs from his bag, and handed them to the girl. Five zecs, right?"

"Thank you, Sir," excitedly said Esper.

She raised the zecs up for the brutish OrkElf to see. "See, Colere, and you were about to attack him."

Colere gave Smoke an awkward smile and a bow. "Thank you for your patronage, Sir."

"Don't mention it," answered Smoke, and took a bite from one of the pomegranates.

"Mm. This is really juicy," he said while munching on the fruit. "Say, why aren't there any other buyers? You're the only pomegranate stand I see here, you should be swarming with customers."

"By any chance, did you just arrive in Vitzytl, today?" asked Esper.

"Yup, it hasn't been even an hour since I got here," happily replied Smoke.

"Ugh!" Esper groaned. "No wonder you bought our fruits."

She then turned to Colere. "I think you're right. Maybe we should go back home."

"Hey, don't give up. You said it yourself, even if there are thousands of pomegranate trees outside the city, people will still buy stuff that's handed to them," encourage Colere.

"Wait, what? You're telling me that there are plenty of these wild pomegranates just outside? And everyone can freely take them?" asked an intrigued Smoke.

'Hm. Maybe, it was the pomegranate trees that I smelled all along,' he wondered to himself.

"Yeah, they almost grow like grass here," answered Colere. "Legend has it that thousands of years ago, before Vitzytl Kingdom was created, this place was a barren desert. Until one day, a small group of powerful Magicians planted these special trees."

Colere grabbed one of the pomegranates. "These things were the ones said to have brought more creatures into these lands, and supposedly created Vitzytl Kingdom itself."

"That's a pretty tall tale, but why are you selling these fruits anyway?" asked Smoke.

Esper raised her eyebrow. "Don't you have OrkElves where you're from?"

Smoke shook his head. "Not really. I just know of two, and they're close friends of mine."

"Really? You? You're close friends with OrkElves?" asked a skeptical Esper. "Well, it's a different scenario here in Vitzytl or even in Thanotl Kingdom for that matter."

"OrkElves are treated like the plague," began Esper. "No one wants to do anything with us. We're even treated worse than lepers."

Colere patted Esper's head. "Now, now, you don't have to get too emotional about it," said the brutish OrkElf, soothing the angry Esper.

Smoke then saw Colere face him. "Because of this, there have been many OrkElf Settlements sprouting everywhere. Unfortunately, we're mostly composed of teenagers or children, and no one there knows how to farm or fish. We just feed off the pomegranates to survive."

"But we need more than just these wild fruits to live," interjected Esper. "We need clothes, a proper home, medicine... And hunting stone deers with our bare hands is tiring. Those damn monsters run so fast when they're almost dead."

Esper's eyes were tearing up as she spoke. "Not to mention security. How many times have vicious monsters entered our homes and taken one of the OrkElf children?"

Colere did not add on to what she said, but he only gave out a deep sigh. He then turned to Smoke. "Esper had a younger sister, but then a group of sand cheetahs came and ran off with the two of them... I did my best to fight them, but I could only save her."

Smoke's heart ached for the two OrkElves. He thought about giving them some of his jewels, but realized that it would only temporarily fix their problem. He needed a long term solution for them, but he still had no idea how to help them.

A few minutes of awkward silence passed. Suddenly, Smoke spoke out. "Well, my name is Faux, and I'm actually looking for a guide. Perhaps you, two, could work for me for a while?"

"A hundred zecs per day, for each one of us. And, you pay for our food and lodgings," haggled Esper.

Smoke smiled and nodded without hesitation. He offered his hand to both of them, the OrkElves eagerly shook it.

Then, a notification window popped up.

 
 
    
     
     
       
       	 + Verbal Contract Confirmed

> Colere Ecarte has joined your service as a guide
> Esper Ecarte has joined your service as a guide

notes:
> You promised each of them a hundred zecs per day
> Failure to keep promise results in:
 -200 Fame
 +200 Alignment to Neutral Evil
  
      
 
     
    
 
   
 
   
'Hm. That's new,' observed Smoke while reading the window.

"Now, that we have that settled, please take me to an Appraiser Shop," asked Smoke as he turned his attention back to them. "I need to have these priced." Smoke then took out one of the precious gems from his bag, and showed it to them.

"Faux, you have gemstones?" asked a surprised Esper. "Alright, I know the place. Follow me please."

"What about all these crates of pomegranates?" asked Colere as he prepared his cart.

"Leave them," irritably answered Esper. "No one's going to steal them."

The OrkElf kept muttering to herself. "I should have asked for three-hundred zecs a day..."

After a few minutes, Smoke and his guides arrived in a decent-looking Appraisal shop.

When they got inside, Smoke saw an old stout Gnome sitting behind his counter.

"Hey, Pousser, I brought in a customer. I think you'll be happy with him," said Esper.

Smoke briskly took out two gemstones from his bag and showed them to the old Gnome.

The old Appraiser held one of Smoke's gems under scrutiny with his dichroscope. "Hm. I see several flaws in this one."

His old hairy hands then took another. "Oh, and in this one as well. Okay, I'll give you 80,000 zecs for each of these gems," said Pousser.

'That's more than twice the amount from when I got it appraised in Havre Village,' thought and excited Smoke. Yet, he kept his composure.

"Thanks, but I think I'll go somewhere else," said Smoke and asked for his two gemstones back. He used the old tactic of threatening to leave, to raise the offered price.

"Alright, alright, 90,000 zecs," quickly offered the Gnome. "But I'm barely making any money at that price already."

With his back turned to Pousser, Smoke smirked.

"That sounds rea—" Smoke was suddenly cut off by Esper.

"Cut the crap, old man," she interjected. "You and I both know that those gemstones could easily go for 120,000 zecs."

"Shut it! Stupid, OrkElf. It is so early in the morning, and the nice DarkElf was already going to accept my offer," hissed the old Gnome.

"Now, you listen here, Pousser," began Esper, while angrily pointing her fingers at the old Appraiser. "Out of all the Appraisal shops in the city, I chose to go to you. I expected you to be a decent businessperson, and deal properly with foreigners."

"Fine, fine. Tlalt, Esper! For an OrkElf you sure know your prices in the city," said Pousser. "I'll give you 120,000 zecs for each of them."

A stunned Smoke smiled at his newly acquired guide. 

"Great! I'd like to exchange ten of them, please," he said to the Gnome Appraiser.

After Smoke exchange his gems for zecs, the three of them began exploring the city. He saw several pop-up stores scattered in the city streets. Most of them were owned by Sonstwelters, but had Zectian attendants. Apparently, it was an affordable new way for Sonstwelters to own some semblance of property within the city.

However, they could only put up their stores from seven in the morning til four in the afternoon. Whereas, the main stores could be open for twenty-four hours.

In these temporary stores, Smoke bought medicinal herbs, several kilos of meat, a hundred meters of cloth, and other various items.

While filling up Colere's cart, Smoke noticed how scarce Vona's patrolling Knights were. "How come there are so few guards here? Is the crime rate that low?"

"Ha! You'd probably think that, but that isn't the case," answered Esper. "The truth is, being a Warrior or any variation of the kind is expensive here. That's why the Duke relies on magic to protect the city."

She then pointed him to various casting circles painted on the walls. "Those are capture circles, of course only a few authorized Wizards can activate them."

Smoke nodded, but he did not completely understand how they worked. He thought to learn more about that later. For now, he wanted to finish his self implemented task.

Throughout all of their purchases, Esper made sure to get the bargain price out of each one. Colere's cart was quickly filled to the brim with Smoke's purchases.

After one hour of procuring supplies, Smoke thought that he had everything that he needed.

"Well, I think that's it," said Smoke. Suddenly, the OrkElves stomach growled. He realized that they had not eaten breakfast yet. He took out an ancient bison jerky and gave some to his two OrkElf guides. "Eat this," he offered to the two of them.

"Meat!" eagerly yelled Esper and grabbed one of the jerky.

Colere tried to be calm about getting Smoke's offered food, but he stumbled on his cart's handle before he got to him. "Thank you," he said bashfully after getting up on his feet.

While all of them were eating, Smoke thought it was time to go find a temporary location to stay.

"After this, we should head for a place to rest," said Smoke out loud.

"Alright, what kind of inn would you prefer? The overprice kind but the best in the city, or the affordable but comfortable one?" asked Esper.

"None of those. I want you to show me where you two live. I was thinking of spending my days there while I'm still searching for a lead on my quest," replied Smoke cordially.

"What?!" she asked in disbelief. "You have all that money, and you want to stay with us in our dump?"

Smoke kept smiling pleasantly. "Yes. Also, I'd love to see the other OrkElves you were talking about earlier."

"Fine!" muttered Esper. "Colere, let's go." She kept mumbling while leading Smoke to where they were staying. "...Out of all the foreigners looking for a guide, we had to have the one who was such a cheapskate!"
 
 
   * * * * * *  
 
   


As they passed through the city gates, Smoke noticed thousands of massive ballistae scattered on top of the walls. However, these ballistae were made of stone.

"What are those?" he asked pointing to the humongous weapons perched on the walls.

"Breathtaking Ballistae," promptly answered Colere. "Personally, I would prefer a regular ballistae, but those weapons use magic. I'm not really sure how they work, but I think they suck in air, and attack using air bolts. Hence, the name."

'Are ballistae a go to weapon for OrkElves?' he secretly wondered to himself.

"Are they automatic?" questioned Smoke, refocusing his attention on the magical weapons.

"Not really, the Prime Wizard of Vona controls them from his tower," answered the brutish OrkElf while dragging his filled-up cart.

"Oh, did you need help with that?" offered Smoke as he noticed how heavy it must have been.

"No, no. I got it," grunted Colere. "But how are you at close combat? There might be a need to defend ourselves when we reach the plains of Geparden."

"Is that the start of the sand cheetahs' territory?" asked Smoke.

"Yes, but don't worry. I can defend you myself now," answered Esper, flexing her muscles. "We may have worthless fathers, but they did give us sturdy bodies.... If only I was stronger back then. Maybe, Souer would still be alive today."

Smoke caught Colere give Esper a sorrowful look, but quickly tried to change the subject.

"We, OrkElves are still significantly weak when we're still below ten years old, but beyond that age... Well, let's just say that we're survivors," explained the burly Colere.

"Hm. I don't think I'm really good at close combat," said Smoke somberly as he recalled how Sharur and Laernea died in front of him when he fought against Ultimo.

"But I plan to change that soon," he said strongly with conviction.

Suddenly, he saw the source of the sweet fragrance of the land. A forest filled with pomegranate trees greeted them as soon as they stepped outside the city gates.

As they entered the trees, Smoke got interested in the several low level monsters feeding on its fruits. There were a few stone deer munching on the fallen pomegranates, these monsters were well known to him as they gave delicious meat.

However, there were a few that he had never seen before.

He spotted a very large squirrel, about the size of a small house-cat, which was suddenly attacked by a large black raven. The raven's claws grabbed the squirrel's bushy tail and carried it off its branch, revealing the squirrel's name and life bar, spittle squirrel (3,500/4,000 HP).

Smoke thought the spittle squirrel was a goner until it used its saliva as a projectile, and attacked the bird's eye. Thus, revealing the bird's details, rancid raven (6,200/7,000 HP). The spittle squirrel spat out four more times, and the rancid raven was forced to let go of its tail.

"That little guy looks really tough," pointed out Smoke as he directed their attention to the escaping spittle squirrel.

"Yeah, you better not mess with them, Faux," warned Colere. "They usually have families of up to ten, and their spit attacks have a bit of poison in them."

Smoke was not deterred by the poison. He salivated as he wondered what their meat would taste like, but he could not hunt them now. His disguise as an Earth Elementalist greatly limited his abilities.

They passed by the pomegranate forest unhindered by these low level beasts. Smoke surmised that he could probably kill them with one shot if they did try to make a move on them, but none of the spittle squirrels ever did.

After two hours of trekking passed, they exited the forest of pomegranates and reached the plains of Geparden. Smoke's Cunning of the Dire Fox instantly sensed four larger monsters approaching them fast.

Melding Igniz's mana from within his symbiote's concealed chamber, Smoke used his Telefax Vision to see the fast approaching sand cheetahs.

Smoke quickly took out his Digger's Wand and created a wide trench in front of them, of about eight meters wide and fifteen meters deep. Due to his extensive Earth Manipulation training, the effects of his wand had greatly improve as well.

However, the sand cheetahs only picked up their pace. The agile monsters were unperturbed by his actions, and careened towards them even faster.

With one strong pounce, the sand cheetahs leapt across Smoke's trench.

Quickly judging the monsters' distance, Smoke knew they could cross the gap. He pointed his left palm on the edge of the trench near him, and a wall suddenly sprang out from the ground.

THUD THUD THUD THUD

All of the sand cheetahs fell inside his freshly made trap. He lowered the earth wall, revealing the bewildered monsters inside.

They were desperately jumping to escape his trap, but only their heads could come out. The sand cheetahs even resorted to climbing on top of each other, but these monsters were not great at balancing, and toppled on top of one another.

The monsters life bars appeared. All of them had 80,000 HP.

With the monsters captured, he turned to face his OrkElf guides. "They're tougher than they look."

"Not really, once you attack their necks, they will fall like flies," explained Colere.

"Is that so?" asked Smoke, intrigued. "Let me try —" but he was not able to finish, as a coalition of twenty sand cheetahs were picked up by his Cunning of the Dire Fox.

"I thought you said they only traveled in a small coalition?" he questioned his OrkElf guides.

"Yeah, this is a small coalition," replied Esper as she prepared her fists. "We don't consider anything to be many unless they reach at least a thousand. Don't worry you'll understand after you see what a real horde is like."

Pretending to be scared, Smoke nodded nervously. "So, you two can handle these monsters, right?" he said in an uncertain voice.

The coalition of sand cheetahs blindly charged at them. Smoke readied himself to save his guides at the last moment, by preparing to dig a tunnel under them and seal them there.

For now, Smoke created a small pillar and stood on top of it. "Alright, I'll stay here and attack some of them with my earth magic."

However, he had no real intention of this as he only wanted to see the two of them in action.

Esper and Colere guarded opposite directions below Smoke's pillar, and faced the sand cheetahs with their bare hands.

The brutish OrkElf grabbed the two nearest monsters by their necks and quickly squeezed the lives out of them.

Whereas, Esper delivered an accurate blow to a sand cheetah's lower jaw, sending it upward. With its neck exposed, she sent several swift blows to the monster's jugulars and killed it instantly.

Yet, while she eliminated one of them, two more sunk their jaws into her calves.

Smoke was about to help Esper out, but she did not look bothered by their attacks. Her life bar was revealed, indicating (238,000/250,000 HP).

Esper casually struck the back of their necks, sending them to the ground. Once she downed them, she proceeded to stomp on their necks, snuffing out the last of their hit points.

Smoke then turned to check on Colere's side, and found a total of four dead sand cheetahs beside him.

Soon after, the remaining sand cheetahs retreated with even faster speed than from when they were charging to attack.

"We should go after them," said Smoke, lowering his earth pillar.

"No, don't bother," replied Colere. "Once a sand cheetah decides to run, it is extremely difficult to catch up to it."

"Yeah, even with a child in its mouth," sullenly added Esper. She then peered over the trapped sand cheetahs in Smoke's trench. "What are you going to do with them? Their pelts do sell for at least five zecs, but they make better roofs though."

Smoke then notice both of the OrkElves gather the loot and stow them into Colere's cart, clearly with no intention of giving any of it to Smoke.

"I think, I'll let you have these four pelts as well," he replied.

"You want us to go down and kill them?" asked Colere.

"No, it's alright. They're already dead," answered Smoke. With his Earth Manipulation, he raised the dead bodies of the sand cheetahs before they faded out of existence. He had pierced them with pin-point earth spikes aimed at their necks while the two were collecting their loot.

"How did you?" ask a dumbfounded Esper. "Wait! If you could have killed them that easily, then were you just testing us all along?"

The female OrkElf huffed loudly and was about to storm off. Colere hurriedly went to his cart and prepared to go after her.

"Esper, you can have all of these pelts as well," called out Smoke.

Instantly, Esper stopped. She turned around and hurriedly collected Smoke's loot. "Why didn't you say it sooner."

After she gathered the pelts, she turned to face Smoke. "So, you ready to go?" she asked politely.

"Lead the way," replied Smoke.

"The sand cheetahs usually don't attack again after another twenty-four hours," explained Colere as they began walking again. "We're not really sure why they do this, but I think it's because their pride are so hurt that it takes them that long to recover."

The three of them continued on their trek of the plains for another hour. The noon sun was confirmed by the grumbling of the two OrkElves' stomachs.

"We have arrived," said Esper, and she pointed over to a smaller group of pomegranates trees in the middle of nowhere.

As soon as they entered the pomegranate trees, a notification window popped up.
 
 
    
     
     
       
       	 + Entered Natur Spring

  This spring in the plains of Geparden has been made into a temporary home by several OrkElves
  
      
 
     
    
 
   
 
   
'So, even the game does not recognize this place as a village,' he observed.

With only a few meters in, they were greeted by several OrkElf children. Smoke counted at least fifty of them.

They had lighter skin tones and pointier ears than the older OrkElves, and looked more like WoodElves or HighElves. The only defining OrkElf features were their brownish skin and strong chin. Smoke surmised that the OrkElf appearance must become clearer when they grow older.

Smoke was flocked by the children as it was their first time seeing an outsider come to their make-shift village.

"Hey, Mister, what are you doing in OrkElf Haven?" asked a boy from one of the younger OrkElves.

"OrkElf Haven?" asked Smoke.

"Our village," explained the boy. "We call it OrkElf Haven. Although, I did hear one of the newcomers say that there was another OrkElf village by that name and I know that there's even an OrkElf Heaven, but we are the real OrkElf Haven."

Smoke nodded seriously, trying hard to assure the young OrkElf of his claim. "I see."

"Come, Faux, this way," said Esper. "Faux, Faux. Oi, Faux!" she yelled out when Smoke did not respond.

"Yeah?" said Smoke suddenly turning around. It had been more than two weeks, but he still was getting used to the alias he picked out for himself.

"I said this way," grumbled Esper. "You wanted to stay in our house, right?"

"Yes, yes, I'll be right there," answered Smoke. He quickly faced the children, and gave them small chocolate pieces that he bought from the city. "I'll be back to give you some more."

The children curiously looked at the chocolate pieces and stared at it blankly. This was their first time seeing it.

Smoke took another piece from his bag and ate it.

The OrkElf children followed his lead. Their eyes widened with delight as soon as the sweet chocolate melted inside their mouths.

Smoke quickly followed after Esper and Colere. Before he could walk farther away, he heard the children screaming with delight and chattering at their first chocolate experience.

Shortly after, in the middle of the pomegranates, he found a medium-sized spring. Some trees had a few sand cheetah pelts thrown in their branches, while other trees had even more. Yet, there was one tree who had the most sand cheetah pelts. It was then that Smoke understood that these were their houses. The monster pelts served as their roof and walls at the same time.

Then, Colere stopped his cart in front of the pomegranate tree with the most cheetah pelts, and Esper sat under it. "Well, this is it. Home sweet home," she said with a smirk.

'I expected far worse than this. At least they know not to make the water contaminated with their filth,' thought Smoke to himself.

"This is very quaint," he said to Esper. "Your house seems to be the biggest one in this village."

"Well, Colere has killed the most sand cheetahs," she answered passively. "But it is still nothing to brag about."

"Why don't the two of you gather all of the other OrkElves here, and I'll whip something up for you," said Smoke suddenly.

"Huh?" Esper said, confused.

"Just go and call everyone here," repeated a smiling Smoke.

After Esper and Colere left, he quickly went to work. He raised a large pot from the ground, and placed in all of the ingredients for an ancient bison stew. He thought a good broth should liven up the OrkElves.

In less than twenty minutes, all of the OrkElves were gathered in front of the spring. Several clay bowls filled with ancient bison stew awaited all of them.

The OrkElves did not wait for any invitation, and immediately began consuming the broth.

Smoke smiled at the sight of the OrkElves. He knew that doing this was delaying him from finding a lead on the Magietrois, but he knew that it was what Sharur and Laernea would have wanted him to do.

"Feel free to get some more," he said to the feeding OrkElves, and pointed to the over-sized clay pot filled with stew.

"And while you're eating, allow me to entertain you with a little magic," said Smoke to them.

Several earth pillars rose from the ground behind the eating crowd. As they had formed a circle, he also created a circular path of pillars.

It had taken him thirty minutes to finish the pillars, and by then all of his stew was consumed. Yet, the OrkElves stayed in their place and watched in awe of his Earth Manipulation.

Next, he closed the gaps between the pillars by raising up earth walls, which rose taller than the pillars themselves. He then bent them downward, creating a roof-like covering.

Another hour passed when he finished this. Some of the OrkElves had gotten up to get a drink from the spring. Others grabbed some pomegranates and chewed on them. Yet, none of them stopped watching the earth magic before them.

A total of two hours into his magic show, Smoke had a created a large doughnut-like structure with the cold flowing spring water at its center. He then made several small windows on the wall of the circular edifice, allowing air to freely pass through it. He also made two large entrances on opposite directions, which had matching curved sliding earth gates.  

"I'm sorry it's very basic. I'm still mastering my Earth Manipulation," explained Smoke after he finished the large earth structure.

"This is already great as it is," said Colere in amazement.

"I'm not sure how many of you would be needed to move the sliding gates. Maybe we should try it now?" suggested Smoke.

At once, four OrkElves tried to move the curved sliding gate but it would not budge. It was not until six of them that it began to move.

Seeing the slow motion of closing the gate, proved ineffective to Smoke. He made the earth sliding gates thinner, making them slightly lighter.

This time, with six of the OrkElves pushing and pulling, it took less than ten seconds for them to close the curved sliding gate.

After finishing the gates, a notification window popped up.
 
 
    
     
     
       
       	 + Established a new Settlement

  After creating a habitable environment for the residents of this area, you have created a new settlement.

  > Please name this place.
  > Please name a settlement leader.

  Note:
    You can name yourself as the leader or appoint it to somebody else.
  
      
 
     
    
 
   
 
   
Unsure of what to name it, he walked over to Colere and Esper. "What do you think of the name OrkElf Haven for this place? Do the two of you like it?"

"That's just what some of the children are calling it," explained Esper. "But it's too childish in my opinion. Not even Souer would call this place that."

After hearing Esper, Smoke knew what to name the settlement. He maximized the window and entered Souer Settlement. As for the settlement leader he appointed it to Colere and Esper.
 
 
    
     
     
       
       	 + Established Souer Settlement

  You have created a great place for 300 OrkElves to start their lives. All of them now have high regards toward you.

  + Intimacy with Souer Settlers has risen to 85
  + Intimacy with Souer Settler Leaders has risen to 90
  
      
 
     
    
 
   
 
   

At once, all of the other OrkElves knelt down in front of the three of them, and yelled out in unison. "We swear fealty to you both, Colere and Esper."

The two OrkElves were shocked by the sudden development.

"Alright, why don't you tell everyone to start naming this place Souer Settlement from now on," said Smoke to the two of them.

As the two new settlement leaders were about to spread the word, Smoke called them back. "Oh, and please distribute the supplies that we brought from the city. Those are for all of you here to share."

"Thank you so much, Faux, thank you!" cried out Esper and hurriedly began unpacking Colere's cart.

Smoke then looked up to the sky and saw that the afternoon sun was about to set.

'I feel like I just cooked lunch and now it's already time to make dinner,' he thought to himself, amused.

However, before he began preparing the food, he went outside the doughnut-like structure, and called someone.

"Hello, Sierra? You're not going to believe what I found in Sawtorn," began Smoke as he told her of the OrkElves and his initial findings of Zectas' Southern Continent.

 
 
   * * * * * *  
 
   


The cold water spring at the heart of Souer Settlement gave out a red glow as the dawn's sun rays made contact with it.

Smoke had just logged back in Zectas after leaving it for only eight hours. He needed this precious hours to get in his scheduled power nap in the real world.

Regaining his senses, he saw that most of the OrkElves were still asleep. They were tired from last night's celebration of their new settlement. Only a few were awake, busy looking into the items Smoke had bought for them.

Amidst the gathered OrkElves, Smoke spotted Colere and Esper. They quickly came to where he was as soon as they saw him.

"Welcome back, Faux," greeted a smiling Esper. "So, where do you want us to guide you, next?"

Smoke rose a large rectangular table from the ground, and took out a map of the Sawtorn Continent from his bag. He laid it out for the two of them to see.

"I want you to point out the other OrkElf Settlements you were telling me earlier," began Smoke. "I plan to pay them a visit."

As expected, Smoke saw their faces light up at his news.

"Thank you so much for doing this," said Esper. "Who knew there were Sonstwelters such as yourself."

"Exactly!" happily added Colere. "Most of the OrkElves who venture in the city were only offered Jobs as hired Mercenaries by the Sonstwelters."

"Really?" asked a surprise Smoke. "I didn't see any other OrkElves when we were purchasing our supplies."

"That's probably because we stayed in the market district," replied Colere. "Only Merchant Sonstwelters commonly stay there, and they're usually too cheap to even hire an OrkElf."

"Yeah, I think so too," added Esper. "Most of the hired OrkElves stay with their Sonstwelter bosses in the entertainment district or near the arena. I think there is going to be a special event being held in the stadium soon."

Smoke made sure to make a mental note of this newly acquired information.

"That sounds really interesting, but let's get back to marking those OrkElf Settlements in the map for now," said Smoke.

After Colere and Espere updated his map, a series of Map Location windows popped up. He closed all of them, as he would not be using any of them yet.

"Thanks for this," said Smoke. "I'll be heading out, now."

"Huh? But don't you want us to guide you anywhere else?" asked Esper.

Smoke shook his head. He then took out two jewels from his bag and gave one to both of them. "I know we said three-hundred zecs a day, but I hope you won't mind if I paid you both in jewels."

Then, a notification window popped up.
 
 
    
     
     
       
       	 + Verbal Contract Completed

> You have paid Colere Ecarte for his services as a guide
> You have paid Esper Ecarte for her services as a guide

+ 10 Fame
+ 200 Experience
  
      
 
     
    
 
   
 
   
Smoke smirked after he read the notification window.

"Well, I guess this it. I'll see the two of you around," said Smoke and left for Vona City. Restricted not to show his gliding ability, he had to walk out of the pomegranates.

As soon as he was out of the OrkElves' sight, Smoke leapt up and glided away swiftly. He headed straight back to Vona in order to investigate the other parts of the city.

It took him less than an hour to spot the gateway city. Since he needed to keep up with appearances, Smoke decided to land and walk the remaining distance of one kilometer.

He landed deep in the forest of pomegranate trees, and thought that this was a perfect opportunity to hunt the spittle squirrels.

"Looks like we'll have squirrels on the grill, Igniz," said Smoke as he let out his symbiote from his hidden metallic chamber.

Smoke only needed one of his arrows to kill one, while Igniz would often require two shots with his fireballs if it was not a critical strike.

Together, the two of them hunted down three hundred spittle squirrels before reaching the city gates. He thought about cooking the squirrels before entering the city, but he feared that he might be spotted by passersby.

He had Igniz hide inside his orb-like chamber, and headed towards the city gates. As soon as he left the pomegranate forest, he felt the deadly Breathtaking Ballistae temporarily aim at him. The defensive sentry weapons reverted back to a neutral position as soon as they recognized him as a DarkElf, and not an Ork.

Back in the city, he immediately headed straight for Vona's arena. There, he saw groups of three to six OrkElves obediently following a single Sonstwelter with a Job of a Mage, or of a similar variant.

"Do they look happy to you, Igniz?" Smoke whispered to his hidden symbiote. He didn't need to see his dark ember sprite bobbing its head to know that he would have said yes.

'At least they look healthy,' observed Smoke while watching them follow their contracted masters.

"Tickets! Tickets! Get your tickets, here!" suddenly cried a lioness Lioumerean.

"What are those tickets for?" asked Smoke.

"Why, for the finals in the battle arena, of course," replied the Lioumerean skeptically. "This will decide who will be Vona's representative for Vitzytl Kingdom's Magi Gagnant Tournament in the capital city of Votl. Don't you know that?"

"Of course, I know about the tournament," quickly replied Smoke. "I just wanted to make sure what kind of ticket I'm buying. I don't want to end up suddenly watching some spittle squirrel competition, now, would I?"

The lioness Lioumerean's gaze on him did not change. In fact, it became even more suspicious than before.

"So, how much?" asked Smoke as he fished for zecs inside his bag.

The scalper eyed him from head to foot. She hesitatingly signaled him two fingers. "Two thousand zecs, but I don't think you can afford it."

Due to his low Beggar ranking, his Earth Elementalist disguise appeared more tattered than he had hoped.  

'I guess looking like a beggar isn't acceptable even in Vitzytl Kingdom,' angrily thought Smoke to himself.

Aside from getting mad, he also felt like being robbed as the ticket was relatively expensive, considering that he could pay two guides at the price of three-hundred zecs a day.

"Here," said a perturbed Smoke, handing her the exact amount. "Just because I look like this doesn't mean I can't pay."

Having experienced the elitist discrimination on a daily basis, he had mostly gotten used to the stares, but today, he reached his limit with her. 

'I really need to get a rank up on my Beggar Job soon,' he reminded himself strongly as he entered the arena.
 
 
   * * * * * *  
 
   


Walking into the large elliptical stadium, he estimated that it was slightly smaller than the one in Centzo, where he participated in the Swordsman to Knight Tournament. He saw a metallic plaque on the side of the wall.
 
 
    
     
     
       
       	 Volution Arena

  Seating Capacity: 80,000
  Dimensions: 200 meters long, 180 meters wide, 60 meters tall
  
      
 
     
    
 
   
 
   
Then, he was called by one of the arena attendants, a beautiful brunette WoodElf. "Your ticket please, Sir."

Smoke handed her the scalper's ticket.

"Oh, you're in section eighty-two. That would be ten doors to your left," she pleasantly explained and returned the ticket to him.

He remembered how a stadium of this size required several entrances to avoid the crowd from, well from crowding in its pathways.

The arena had been almost filled, as only a few seats were free. When he spotted his chair, he found that he was in the high-end section of the arena. He could tell, from their clothes. Their robes alone must have cost fifty-thousand zecs.

Most of the people seating there were either Sonstwelters with the Jobs of Mage variations or Zectians belonging to aristocrats.

"Excuse me, excuse me," said Smoke humbly, as he passed through them.

"Hey, hey, hey, general seating is way up there," said a haughty Zectian nobleman. He pointed to the seats way up the top section of the stadium.

"But my seat is over there," replied Smoke, showing him his ticket and pointing to the remaining seat available.

The nobleman guffed and exaggeratedly gave room for Smoke to pass, not allowing any part of their clothing to touch.

'Maybe it isn't so bad having a low Beggar Job. At least, I get to see such stupid reactions like this,' thought Smoke to himself as he laughed inwardly.

Once seated, he glanced over to the people sitting next to him. To his left was an old Zectian HighElf, he appeared to be a High Wizard. To his right was a young Zectian WoodElf. Smoke surmised him to be a nobleman, he looked barely in his twenties.

The two of them kept on looking at each other and at Smoke. So, he thought he should just confront them. "Yes? Can I help you with something?" he asked, annoyed.

The old High Wizard smiled. "Well, I accidentally bought tickets that weren't seated next to each other, and I was hoping if I could trade seats with you so I could sit next to my Lord."

Smoke looked at the High Wizard and back to the young Lord. Both of them were looking at him with hopeful smiles.

"Oh, sure, sure. I thought it was something else," replied Smoke sheepishly.

The High Wizard and Smoke changed places.

"Thank you so much for allowing me to correct my mistake, my name is Mouche," said the High Wizard and offered his hand to Smoke.

"Faux," replied Smoke and shook hands with the old man.

"And allow me to present, Lord Avilo Dawkins, potential heir to Vitzytl Kingdom," said Mouche pointing to the young aristocrat.

"A pleasure to meet you, Faux. But please don't pay any mind to the title. About half of the noblemen here are all potential heirs to the throne," explained Avilo, and shook hands with Smoke as well.

"A pleasure, Lord Avilo," replied a surprised Smoke. His answers were short as he still felt guilty for thinking that they were elitists, out to give him a hard time.

"Lord Avilo here is a great fan of Vona's Prime Wizard, Ouragan," said Mouche suddenly.

Smoke nodded politely, not knowing anything about Vona's Prime Wizard.

Avilo interjected excitedly. "But we must not discredit Tsunamae as well. She was the only Sonstwelter to defeat everyone in the preliminaries, including Prime Wizard Ouragan's first disciple, Brise."

"Yeah, Brise was very powerful as well. They say he is only three levels below the Prime Wizard. So, this fight should be something to see," added Avilo eagerly.

"And the winner of this will get to go to Votl?" asked Smoke, trying to appear knowledgeable about the tournament.

"Yes. It will be better watching the championships back at home," replied Avilo.

"Lord Avilo is the ninth in line to rule over Vitzytl Kingdom," added Mouche. "Of course there are also other Lords here attending. They're here to scout on who to bet on for the championships."

Smoke remembered the time when the other nobles in Chayotl Kingdom were said to have placed bets on himself during the Mounted Race event back in Coatl City.

"Of course, Lord Avilo does not participate in such an abhor practice," added Mouche.

Avilo nodded energetically. "I just think it would dishonor such talented and powerful individuals to place bets on them."

"That's very noble of you," commended Smoke.

Avilo smiled but kept staring at Smoke, until he finally spoke his mind. "Excuse me, Faux, but why do you have a mask?"

"My Lord, it is rude to ask such things," interjected Mouche. "Please forgive Lord Avilo, he still lacks proper manners at times."

Smoke smiled at the two of them. They treated them with such high regard that he felt like royalty himself.

"Oh, come now, Mouche. I was just wondering if it is a powerful artifact or if Faux has a scar on his face."

"I have been cursed, and the mask helps me with it," lied Smoke, partially.

"Oh, then you should head for Votl City too," offered Avilo. "We have the best Purifiers in the Kingdom, and if that still doesn't work you can try Thanotl Kingdom. They do have better Priests than us, and their—"

Avilo was suddenly cut off by an announcer's voice booming throughout the arena.

"Duke Fiable, Lords, Ladies, and Gentlemen of Vona City, I welcome you to the nine-hundred-ninety-ninth Magi Gagnant Tournament!" yelled the announcer. "Please direct your attention to our four giant screens on the opposite sides of your seats."

Then, four large jumbo screens came out from the ground, and displayed a zoomed in vision of the large circular ring at the center of the arena.

The announcer's voice boomed once more. "No more need to use lenses, binoculars or telescopes. All thanks to our sponsors of jumbo screens, the Light Wizards of Gauge. Things appear right in front of you with the guaranteed Gauge Vision. This message is approved by the Royal Wizard Council of Vitzytl Kingdom."

A loud audible groan overcame the crowd as the announcer kept on with the commercials.

"Our finalists are known to have quick and direct spars, but in an event of a long drawn out battle, you might want to have something to snack on. Our mobile vendors of Dearest Deer are selling their tasty venison sandwiches. Please feel free to grab a bite," added the announcer as he continued with the tournament sponsors.

"Get on with it already!" roared a lion Lioumerean in the general seating section above Smoke.

Disguised as Faux, it was difficult to turn around and looked up with his mask on, but Smoke could see that the crowd above had caused a rumpus.

"What savages, why are they even allowed to watch these prestigious events," said the haughty aristocrat who asked for Smoke's ticket.

"All of us have magic in us, Lord Hautain," said Avilo. "Is it not only fair to those who have magic to be able to watch it?"

"Lord Avilo, your words do make sense. However, it does not quite follow the ways of Tlaltezinism. I do, however, thank you for educating me. In future, I will act more properly to that accord," replied Hautain unwillingly, forcibly giving a bow to the younger aristocrat.

"And I do pray for your proper education as well, Lord Hautain," countered Avilo with a smile.

Smoke then whispered to Mouche. "Let me guess, that Hautain is lower ranked than Lord Avilo, huh?"

The old High Wizard tried hard to suppress chuckling. "Yes. Lord Hautain is eightieth in line for the throne."

Suddenly, the announcer's voice got Smoke's attention once more. "And now let us hear a few words from Vona's Mayor. Please give a warm Vona welcome to his grace, Duke Fiable."

The jumbovision screen zoomed in a young Elf seated in the most important Duke's throne of Vona. His pale skin and white hair, much whiter than Smoke's, gave him an angelic visage.

'He must be a LightElf,' surmised Smoke as he had only read about them in the forums, and belonged to the unplayable races like the Orks, Centaurs, and other restricted races.

"Citizens of Vona, I welcome you to our city's finals for the representative of the 999th Magi Gagnant Tournament," bellowed the youthful Duke. "We offer this battle to our god, Tlaltezin. We know that only the strong shall have the right and dominion of the weak."

Fiable suddenly disappeared from his throne, and instantly reappeared in the ring. He suddenly took a knife out from his pocket and cut his left palm open with it. He then let out a few droplets of blood on the ring. "God, Tlaltezin, accept this sacrifice in your name."

The ring then glowed red, and several engraved runes appeared on the sides of the circular stage.

Fiable vanished once more as suddenly as he materialized on the ring, and returned to his royal seat.

"There you have it, folks! Mayor of Vona City, Duke Fiable," yelled out the announcer, and the audience cheered loudly.

'Fiable looks strong, maybe as strong as Ultimo if not stronger,' surmised Smoke.

The announcer's voice boomed once again. "The rules of the finals are the same as the preliminaries. Winning qualifies by out of the ring, surrender of a competitor, or death."

Smoke was slightly taken aback that death was considered fair game in what was supposed to be a sporting tournament.

"And now, for the moment we've all paid to see!" yelled out the announcer.

A puff of smoke suddenly appeared on the western side of the arena. The jumbovision screen focused on the emerging silhouette.

"The lady of the water, who flooded her competition in the preliminaries, the one, the only, Summoner Tsunamae!" yelled the announcer loudly, prolonging the name of the female Sonstwelter.

A DarkElf came out from the smoke, and stepped onto the stage. Her purple skin and white hair matched Smoke's completely. Yet, her face looked exotic to Smoke. She donned an ocean-blue robe which stuck to her skin tightly, displaying her vivacious curves. Her upper body was slightly covered only by a short blue cape.

The announcer's voice boomed. "Now, for a man who needs no introduction, our undefeated champion, the Prime Wizard of Vona, Ouragan."

Smoke searched for a puff of smoke like Tsunamae's, but no such theatrics came. Instead, the jumbovision screen zoomed up in the sky.

A figure came crashing down towards the arena. As he came closer to the ground, the individual became clearer, he was an old HighElf. He suddenly opened his cape, and landed softly in the opposite side of the ring from Tsunamae.

If Smoke had not seen it himself, he would have thought that Ouragan's frail frame would fall down at any given time. The High Wizard wore a sky-blue robes, blue pointed hat, a black cape, and a small elder wand on his right hand.

The two of them stared at each other. Then, the announcer's voice covered the arena. "Prime Wizard Ouragan, Tsunamae, when you hear the gong, let hell break lose!"

GONG

At once, Tsunamae summoned four humanoid-water-elementals, with the height of Ouragan, and surrounded the old HighElf.  

Ouragan took out his wand, and waved it in a circular motion. At once a large cyclone protected him and hit the humanoid-water-elementals.

A cold chill overcame Smoke, as Ouragan's counter-spell reached the area of their seats.

When Ouragan's attack stopped, the humanoid-water-elementals remained where they stood. The screen zoomed in on Tsunamae's face, and her smirk was seen clearly.

"Water Spikes, now!" she yelled.

Yet, her frozen humanoid-water-elementals did not respond.

Tsunamae pointed her palms over to them, and the bodies of the frozen elementals glowed with a bright blue.

However, her summons still did not move.

On the other side of the ring, Ouragan calmly pointed his wand at her. Then, her frozen humanoid-water-elementals' hands became sharp blades, and turned to face her. Without any warning, they all charged towards their Summoner.

Tsunamae did a quick incantation and canceled her summons. The swirling waters inside made cracks on the frozen summons, and they crumbled on top of the ring before making contact with her.

Yet, Ouragan was already flying above her, and sent a powerful gust of wind aimed at her back. Tsunamae was sent tumbling across the ring. Her life bar displayed (210,000/250,000 HP), as she bounced on the floor. She almost fell out of the ring, but a gigantic water hand caught her. Her water giant, four-meters in height, placed her gently back on the ring.

In the midst of her toppling, Tsunamae managed to summon a giant-water-elemental.

'That's even bigger than the Gargantuan Goblins,' observed Smoke.

Cold wind came rushing back around the arena once more, as a powerful cyclone enveloped Tsunamae's summon. Yet, this time, her summon remained unfrozen.

Her water giant unleashed a rain of waterballs on Ouragan. The Prime Wizard promptly replied by creating a barrier of circulating wind in front of him. All of the water balls were repelled, and the ring below his barrier was flooded with water.

Suddenly, several water-whips came out from the puddle of water, and intertwined around the Prime Wizard's body. The HighElf's life bar displayed (895,000/900,000 HP).

Ouragan shook his head in disbelief, surprised by the sneak attack. With one flick of his wand, several swords made of air appeared around him. The air blades instantly severed the water-whips. After freeing Ouragan, the air blades went straight for Tsunamae.

This time, it was Tsunamae's turn to create a water barrier. However, the air blades started spinning fast, creating small whirlpools in her barricade. After a few seconds, a wide gap appeared in the water barrier, and the other blades trying to breakthrough entered it.

SHINK SHINK SHINK SHINK

Several air blades pierced through her body. Her blood tainted the hard-to-see blades, making them clearer. They blades looked like crimson falchions, painted with Tsunamae's blood.

Meanwhile, the giant-water-elemental's attack became more fierce as well, and finally broke through Ouragan's air barrier.

However, the old HighElf welcomed the waterballs with open arms. A flood of waterballs struck Ouragan, but one waterball could only inflict 200 damage points on him.

Whereas, several more air blades appeared around Tsunamae and continually skewered her.

Both of their attacks kept on. It had become a contest to see who would endure the longest, but Tsunamae's life bar quickly went red, while Ouragan's was still in the green.

The giant-water-elemental ceased its attack and it desperately ran towards its summoner. It covered Tsunamae from further air blade attacks, but it was too late. The DarkElf's life bar had already been completely depleted.

Tsunamae's giant-water-elemental disappeared out of existence simultaneously as her body.

"Woooooooooh!"

"Hooooooohaaaaa!"

"Ayiyiyiyiyiyi!"

The audience of the stadium erupted into cheers.

"Our winner, and still the undefeated representative of Vona City....Ouragan!" yelled out the stadium announcer.

Smoke then heard Avilo cheer loudly. "Wooooohoooo! I told you he could do it, Mouche, I told you. Didn't I tell you?"

"That you did, my Lord," cheerfully replied Mouche. "I do hope that he gets the title of honorary Magietrois this time, my Lord."

Smoke's pointed DarkElf ears quickly picked up on what the old High Wizard said. "What was that about Ouragan becoming an honorary Magietrois?"

"Oh, if you win the Magi Gagnant Tournament at least three times, you'll be given the title of honorary Magietrois," explained Mouche. "You know, since according to legend, it was one of the real Magietrois who created the tournament in the first place."

"In fact, I heard that sometimes the Magietrois herself presents the award to the champion," added Mouche.

"I see," excitedly answered Smoke.

"Did you also know that it was said to be the Magietrois who made the Sawtorn Continent habitable?" said the old Steward

"Really? I heard about a story of how powerful Mages were supposedly the ones who created those pomegranate forests," answered Smoke. "Were they actually the Magietrois?"

Mouche could no longer entertain his questions as Avilo kept pulling his arm.

"Excuse us, Faux, but we must go. Ouragan is a very busy man and I'd like to personally congratulate him before he leaves the arena," said Avilo. "It was nice to meet you," said the young aristocrat and pulled Mouche towards the exit.

"I was wondering if I could join you," called out Smoke, but Mouche could only wave goodbye as Avilo was already sprinting towards the exit.
 
 
   * * * * * *  
 
   


Smoke left the arena with a pleased grin. Finally, he had a clue about the Magietrois.

'I wonder how I can get to know more about the Magi Gagnant Tournament? I guess I'll be heading for the library next,' decided Smoke and asked around for its location.

He punched himself in the head for not visiting the library sooner.

'Even though it was great; meeting Esper, Colere, and the rest of the OrkElves, I still should have gotten more books to read,' he sternly lectured himself.

In search of the library, he spotted a smiling Gnome. Smoke was not sure what it was, but the Gnome seem odd to him.

"Good day," said Smoke to the Gnome as he walked over to him. "My name is Faux, I was hoping you can tell me where the library is?"

While talking to the Gnome, Smoke realized why he looked different, he was the tallest Gnome he had ever met. He almost reached Smoke's shoulder.

"Oh, you must be wondering why I am tall," he replied. "I am a Gnolf."

"A Gnolf, huh?" replied Smoke, curiously nodding his head.

Suddenly, an OrkElf came running by, and handed the Gnolf a bag of what sounded like zecs.

"Same time next week, Jünger, and please tell mom to stop worrying about me," hurriedly explained the OrkElf and sprinted away.

The OrkElf then joined a group of other OrkElves who were following a Sonstwelter Mage.

"What was that about?" unconsciously asked Smoke out loud.

"That was my older brother, Eigen," answered the Gnolf. "He just joined the service of some Sonstwelter named Zufällig."

The Gnolf shrugged his shoulders. "He insists on working, even though my father is doing well on his business. In fact, my father told me that he just bought an item from a new arrival at the docks just yesterday, which he sold for almost 200,000 zecs," lengthily explained Jünger. "Although, technically, my father is his step-father, but still. It isn't like he is being neglected."

"That sounds very interesting, but what about the library?" asked Smoke, refocusing the Gnolf on his question.

"Oh, yeah. It's just past the market district. A tall red-bricked-building, can't miss it," replied the Gnolf.

"Alright, thanks," said Smoke and headed for the market district.

'Hm. It's getting dark,' observed Smoke as he saw the skyline turn auburn.

'I should head over to the same appraisal shop and get another gem exchanged,' he thought to himself. He planned to buy more supplies and visit the other OrkElf Settlements marked by Esper and Colere.

As he headed for the market district, he decided to check on his hidden partner.

"Are you okay?" Smoke whispered to his chest, and peeked inside Igniz's secret chamber.

Igniz sleepily nodded. His glow was a dull purple.

'Guess he must have been sleeping,' surmised a smiling Smoke.

On the way to the market district, he had to pass by the entertainment district. There, he spotted plenty of DarkElf Sonstwelters with at least two OrkElves contracted into their service.

Walking near one of them, Smoke overheard a DarkElf's conversation to his OrkElves. "How much would it cost if I change your name to Sharur?"

"Sharur? Why in the world would I want to change my name," indignantly asked the OrkElf. "Wachs is a great name. My adopted father gave it to me."

Smoke was glad he had his earth-mask on, otherwise the Sonstwelter could have clearly seen him smirking.

'I guess the story about other Sonstwelters wanting to be me was true after all,' he proudly thought to himself.

Then, he spotted a young aristocrat boy, about nine years old, wandering the streets.

"Excuse me, excuse me, can you show me where the arena is?" The young boy randomly asked passersby.

His fearful, lost expression tore a hole in Smoke's heart. The other Zectian passersby did nothing to help him at all.

"Hey, are you lost?" asked Smoke.

"Thank you! Finally, someone has answered me," cried out the young aristocrat and hugged Smoke tightly.

"I was separated from my steward when I was watching the finals," explained the teary eyed boy. "My name is Jack Dawkins."

"Dawkins, huh? Want me to take you back to the arena or can you make it there by—" Smoke was suddenly interrupted when a large tiger Lioumerean bumped into him from behind.

"Get out of the way! This isn't some coffee shop, where you sit and talk all day!" angrily screamed the Lioumerean.

Smoke was angry as well, and was about to have a word with the Lioumerean. However, he saw Jack fearfully step to the side of the street after he quickly released his hug from Smoke.

"I'm sorry about that, Sir, the kid was just scared," apologized Smoke.

"I don't care about your sob story! Just don't do it in the middle of the road," yelled the Lioumerean, and walked away from Smoke and Jack.

"Don't worry about it, Jack," said Smoke calmly. "That was just some jerk. So, do you want me to take you to the arena?"

Jack forcibly shook his head. "Just tell me where the general direction of the arena is, and I'll take it from there."

"Why, that's very brave of you, Jack," said Smoke proudly. "Alright, it's this way," he said, taking Jack to a street that would directly go to the arena. "Just walk straight, and you can't miss it."

"Thanks, Mister," replied a smiling Jack and ran down the street.

"What a brave kid," said Smoke out loud. "I wonder if Donny would cry if he got lost?"

Smoke hurriedly quickened his pace as he headed for the Appraisal Shop.

"Good day, Pousser," greeted Smoke after he entered the Gnome's shop.

"Oh, Faux, was it?" excitedly welcomed the old Appraiser. "Have you come to change another gem? I'll buy it for the same price as yesterday, 110,000 zecs."

"You're not trying to pull a fast one on me now, are you?" asked Smoke.

"No? I don't know what you're talking about? Who have you been talking to?" guiltily asked the Gnome.

"Yesterday was at 120,000 zecs," reminded Smoke calmly. "So, I'd like that same price."

"Oh, sorry, sorry. That was an honest mistake," quickly added Pousser. "Alright, alright, 120,00 zecs it is. So, how many gems this time?"

"I'm thinking maybe four," said Smoke as he searched for his bag of gems in his inventory window. "Hm. That's odd. I can't seem to find it. Excuse me, Pousser, I think I misplaced it somewhere."

"Take your time, Faux," answered a smiling Gnome.

Smoke used the search function of his inventory window.
 
 
    
     
     
       
       	 - Bag of Prosjak's Gems not found
  
      
 
     
    
 
   
 
   
'No it can't be,' thought a worried Smoke. An irksome feeling of being violated suddenly overcame him. 'I've been robbed.'

"I hope you haven't been mugged," stated Pousser. "The Thieves of Vona are well known to be very slick. They have so many modus operandi—"

Smoke left the Gnome's shop, running.

'It must have been that tiger Lioumerean bumping into me,' thought Smoke angrily while sprinting in between the busy crowd of the market district. 'When I see him, he is going to wish he really had nine    lives!' 

He desperately searched everywhere. Sadly, his Cunning of the Dire Fox did not have the capability to pin-point a target's race.

Then, amidst the crowd, he spotted a familiar figure. It was Jack Dawkins, the young aristocrat boy, who he helped find his way back to the Arena.

'No! How could I have been so naive?' he irritably reprimanded himself.

He carefully made his way to where Jack was, but before he could grab him. The boy sprinted to the opposite direction and dove into a passing crowd of Zectians.

Smoke hurriedly gave chase, he would have wanted to use his numerous abilities to increase his speed, but worried about exposing himself. 

'Looks like I'll have to do this the hard way,' he sourly realized. 

He gritted his teeth and gave chase to the young boy on foot. 
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter Two: 
 
    
 
   
  
 

Forced Circumstances Forcibly Shape Us
 
   

After a winded chase through the entertainment district, Smoke finally caught up with the pretentious nine-year-old, dressed as an aristocrat, in a blind alley. Jack was much more nimbler than Smoke thought he would be.

"Stop, Jack! Just give me back my bag, and that will be the end of it," yelled out Smoke, as he cornered him.

"Oh, you think you got me?" goaded Jack. 

Smoke quickly looked around the alley. There were tall buildings which had high windows, Smoke knew there was no way for the boy to reach that height. He saw no places for Jack to crawl into or anywhere he could climb. 

However, Smoke knew better than to belittle an opponent. He did not want to harm the boy, but he needed to get his bag of gems back. Unsure of what Jack's next move was, he thought of intimidating the boy instead.

"Through my time in Zectas, I have acquired several abilities," he said in a deep menacing voice. "Abilities that will make your life a living hel—" Smoke was abruptly cut-off, as a rope was suddenly lowered from one of the high windows, and landed directly in front of Jack.

"Sorry, but I won't be sticking around to hear your empty threats," jeered Jack, and grabbed a hold of the rope.

"Catch me if you can, slowpoke," chided the boy, while being pulled up at great speed.

Smoke had been trying to use his Earth Manipulation since he began chasing Jack, but only failure notifications kept popping up repeatedly. 
 
 
    
     
     
       
       	 - Cannot control this Earth with your current level of Earth Manipulation.
- Cannot control this Earth with your current level of Earth Affinity.
  
      
 
     
    
 
   
 
   
'I can't jump or glide after him, but I think I could justify scaling the walls by controlling it,' he reasoned to himself, as he began climbing after the boy.

Smoke sneered when he saw Jack's eye instantly panicked when he almost grabbed hold of his right leg. 

"Faster, pull me up!" yelled Jack.

However, Smoke's firm grip was solidly locked in on the boy's ankle. With a single burst of energy, he pushed his upper-body upward, and was now nearer the window than Jack. 

'Weird, my Cunning of the Dire Fox does not sense anybody inside the room where the rope was being pulled from,' observed Smoke. He tried to enter the window, but was immediately met with a volley of projectiles instead.

SCHHWAFF SCHHWAFF SCHHWAFF

Bolts came flying at him everywhere from inside the room. Smoke dodged as best he could, but two of them pierced his shoulder, knocking him off the windowsill.

Falling fast, Smoke quickly latched his Claws of Chiroptera onto the wall, and stopped his rapid descent.

"Pull Jack up, hurry." 

Smoke heard an unknown voice from above. 

'These guys must be special Thieves, to have abilities that can bypass my Cunning of the Dire Fox,' surmised Smoke.

He hurriedly scaled back up to the window, and took a cautionary peek before jumping in. 

"Huh?" said Smoke out loud. 

Smoke entered an empty room. The only thing that remained was a residual image of a casting circle on the floor.

'They could teleport?' wondered Smoke.

He walked over to the door, to investigate, and found that it was locked from the inside. 

Smoke let out a sigh, and opened Igniz's chamber.

"Well, Igniz, looks like they got me good," bitterly said Smoke, and shook his head in disbelief.  

Staring out the window, Smoke decided to climb up to the rooftop to get a better view of the city. 

"And I was planning on using half of those gems to pay off the debts of our Avendre Mercenaries," Smoke said to Igniz while shaking his head in dismay.

He decided to inspect his Earth Manipulation ability, wondering how much he still had to go in order to manipulate the earth within the city.

"Inspect ability, Earth Manipulation," said Smoke, and an information window popped up.
 
 
    
     
     
       
       	 Ability: Earth Manipulation
        Active
        Level: Advance Level 9
        Experience: (8,787,698/9,000,000)

        The Advance form of Earth Manipulation.
        Earth forms may retain the shape if the user continues to supply their mana into it.

        Strength and Durability depends on the user's Earth Affinity,
        knowledge of the created object, and the current level of this ability.

        Can only manipulate Earth up to the Archean era.

        Earth Affinity: 80%
        Mana Consumption: 190 mp/sec
  
      
 
     
    
 
   
 
   
'Maybe, if I reach Master level I could start manipulating the grounds within the city. I tried the grounds in the arena, and it worked fine there,' he surmised, basing on the things he knew.

From the silent rooftop, he studied the expansive landscape of Vona City. The bustling crowd in the market was as busy as ever.

'What a city! Thieves running rampant,' sourly thought Smoke. 'What do you expect from having so little patrolling Knights?'

Suddenly, he noticed a commotion on a nearby street. With the aid of his Telefax Vision, Smoke saw a younger boy dressed in similar clothes, as Jack being chased Sonstwelter Magicians. 

'Looks like this operation is on a larger scale than I expected,' thought Smoke to himself.

However, unlike Smoke, the younger boy's pursuers did not hesitate to attack him. The young Thief's life bar displayed (18,000/30,000 HP).

Disregarding his concern of being discovered as Smoke, he glided from the rooftop to the next building where he could get a lead on the unknown boy and his pursuers.

Diving down to another blind alley, Smoke waited for them from behind the cover of a tall building. Fortunately, he could sense the boy and his chasers with his Cunning of the Dire Fox. 

Smoke quickly grabbed the boy and covered his mouth. He then used his Hyper Jump ability to take the two of them to the darker part of the alley.

"Shh. Be quiet," Smoke whispered to the boy.

His Cunning of the Dire Fox picked up the other Sonstwelters about to come out from the corner. He felt the boy shake with fear, as they passed them by.

"Thanks, Mister. I don't know why those men were chasing me," said the boy gratefully between deep breaths. "But thank you so much for helping me out. You see, I lost my steward from the arena when I—"

The boy stopped talking, as Smoke suddenly placed iron handcuffs on him.

"Oh, I think I have a pretty good idea why they were after you," replied Smoke with a disapproving look.

 
 
   * * * * * *  
 
   

From within the pomegranate forest outside of the city, Smoke and the handcuffed kid were headed towards Geparden Plains. He had the boy covered under a long robe and stuffed his mouth with a gag, stopping him from making any noise.

Smoke modified his earth-mask, while he was chewing an ancient bison jerky. He intentionally munched on it loudly, to entice the boy. Catching a glance at his captive, Smoke knew it was working, as the young Thief was already salivating over his gag.

Thinking it was the perfect time, Smoke removed the gag on the boy's mouth.

"I might have not caught Jack," Smoke said to the boy with his mouthful of jerky. "But at least I got you." 

"Oh, so it was Jack who tricked to you," spat out the boy with a self-satisfied face. 

Smoke could only irritably shake his head in disapproval. He pulled the boy's handcuff, dragging him forward. 

"So, Jack is his real name, huh?" Smoke asked the boy. "What about you? What's your name, Kid?"

"What's it to you? Are you going to let me go if I tell you?" challenge the boy.

"Nope, but maybe I would give you a piece of this jerky," replied Smoke.

"Daniel, Daniel Dickinson," quickly answered the handcuffed boy. "And Jack Dawkins is his real name. Now, give me a piece of that!"

Daniel forcibly dove for the jerky and began pulling it away from Smoke.

Smoke smirked, and gave him the remaining jerky.

"See, that wasn't so hard, Daniel," said Smoke. "My name is Faux, and I'd like you to tell me where I can find Jack."

"Just because you fed me, doesn't mean I'm going to rat out on my friend," sneered Daniel.

"Hm. If I can't convince you to tell me, then perhaps there's no use for you at all," stated Smoke plainly.

Just then, they reached the end of the pomegranate forest. 

"You think you can threaten me?" challenged Daniel. "Even if you feed me to the lions, I still won't talk."

"Well, that's a relief, because those monsters are what's coming," said Smoke and pointed to a coalition of twenty sand cheetahs, rushing towards them.

"Hey, Faux, let's get back to the forest," worriedly said Daniel. Smoke watched the boy try to run back, but he placed earth shackles on the boy's feet and planted him were he stood.

"Faux, you can't do this, I'm just a kid," begged Daniel. Smoke saw the hand-cuffed Thief helplessly stare at the careening monsters. 

"Come on, you're going to get killed to!" said Daniel. 

"Well, I am a Sonstwelter, so, I'll be back in four days, but you however... You'll be taking a one-way ride to Mictlan," said Smoke menacingly. 

Daniel squirmed his foot around, but could not break free at all. "Fine! I'll talk! I'll talk! Just get me out of here!"

Smoke raised the ground the boy was standing on, and created a tall pillar to keep him safe.

Only fifty-meters of space left between them, Smoke sprouted several earth lances from the ground. Eight of the beasts were impaled, and out of those skewered, four were struck on their necks. 

The life bars of the critically injured sand cheetahs quickly drained out of them, whereas the rest were only incapacitated but received the Bleeding status. 

After seeing Smoke's attack, the remaining sand cheetahs began escaping towards the opposite direction. However, Smoke's spikes created a limited opening. 

Replicating Ledur's technique, Smoke created a smaller earth-dome, and captured all of the sand cheetahs inside it.

Wanting to practice on his Earth Manipulation, he manipulated the dome to strike the caught beasts with earth-knives. 

The trapped sand cheetahs were pelted with earth-knives, Smoke proceeded to finish off the impaled monsters with a single strike to their necks.

After two minutes, his Cunning of the Dire Fox confirmed the elimination of all the sand cheetahs inside the dome as well. 

Smoke then lowered the pillar Daniel was on, and removed the earth-shackles on his feet. 

"I didn't know you were this powerful. How in the world did you do that?" asked an astonished boy, walking closer toward him. "And sand cheetahs are fast as hell too. Not even members of the CO can catch them, but you killed twenty in one go."

"Well, I didn't really catch them. They were all headed towards me, and what does CO stand—" Smoke was cut off as Daniel suddenly knelt down in front of him. 

The boy pleadingly clutched Smoke's legs. "Faux, please help us escape from Cynar. He's got kids like me doing his dirty jobs for him, and if we don't listen, who knows what he'll do to my younger sister."

Suddenly a Quest window popped up.  
 
 
    
     
     
       
       	 + Quest: Destroy Cynar's Orphanage
    Liberation Quest
    Level: B

    Daniel Dickinson has begged you to help him free the other children captured by a man named Cynar.

    Accept the Quest? [YES/NO]
  
      
 
     
    
 
   
 
   
Smoke paused for a moment. 

'What if this is another one of the Thieves' ploys?' he asked himself. 'But I doubt that the game would create false quests.'

"Before I answer, why don't you tell me about this Cynar character?" queried Smoke, intrigued and bewildered. "And what exactly is your situation with him?"

"I'll tell you all about him, but can we return to the pomegranate forest first?" asked Daniel. "I know you can handle the sand cheetahs, but I'm just terrified of them."

"Alright, but I'm not taking the handcuffs off," said Smoke flatly. "And we're not heading back to the forest. I have another place in mind." 

 
 
   * * * * * *  
 
   


Nighttime crept around Souer Settlement, and four individuals sat in front of a small campfire behind the earth-walls of a doughnut-like enclosure. 

Smoke had forcibly dragged a handcuffed Daniel across Geparden Plains, and now both of them were seated next to Esper and Colere, the OrkElf leaders of this settlement.

Free from Smoke's handcuffs, Daniel started to talk. 

"I did not expect that you would also have OrkElf underlings, like Cynar," said the boy.

"No, they aren't my—" Smoke was about to correct Daniel, but Esper strongly set him to place.

"We aren't Faux's underlings!" she interjected. "He is a friend who gave us a chance at life."

"Well, it is not much of a life to live," retorted Daniel, looking at the surroundings inside the Souer Settlement dwelling.

"But even this, is still better than our lives under Cynar," added the boy. "My sister and I are actually from Vlahui City. We were watching the 996th Magi Gagnant Tournament," he explained. "I was still probably nine then, and my sister maybe seven?"

"Wait, what?" said Smoke incredulously. "If you were nine, three years ago, then you're twelve years old now?"

"Yeah, I know I don't look my age," replied Daniel sourly. "I haven't even grown out of my royal clothes from before. In fact, Jack is already fifteen years old."

"Really?" said Smoke. He shook his head in utter disbelief.

"I don't know if it is something Cynar puts in our food or drink, but the children under his care haven't grown at all," expounded Daniel. "I tried refusing to eat or drink anything once. Cynar dangled me over a pit of sand cheetahs trapped inside it. Slowly lowering me down. I have the scars to prove it," the boy lifted his shirt and showed his back filled with disfigured skin caused by several traumatic injuries.

"And how many children does Cynar have altogether?" asked Smoke.

"Well, including Jack, my sister, and myself, Cynar has six royalties all in all," answered Daniel. "But counting the other children, he probably has sixty?"

This time it was the OrkElves who questioned Daniel's story.

"Wait? You mean you're really royals?" asked Esper. "That sounds hard to believe."

Colere nodded. "Exactly. If you were, then why didn't anyone come looking for you?"

"Wait," said Smoke. "Daniel, what is your ranking for the throne of Vitzytl?"

"Well, I am 30th in line," replied the boy.

"And what about Jack?" continued Smoke.

"Hm. I think 25th or 26th?" answered Daniel with a shrug.

'Maybe the lower ranked royals paid Cynar to kidnap them?' wondered Smoke to himself.

"What is it that you want Faux to do exactly?" asked Esper. Her body leaned closer towards the boy and stared into his eyes. 

Daniel stared right back. "I want him to free my sister, and if he can, free the other children under Cynar."

Esper sat up straight and turned to Smoke. "I think he is telling the truth, but I don't think you should do it."

"And what about that other kid? Jack was at?" she asked. "How dare he steal all of your gems! He should have returned it when you caught up with him," Esper said to Smoke.

"Well, I guess there was no—" began Smoke, but was interjected by Colere.

"I agree. I mean this Cynar character has abducted royalties, and the authorities are doing nothing about it," added the burly OrkElf. "In fact, we have never even heard about him before, and that means he has to have some powerful connections to pull that off."

Smoke looked at his two new friends. He agreed with Colere's theory and nodded. He then turned to face Daniel. The boy's eyes looked defeated. Daniel weakly shook his head.

"I understand if you don't want to go against Cynar," said the boy. "I mean, why would you want to help out a stranger? But in Jack's defense, he needed to give whatever he stole from Faux, otherwise the other children would be punished in his place."

Daniel ruffled his hair and covered his face with his hands. "Jack isn't like me. I'm only looking out for my sister and myself, but he.... Well, he looks out for everybody, even me." 

"Hm. I guess I don't know Jack," quietly said Smoke to himself.

However, someone else took offense over Daniel's remark.

"Hey! Faux, isn't like that," Esper suddenly yelled. "Do you see this place? Faux built this by himself. And he did that only after a day of knowing us."

"So, you're telling me that Faux, just knows when to help the right people?" countered Daniel. "And a group of abducted children just does not fit that category?"

Esper fell silent, and so did Colere. 

Smoke looked at the OrkElves, and gave them a thankful nod. 

"Daniel, where exactly is Cynar's hideout?" Smoke asked, handing the boy his map of Sawtorn and a leaden stylus to update it.

The boy's eyes brightened with life.

"Does that mean you will help us?" asked Daniel with a big smile and wide eyes.

"Yes, yes it does," replied Smoke.

Then, Daniel's Quest window popped up with an update.
 
 
    
     
     
       
       	 + Quest: Destroy Cynar's Orphanage
    Liberation Quest
    Level: B

    Daniel Dickinson has begged you to help him free the other children captured by a man named Cynar.

    MAP LOCATION: Diebe Den

    Coordinates: Latitude: 20°14' E, Longitude: 20°48' S
    Note: Forty kilometers away from current location.

    [Quest Accepted]
  
      
 
     
    
 
   
 
   

"Alright, I'll go there alone," Smoke said to Daniel.

"What? Are you not taking these OrkElves with you?" asked Daniel loudly. "Trust me, you can not take on Cynar and his men all by yourself."

"I'm not going to attack Cynar. I'm just going to invest—" began Smoke, but was interrupted by a sudden shaking of the ground.

"Was that an earthquake?" asked a surprised Smoke.

"No, that's an Ork horde passing through," replied Colere, disgust was clearly seen on his face.

Without a word, Smoke left the OrkElves' earth-dwelling and ran towards the edge of the pomegranate trees. He knelt down to hide his presence, and tried to blend in with some of the bushes. 

Even without the aid of his Telefax Vision, he saw the horde within seconds. The hair on his arms inexplicably stood up, and a cold sweat ran down his forehead.
 
 
    
     
     
       
       	 - You've been inflicted with Fear, intimidated by the Ork Horde
  
      
 
     
    
 
   
 
   
Smoke forcibly shook his shoulders and arms, trying to drive away the sensation he suddenly felt. 

"Don't worry, Faux, you'll get used to it," Colere said suddenly. "It may take a while, but the fear will pass."

Smoke shrugged and returned his focus on the Ork Horde. He used his Telefax Vision and estimated at least ten-thousand Orks perform the most unruly march towards the eastern direction from Vona City. In the lead were at least a thousand dirus wolves, mounted by Orks on bareback. 

'I never felt anything like this when I faced against thousands of Brandals,' observed Smoke.

Shortly after, Esper and Daniel knelt down next to him. 

"Do you know how much their life bars are?" Smoke asked Colere.

Colere and Esper studied the marching Orks before answering. 

"Those Orks belong to the UrukHai Tribe," answered Colere. "I think their weakest should have about 300,000 HP while their commanders around 700,000 HP."

"Wow!" exclaimed Smoke. "I can't imagine how to face that horde."

"Well, they are mostly melee fighters," replied Esper. "Although, the UrukHai Tribe is technically the strongest of the Orks, they are not particularly very smart. They keep rushing the main cities and are killed by the Breathtaking Ballistae guarding the walls."

Smoke scrutinized the frightful legion. From this distance, he estimated the Orks to be as tall as his Maneators, at least three-meters in height. Yet, their bulky green muscles appeared to be larger than Stark's. They carried an assortment of weapons. From mauls, mallets, axes, and any other double-handed great weapons.

"Where do you suppose they're headed?" Smoke asked his two OrkElf friends.

"Probably Lahm Village or Boiteux Village. Those two are the closest ones to that direction," guessed Esper. "They're going to steal their zecs and livestock, but they won't end with that. Next, they'll kill their men, and rape their women."

"And no one's going to stop them?" asked Smoke out loud.

"Well, recently, there have been several Sonstwelter groups defending the villages. Most of them have Jobs belonging to Wizard variations, relying on their long range attacks to kill the charging Orks before even reaching the city," explained Colere. "Usually, they manage to drive them away, but on occasions that they do fail, they slaughter all of the Sonstwelters and the village will be victimized like all the others."

Smoke helplessly watched the Ork Horde leave to wreak havoc on their unknown destination. He hoped that a powerful Sonstwelter group was there to greet them, wherever they were headed.

After the Ork horde left, Daniel suddenly spoke out. "Maybe, they were headed for Newt Village?"

"Never heard of Newt Village before, where's that?" asked Colere. 

"It is a new village," answered Daniel. "Cynar created it from an OrkElf Settlement much like this one." 

The young noble sighed loudly. "But there, he has set it up as a gambling hub. Cap Sa, Brag, Cribbage, Tong-its, Skat, Faro. Name the game and Cynar has it running in that place."

"Hm. Let me guess, the UrukHai have caught a good whiff of all these lucrative activities?" asked Colere. "And they want to cash in on it."

"Yes, how did you know that?" asked Daniel with a raised eyebrow. "Cynar even trained more than a thousand OrkElves."

Daniel paused, looked at Esper and Colere before cautiously proceeding.

"Of course, the weaker OrkElves could do nothing against the Orks, but it was because of Cynar's underhanded tricks that caught the Orks in a trap." 

Colere looked annoyed. "Alright, I give up. How did Cynar supposedly defend against an Ork Horde?"

"Why, by the help of Sonstwelters, of course," replied Daniel with a superior look. "In fact, he even had Jack and myself send out a recruitment letter to Sonstwelters."

Daniel reached for a piece of paper inside his aristocratic robe, and raised it up for everyone to see.

"But I never recruited anyone. I don't want to make Cynar even more powerful than he already is," elucidated Daniel further. "Not only that, he also had the help of a powerful Terra Magi, then. But now, I doubt his village of sin could withstand an Ork Horde like this one."

"Why do you say that?" Smoke asked Daniel.

"Well, because Ayert died," answered the boy promptly. "And the recent number of Sonstwelter recruits has been dwindling."

"And who in the world is Ayert?" asked Esper, crossing her arms and asking with her raised voice.

"The powerful Terra Magi, who catches the Orks inside his earth-traps," replied Daniel, keeping his conceited expression. "Haven't you been listening to what I said at all?"

Esper was about to shout something back, but Smoke quickly stopped her.

"Alright, alright. That's enough!" strongly interjected Smoke. "Colere, Esper, can you please bring Daniel back with you to the settlement. By the way, Daniel, can you give me that piece of paper that Cynar uses to recruit Sonstwelters?" 

 
 
   * * * * * *  
 
   

Nash stepped out of his game pod and did his ritual reach for the heavens, as soon as he stood on both his feet. 

'You think I'd get used to this by now,' he thought to himself as he watched his room. His mind began wondering why being in Zectas and the real world felt no difference to him at all. 

It was two in the morning, and he thought that everyone in the house was already asleep. However, as he was about to begin his Eskrima stretching exercises, he heard a loud cry coming from his Mima's room.

"Aaaaahh!" cried out Daphne, his grandmother.

Nash quickly ran for her door.

"Mima, Mima, are you alright?" he called out from behind her door. "I'm coming in, okay?"

After bursting through, Nash found his Mima sprawled on the floor. He hurriedly ran to her and tried to help her up, but she forcefully pushed him away.

"Stop, it hurts!" she yelled out. "Don't touch me!"

"But, Mima, what can I do to help?" asked a worried Nash.

"Just get me a glass of water," she said weakly. "Walk and don't run. I don't want you spilling water on the carpet." 

It was clear how difficult it was for her to breathe. Nash understood that the glass of water would not help at all, but that his Mima only wanted him to step out of her room. 

He obediently walked downstairs to the kitchen and got her a cold glass of water. He took his time walking back up to her room, desperately hoping that she was feeling better.

"Nash, come on in," said her Mima, who was back on her bed. She had even pulled her blankets neatly over herself. 

"I'm sorry for worrying you like that," she began. "It wasn't anything serious, I promise. I just forgot to take my painkillers, that's all."

Nash firmly shook his head. He placed the glass of water on her night stand and grabbed her hand, as he sat on the bed next to her.

"Mima, you can be honest with me," he said, looking into her eyes. "I know it's been getting worst, but I don't know how to help you."

"Oh, Nash, you've already helped me enough," replied Daphne. "You've been a great older brother to Seth and Donny. You've been more of a parent, really."

Suddenly, she stroke Nash's hair and pulled him in for a hug.

"I promise, everything's fine with me. I just forgot my meds that's all," she repeated. 

"You want me to take some time off from Zectas?" asked Nash. "I'm not on any immediate Quests at the moment. You and I can—"

Daphne covered Nash's lips with her wrinkled hands.

"I just need to rest," she said. "Give me a couple more months and I'll be back in top shape."

Nash strongly shook his head once more.

"Nash, now you listen to your Mima," she said with such authority. "Just live your life like you usually do. That's the best way you can help me recover."

"I don't like this, Mima, but if you insist," stubbornly replied Nash. 

"Good boy," she said with a proud smile. "I knew I raised you right. Now, why don't you go back to your room and go back to your game, or were you about to get some sleep?"

"I was about to get a power nap," answered Nash with a yawn. "Alright, Mima, I'm going back to bed, but please tell me if anything's wrong."

"Don't worry, Nash, I promise I'll tell you if anything alarming is about to happen," replied Daphne. "Good night and have a good sleep."

"You too, Mima," said a smiling Nash, as he was about to close the door, he saw his grandmother winced, but it was just for a moment.

 
 
   * * * * * *  
 
   


At two in the morning, the dark skies of Zectas was even darker than the real world. At least, from where Smoke was.

He let Igniz out of his hidden compartment, and his symbiote flew right next to him. The cold breeze made his eyes squint.

"A great time to fly, right?" Smoke asked Igniz with half closed eyes.

His ember sprite nodded energetically, excited from being freed out of his metallic orb. 

Smoke was being sarcastic, but it looked like Igniz did not catch on. He had to skip his regular scheduled power sleep in order to travel at this hour. 

One of them was enjoying the flight in the dark, while the other shivered and pushed on. 

Suddenly, Smoke's Cunning of the Dire Fox felt two Zectians approaching them from behind, fast.

Without looking back, Smoke instinctively grabbed Igniz, and dove for the cover of the pomegranate trees. The moment he landed on the ground, he quickly dug a cave and hid inside it. He felt his clothes become wet, as his body made contact with the dampened ground.

Yet, he diverted his attention to solely focus on the individuals above him. He hoped that from the Zectians' perspective, it was just a flickering orb that instantly vanished. He created a small peephole to look above, but could see nothing but the dark silhouettes of the pomegranate trees.

"Igniz, do you think they saw us?" asked Smoke, as he let out his symbiote from his orb.

The dark ember sprite shook his small head, and Smoke hoped he was right.

Suddenly, his Cunning of the Dire Fox sensed the same Zectians stop directly above him. Yet, they were still in mid-air.

'Unlike me, these Zectians could freely control their flight,' thought Smoke to himself.

They stayed there for five more minutes before heading towards the eastern direction, the same course Smoke was going. He waited another ten minutes before stepping out of his pseudo lair.

"I think we better continue on foot," Smoke said to Igniz, after he filled in the cave he had built.

Smoke ran as fast as he could, continuously using his Hyper Jump Ability to increase its experience. Not only that, he had gotten to the point where he could also catapult himself forward with a sudden boost of an earth-pillar from the ground.

Having been restricted with what abilities to use, gave him a chance to focus on training others which he only usually uses during combat.

He spent the next two hours on foot, and sunrise had already greeted the skies of Zectas. Due to this, visibility had slightly improved. He checked his map and saw that he still needed to travel two more kilometers before he could reach Diebe Den.

However, he spotted a curious pomegranate forest up ahead. He quickly flattened himself on the ground when his Cunning of the Dire Fox sensed Sonstwelters.

With the aid of his Telefax vision, he found several of them guarding the outskirts of the forest. Most of them were of Mage Job variations, but there were also a few who belonged to the Warrior and Thief Jobs.

Then, he noticed two of them square off against each other, while the others surrounded them. It was a male Wizard and a female Assassin. The two of them handed over a bag of what appeared to be zecs to another Wizard Sonstwelter.

"I think this is that Newt Village Daniel was talking about," Smoke said to his symbiote.

"What do you think they're doing, Bud?" he asked Igniz.

Smoke wanted to see what was going on inside the crowd of bystanders, but there was no way for him to see unless he was going to glide.

He decided to remain flattened on the ground and observe from a safe distance. 

Sparks of lightning suddenly erupted from within the crowd, and then he saw them jumping up and cheering.

'Looks like it was a fight and somebody already won,' surmised Smoke. 

Judging from the sparks of lightning that he saw earlier, Smoke came to a conclusion. "I think the Wizard won," he said to Igniz. 

However, after the crowds parted, he saw the female Assassin standing victorious instead. 

"Guess I was wrong," he said and his symbiote gave him a knowing look. "Yeah, yeah. You don't have to be smug about it." 

Smoke turned around and laid flat on his back. 

"Any suggestions how we get across them?" Smoke as Igniz.

The dark ember sprite began orbiting around him.

Staring at his symbiote dubiously, Smoke let out a deep sigh. "You want me to turn back and circle past them, huh?"  

He looked back at the gathered Sonstwelters and turned to Igniz. "I guess that would be best."

Unwillingly, Smoke crawled back to where he came from. He kept shaking his head unhappily, annoyed at the delay caused by stumbling upon Newt Village.

After moving some distance away, he traveled north in order to go around the gambling village. It was already seven in the morning when he saw the mouth of a cave, the sole entrance to Diebe Den.

Smoke used his Telefax Vision to get a better view of the entrance. He spotted several OrkElves moving in and out of the cave, but no children. Not until fifteen minutes later, when he spotted a familiar face.

It was Jack Dawkins, the young boy who stole his bag of gems. Jack stepped out of the cave. He was looking down on the ground, Smoke surmised that the boy had not spotted him yet as he was walking straight towards him.

"Igniz, listen. No matter what happens, stay inside," he said to his symbiote, as he walked towards the entrance of Diebe Den and Jack. "Here goes nothing," he whispered under his breath.

Smoke casually strolled over to the young Thief and called out his name. "Hey, Jack! Jack! It's me, Faux."

Jack looked up. He looked startled after having his name called out. However, he quickly turned around and ran away as soon as he recognized Smoke.

Needing to talk to Jack, Smoke quickly created earth shackles under the boy's feet and captured him. 

"Intruder! Help! Intruder!" cried out Jack, as loudly as he could.

"Hey, hey, hey," said Smoke in a calm voice. 

"I'm not here looking for trouble," began Smoke. "I'm here for a job. I'm here for this," he whipped out the piece of Cynar's recruitment paper which he got from Daniel.

"Where did you get that?" asked Jack with a worried face.

"I got it from you," smugly replied Smoke. "You might have stolen my gems, but I got something from you as well."

Smoke wanted to tease the boy for stealing from him.

"No way!" retorted Jack. "There's no way that you got that from me."

The boy quickly searched through his pocket and whipped out a similar parchment. 

"See! Intruder! Help!" cried out Jack once again.

Smoke quickly realized that it was not a good time to get at back at Jack. He hurriedly ran to him and whispered. "Calm down. Daniel sent me. He's the one who gave me this paper."

Jack stopped shouting, but twenty OrkElves had already charged out from the cave. They were equipped with light-armor and long-spears.

"Quickly, remove the shackles," said Jack in a hushed tone.

Smoke followed the boy's instruction and played along.

"What was that?" yelled out Jack to the OrkElves who just arrived. "I was just testing how fast your response time was, and it was slow! You can be sure that I'm going to inform Cynar about this."

"Stop pulling our legs, Jack!" yelled one of the OrkElf guards. "We'll be the ones to tell Cynar about your pranks!"

The group of OrkElves then returned inside the cave.

As soon as they were out of earshot, Smoke pulled Jack closer. "Why did you believe me?" 

"Well, Daniel doesn't recruit any Sonstwelters to join Cynar. But I have to do it otherwise both of us would be whipped." replied Jack flatly.

"So, what's the plan?" asked Jack. "Do you have an army waiting for your signal?"

Smoke saw Jack look behind him, all excited. He shook his head. 

"No," Smoke quickly answered. "Step one is you return my bag of gems."

Jack gave a blank expression. "I can not do that. I already gave it to Cynar. I give everything to Cynar when I return to the Den."

"Really?" asked Smoke dubiously. 

"Honest," replied Jack, making an imaginary cross over his heart.

Smoke let out a deep sigh. "Fine, then just introduce me to Cynar. Tell him I'm your latest recruit."

"What? Aren't you hear to rescue us?" asked Jack, taken aback.

"I am, but I need to know more before I can execute the rescue," replied Smoke sincerely. 

"Damn it, Daniel!" cursed Jack. "Why did you have to pick such a weak Sonstwelter."

"Hey, who says I'm weak?" asked an insulted Smoke.

Jack shrugged his shoulders. "What was your name again? Faux was it?"

Smoke's eyebrows met, but he nodded to Jack's question. 

'Maybe I should just leave this Quest alone and get back to my search for the Magietrois,' Smoke thought sourly.

"This way, Faux, but I warn you. Cynar can be really tricky," said Jack, leading the way into the cave. "He even has his own casting circle of truth."

"Don't worry about me," said Smoke. "Just make sure that you don't give out any indication that Daniel was the one who sent me."

"I don't think that's a problem," replied Jack. "Cynar already thinks that Daniel is dead. One of our scouts in the city spotted him being chased by a bunch of Sonstwelters and didn't find any sign of him."

Jack then turned around to face him. "By the way, how did you do that?"

Smoke shrugged and gave him a winsome smile.

The young aristocrat shook his head and groaned.

'Good thing I made sure to disguise Daniel well. Otherwise, Cynar's spies could have spotted us leaving the city,' thought a pleased Smoke, as he followed Jack into Diebe Den. 

Suddenly, a notification window popped up when he entered the cave.
 
 
    
     
     
       
       	 + Entered Diebe Den

  Lair of Cynar and his Thieves. It is said that Cynar has employed the services of wandering OrkElves, and has recruited them by the thousands. This cave is home to his captive children and thoughtless thugs.
  
      
 
     
    
 
   
 
   
'That is, good to know,' thought Smoke, amused.

Then, a powerful stench overcame his senses. The poor ventilation of the Thieves' lair did not help the sweaty OrkElves passing through the tight tunnels.

Several light stones lined on the walls of the cave illuminated the passageway, Smoke wondered where they could have gotten so many of them. He was shortly answered when he saw several bags of the glowing rocks being socketed into the walls by OrkElf children.

"Let me guess, those light stones were donated by unknowing Sonstwelters?" Smoke asked Jack.

"Yeah," replied Jack with a mischievous smile. "I was not very good at it at first, but after Cynar whipped me into shape, I got this good."

Jack then waved  a piece of jerky in front of him. 

Smoke was taken aback. It looked very much like one of his smoked ancient bison meat. "Hey that's—"

"Tut, tut, tut. Come now, Faux, don't make a scene," said Jack with a grin, happily munching on his stolen jerky. "Are you not the one who told me to keep a low profile. You do not one Cynar to suspect us now, do you?"

Smoke let out a deep sigh. "Fine, fine. Where's Cynar anyway?"

They passed through a series of tunnels which had no end in sight. All of them were filled with OrkElf guards. Equipped with the same armor and weapon as the ones who stepped outside when Jack called them. Smoke's Cunning of the Dire Fox sensed several more people inside the cave, at least three-thousand.

Then, they passed through a corridor with bars on the side. One of the dungeons had a little girl, sobbing loudly.

"Geisel, don't worry. Everything's fine now," suddenly said Jack. "Daniel is in a better place."

The little girl stopped crying and stepped in front of Jack. From behind bars, she quickly grabbed his clothes and pulled him hard against her metal dungeon. 

"You promised me!" she yelled out. "You promised me that he would not die!"

"Geisel, calm down," pleaded Jack. "I know I promised that you would always be with him, but some things were unavoidable."

Then, a tall slender figure appeared from behind them, and pulled Geisel's hand off Jack. Smoke felt uneasy upon seeing the man dressed in black Assassin's clothes. His Cunning of the Dire Fox did not pick up on his presence at all. He wore a hooded robe, black gloves and a full face-mask just like Smoke's.

"Geisel, your brother is dead," said the mysterious man in black. "If Jack did not beg for your life, I would have ended it as soon as I heard of Daniel's demise."

The little girl hurriedly shrank back to her dungeon, far from the reach of the Assassin. 

"But if you insist on being a pest, I'll kill you right now," threatened the unknown man. "Even if Jack offers his life for yours."

"Come now, Cynar, you don't have to scare the girl," chided Jack. "She just lost her brother, cut her some slack."

TWANG

Jack's feet flew off the ground, and he was pinned hard against the iron bars. As Jack was being choked, the masked Assassin let out a sarcastic chuckle. "Jack, Jack, Jack, just because you're currently my best bait, doesn't mean that you're irreplaceable."

"Ack, Cynar, ack, I can't breathe," said a choking Jack.

THUD

Cynar released the boy, and his body slumped on the ground. Cynar then turned to Smoke and stared into his eyes.

"I don't trust a man with a mask," Cynar said to Smoke. "You know nothing good will ever come out from doing business with them."

"Same here," said Smoke with a clenched fist, preparing to make a strike.

Cynar then kicked the downed Jack. "Oi, is this your latest recruit?"

"Huh?" Jack rubbed his neck where he was strangled by Cynar. "Yeah, yeah. His name is Faux, his really powerful. Faux, this is Cynar, the King of Thieves."

"What kind of Job does he have?" asked Cynar. 

"What kind of Job?" repeated Jack. "Uhm, well, he is a very powerful—"

"I'm an Earth Elementalist," interjected Smoke. 

"Yeah, yeah, I was going to say a Terra Magi since his strength closely resembled the power of Ayert," added Jack quickly, slowly getting up on his feet.

"Hm. Such bold claims," said Cynar. "Let me see it, let me see your power."

Cynar then walked towards the direction where they came from.

"Ayert was a good friend of mine," suddenly said Cynar as they walked towards the cave's exit. "But I could honestly say that he was powerful enough to become a Prime Wizard of a city."

Smoke gulped. 'Am I supposed to come up with a power comparable to Ouragan's?' he asked himself.

The walk towards the exit was quicker than Smoke expected. All of the OrkElf guards they met along the way joined them.

When they reached outside, more than two-hundred OrkElves were assembled. Together with Cynar and Jack, they watched Smoke, waiting to see what he would do.

Standing by himself, Smoke was twenty meters farther away from all of them. 

"Well, show me," ordered Cynar. He was taller than any of the OrkElves, but clearly more slender. 

"Come on, Faux, show him," said Jack, next to the masked Cynar.

Smoke took out his Digger's Wand and took in a deep breath. "I can do this," he muttered to himself.

With a wave of his wand, he targeted Cynar, Jack, and all of the OrkElves, dropping them into a trench he freshly dug.

Then, he used his Earth Manipulation to create earth-bars over the trench, trapping all of them inside it.

CLAP CLAP CLAP CLAP

Smoke then heard the distinct sound of slow clapping from behind him, and he instinctively turned around and saw Cynar.

'Just what kind of Assassin is he?' wondered Smoke to himself.

"That was impressive," said Cynar, continuing his dramatic clap. "You even trapped all of the guards. Oh, and even young Jack as well."

"Hahaha," Cynar laughed loudly. 

"You know, if I was not waiting to see you make a move, you might have caught me as well," Cynar said to Smoke.

Suddenly, Smoke felt a knife against his throat. 

"Did you come here to kill me, or did you really come to work for me?" Cynar questioned Smoke.

A casting circle suddenly appeared around them. It looked similar to Baldaquin's casting circle of truth. Despite having a knife pointed at his neck, Smoke still easily recognized the slight differences in the casting circle.

He closed his eyes and focused on what to say. Gambling on his determination, Smoke answered. "I've come to work for you, but if I don't like your terms, I will kill you."

Then, the casting circle of truth gave out a green light. 

"Hm. That's very bold of you to say," said Cynar. The Assassin retracted his knife from Smoke's windpipe. "Release Jack and my men. Then, we will discuss business."

 
 
   * * * * * *  
 
   


Smoke sat on a small wooden stool across Cynar. The supposedly King of Thieves sat in a same stool as him. The two of them were alone in a confined room in one of the inner chambers of Diebe Den. The room was illuminated by seven light stones lined around the walls. Aside from the two stools, the room only had a small desk on the corner with four books on top of it.

"First, remove your mask, and then we'll talk," ordered Cynar. 

"I don't suppose you'll do the same, now, will you?" Smoke asked Cynar.

Cynar guffed and shook his head.

Seeing no one else there, Smoke casually removed his earth-mask. 

"Oh, so, you really are a DarkElf," said Cynar. "I expected a big scar on your face. Or a big ugly nose at least. I don't see why you need a mask."

"Well, I have my reasons, but what about you? Are you a HighElf? A Lioumerean? I can't tell from all your clothes," replied Smoke.

"It doesn't matter what I am," answered Cynar. "All that matters is you have the abilities that will fit perfectly for the job."

"What job?" asked Smoke.

Cynar did not answer, but asked another question instead. "Tell me, what do you know about Orks?"

"Not much really," replied Smoke. "Just that they travel in hordes and that they like to pillage villages."

Cynar huffed. "That's not much at all."

"There are several Ork Tribes, and one of them has been constantly harassing my village," explained Cynar. "Have you heard of Newt Village?"

Smoke shook his head, pretending to have no clue as to what he was talking about.

"It used to be an OrkElf settlement," began Cynar. "There are hundreds of them scattered all around Vitzytl Kingdom. Heck, even Thanotl Kingdom has plenty of those as well."

Then, Cynar took out a small black knife and played with it. The knife dance around his black gloves, not once injuring him.

"I made good use of the thousands of OrkElves drifting from one settlement to the next, and I made it into the village," said Cynar.

"I see, and how is that related to the job you're offering me?" queried Smoke.

"You see, Faux, these bothersome Orks pillage villages," began Cynar. "Sure, they leave settlements alone. But once that place becomes a village, those stupid Orks come rushing in. I personally don't know why, but I'm not taking any of that crap!"

Smoke nodded. "So, you want me to help you defend it?" 

Cynar waved his hand in dismissal. "No, no. I already have several Sonstwelters for that job. I'm already spending a fortune for my Newt's defense, but it's worth it. Last month those stupid Orks tried invading my village, but the Sonstwelters and my trained OrkElves killed all of them. Of course, I did lose Ayert, but still..."

Then, the Assassin carried his chair and placed it next to Smoke's.

"No, I have a more savage job for you," Cynar said to him.

"You see, I just recently heard that an UrukHai Horde attacked Lahm Village yesterday," began Cynar. "They were successful on their assault and they looted the village clean. They even wiped out all of the Sonstwelters and the Zectians that resisted."

Smoke let out a deep sigh, as he remembered what Esper and Colere told him about the Ork Horde invasions.

"Hey, you're not a fan of the Orks are you? Are you?!" Cynar suddenly shouted ask Smoke.

"Me? Of course not!" retorted a surprised Smoke.

"Good. I just want us to be clear," said Cynar. "Anyway, the UrukHai Horde may have been successful, but they suffered tremendous losses. In fact, my sources told me that they now number less than a thousand." 

Cynar then reached inside his pocket for a map. 

"They are currently held up here, in Waylay Pass," Cynar said to Smoke, pointing to the place on the map.

"I want you to seal the pass here, and force the UrukHai to face my trained OrkElves," Cynar disclosed his main plan to Smoke. "I already have three-thousand of them ready, and that alone should be enough to finish them off."

Smoke scratched his head and studied the map. 

"Don't worry, I'm mostly in this for the revenge," Cynar said to Faux. "So, I'll split everything we loot, right at the middle, fifty-fifty. Well, what do you say, Faux?" 

Smoke did not respond, and thought about it for a moment.

'This could be a great chance to finish Cynar off,' pondered Smoke as he stared at the map.

"Sounds like a plan," he said to Cynar with a smile. 

Then, a Quest window popped up.
 
 
    
     
     
       
       	 + Quest: Ambush the Bushwhackers
    Annihilation Quest
    Level: B

    Cynar has asked you to join him and his army of OrkElves to wipe out the surviving forces of the UrukHai Horde.

    Accept the Quest? [YES/NO]
  
      
 
     
    
 
   
 
   
"I'll do it!" boldly said Smoke to Cynar. "Count me in!"

"Great!" replied Cynar. He smiled and shook Smoke's hand.

"I don't know why, but I feel like I could trust you," suddenly said Cynar. "Maybe it's because you remind me so much of Ayert. You know? You're only the second person to enter this room. The first was Ayert."

"In fact, that was his desk right there," said Cynar, pointing to the only table in the compact room, with four books on it.

"Oh, about that," eagerly said Smoke. "I'm a voracious reader, and I hope you won't mind if I read those four books there?"

Cynar paused and studied Smoke's face. 

Whereas, Smoke himself could not tell what Cynar's facial expression was because of the Assassin's full-faced mask.

Then, Cynar shrugged. "Alright, I don't see any harm in it. It's not like Ayert is going to climb out of his grave and stop you."

Smoke excitedly stood up, grabbed his stool and ran to the desk. He took two books in hand. One was entitled "Unsightly UrukHai" and the other was "Opportunistic OlegHai".

The progress bar on both books only indicated thirty seconds.
 
 
    
     
     
       
       	 + Unsightly UrukHai

  They are said to be the strongest of all the Ork tribes, but one word best describes them, warmongers. The UrukHai Tribe has four Colonels and one General. Consider them as Berserkers gone wild when facing against them.
  
      
 
     
    
 
   
 
   
After reading the acquired knowledge of the first book, Smoke went to the next one.
 
 
    
     
     
       
       	 + Opportunistic OlegHai

  They are said to be slightly inferior to the UrukHai, but make up for it through military tactics and discipline. They have sixteen Colonels and two generals
  
      
 
     
    
 
   
 
   
Smoke quickly put down the first two books, and picked up the last two entitled "Menacing MoriHai" and "Malicious MadoHai".

Their acquired windows popped up shortly after.
 
 
    
     
     
       
       	 + Misshapen MoriHai

  They are said to be the scavengers of the Ork tribes. They often attack the villages that were previously attacked by the OlegHai or the UrukHai, as the defenses in these places were often nonexistent. They have ten generals, and civil war is often a problem among them. 
  
      
 
     
    
 
   
 
    
 
    
     
     
       
       	 + Malicious MadoHai

  They are said to be cold, calculating Orks who took to the swampy regions of Sawtorn. There, they acquired The knowledge of black magic, and have been known to tame many terrifying beasts for their army with virulent venom and deadly gazes. They do not attack so often because they are enamored by their knowledge of the black arts.
  
      
 
     
    
 
   
 
   

Smoke smiled, pleased at the freshly gained knowledge he learned about the Orks. He appreciated how his high Wisdom stat allowed him to acquire books at tremendous speed. Otherwise, this would have probably taken him hours to learn.

He was then taken aback when Cynar suddenly patted him on his back.

"Done already? Wow! I've never seen anyone read books that fast before," said Cynar. "Not even Ayert." 

Then, a notification window popped up.
 
 
    
     
     
       
       	 + Intimacy with Cynar has risen to 65

WARNING: Raising Intimacy with Cynar conflicts with [Destroy Cynar's Orphanage Quest]
  
      
 
     
    
 
   
 
   

"Um," Smoke mumbled, confused on the increase of Intimacy. "So, when are we doing it?"

"Right now!" said Cynar and ordered Smoke to leave the room.

After they stepped out, Smoke and Cynar passed a corridor filled with dungeons. Smoke spotted Jack stuck in one of them, but this cell was four times larger than the one Geisel was in.

"Jack, you're locked up as well?" asked a surprised Smoke. As Jack was supposedly Cynar's best lure, he thought that the boy had better living conditions.

"Don't worry about it," replied Jack with a forced smile. 

"This is Jack and Daniel's room," Cynar said to Smoke. "Well, used to be Daniel's. Apparently, the boy was caught by some Sonstwelters the other day and was killed. He was good too, but nowhere as good as Jack though."

Cynar laughed and winked at the locked up boy, and turned to him. "Don't worry, Jack, I'll find a replacement for Daniel soon."

"Come, Faux, we have to hurry. I think we have less than a day before the UrukHai leave the Pass. You do know how to ride a mount, right?" Cynar asked Smoke.

 
 
   * * * * * *  
 
   


It only took them two hours to reach Waylay Pass. Smoke was surprised to be riding on a dirus wolf. He thought that Cynar and his army of OrkElves would be running to get here, but all of them were riding on dirus wolves. 

Smoke, Cynar, and three-thousand OrkElves stood on top of a hill overlooking the recuperating UrukHai Orks. The long-spears of the OrkElves made for an artificial forest patch, as they littered the skyline with wood. Whereas, the Orks below were feasting on raw meat, circling around their looted bounty.

'Just how rich is Cynar?' wondered Smoke to himself, amazed at seeing such a large mounted army. He secretly hoped that Sierra and the rest of his guildmates back in Wysteria were doing just that, raising a large mounted army. He especially enjoyed riding bareback on the dirus wolf, as this was his first time doing so.

"Faux, where do you need to be in order to block off Waylay's exit?" Cynar asked Smoke.

"On top of one of those mountains should be fine," he replied, pointing to the specific spot.

"Alright, do you need to take any of my men?" asked Cynar. 

Smoke studied the masked Assassin's expression. Looking at Cynar's eyes, he could tell that he was excited to go to battle. 

"No, I'm good by myself," answered Smoke.

"Good, we will attack them as soon as you close off their escape," explained Cynar. "But, Faux, you still have to fight. Don't think your job is only to close off the Pass, do you hear me?"

"Yeah, I hear you. Don't worry about it. I'll fight, alright!" meaningfully answered Smoke.

Smoke expertly rode his dirus wolf up the mountain, and reached the peak in less than ten minutes. "Good boy," he said to his mount, stroking its thick fur. 

"Stay here," he ordered the dirus wolf, and proceeded to do his job.

'I just have to go after Cynar. I don't think the OrkElves will attack me after I kill him,' thought Smoke to himself. He made a promise with himself not to intentionally harm OrkElves, as a respect to Sharur and Jinggu. He took a deep breath, and focused on the task at hand.

After having trained his Earth Manipulation to Advance Level 9, Smoke began sensing which particular sections to move in order to get the most result. He started removing crucial points of the cliff, creating Waylay Pass. 

In only two minutes, Smoke was ready to let out the full power of his Earth Manipulation. Standing directly above the pass, he pointed his hands down and started a landslide.

RUMBLE RUMBLE RUMBLE

Large boulders rolled down both mountains, as their entire mass slid down. Smoke casually rode on top of the fast moving ground, carefully controlling the earth around him. Dust clouds covered the entire scene, preventing anyone from seeing what he was doing.

When the dust settled, Smoke stepped out of the landslide, prepared to attack the Orks.

However, the UrukHai were already busy. Cynar and his mounted OrkElves charged at the injured Orks with fury.

The OrkElves used their long wooden spears as lances, and struck the Orks from a safe distance. In the first clash alone, more than a hundred Orks were felled.

From his estimate, Smoke counted less than seven-hundred Orks remaining. Their red life bars mostly indicated less than 30% of their maximum potential. The injured Orks were either maimed or bleeding, which made recovering their HP next to impossible.

'Good thing these Orks don't have a Healer,' surmised Smoke.

However, the savage battle waged on. The half dead Orks did not falter. These green humanoid monsters wielded their mauls with massive strength, flailing them like they were made of paper.

OrkElves flew off their mounts, left and right. Most of them left with less than 50% of their life bars, while others, who were unfortunate enough, were instantly killed.

Thinking that this was the perfect moment to strike, Smoke frantically searched for Cynar. He spotted the masked Assassin facing off against the largest Ork he had ever seen. He assumed that he must be the Colonel of this Horde. A dark green Ork, more than three meters tall, brandished a double-headed axe. 

The Ork's life bar indicated (843,754/1,200,000 HP), and his name was Wertlosvati. To get an advantageous position, Smoke closed in Cynar and the Ork.

"Finally, I found you," snarled Cynar at the Ork.

"Ash durbatulukir, ash krimpatul," replied Wertlosvati.

"Stop speaking Orkish!" yelled Cynar. "I know you can speak Lacerta."

"How? How you become knowing of this?" asked Wertlosvati.

"I've been hunting you ever since I learned your name," replied Cynar. "I built an army just so that I could kill you."

"This? All this for me?" said Wertlosvati. "Weaklings all you are. Rely on magic, spells, traps, and tricks. But pure force you cannot defeat."

Cynar suddenly threw one of his knives, and it struck the Ork Colonel on his chest.

Yet, Wertlosvati remained unfazed. He casually pulled it out. The knife only inflicted 800 damage points.

"Do you remember Quelle Village?" asked Cynar. "It used to be a part of Vona City, but now it's nothing more than a rubble."

"With many many many places we be attacking, why I bother remembering their useless names?" answered Wertlosvati.

Suddenly, Cynar vanished. The masked Assassin appeared behind the Ork Colonel, and Cynar began stabbing his green skin with two knives.

However, Wertlosvati expertly grabbed hold of Cynar's head and bashed it to the ground. He repeated it, four more times. Cynar's life bar displayed (534,000/650,000 HP). 

Wertlosvati screamed at Cynar. "Puny man! Think this is enough to kill me? Think you are strong?" 

Cynar's mask was removed, revealing his face. He had brownish-green skin and pointy ears. The masked Assassin, the King of Thieves was actually also an OrkElf.

Wertlosvati was about to smash Cynar's head on a rock, but the Ork was interrupted by Smoke. An earth-pillar struck Wertlosvati from behind and sent him flying over four meters away, while still clutching his massive axe.

Smoke quickly ran to Cynar and helped him up. 

"Faux, leave him alone!" yelled Cynar. "He is mine!"

"But, Cynar, it'll be better if we fight him together," said Smoke. His plan was originally to double cross Cynar, but after seeing that he was an OrkElf temporarily changed his mind. Also, listening to the Ork Colonel infuriated Smoke even more.

Cynar vanished and reappeared behind Wertlosvati, blindly striking the Ork with the same attack as before.

Wertlosvati caught Cynar's neck and dangled him in mid-air. "Oh! You are Orkling? Orklings are weaklings, reason why we name you so. But you weakest I have seen."

Smoke let out an earth spike in front of Wertlosvati, but the Ork deflected it with his double-headed axe. He was about to launch another attack, but his Cunning of the Dire Fox sensed several Orks approaching from behind.

He quickly took out his Digger's Wand and dug a trench in front of him, stopping the Orks' charge. He quickly dug another trench where the Orks were standing and trapped them below. 

Smoke then quickly turned around and faced Wertlosvati and Cynar, pointing his wand at them. Yet, the Ork was nowhere to be seen.

He only spotted a sprawled, half-dead Cynar on the ground. He ran to him, still pointing his wand at the OrkElf. 

"Where is he, Faux?" asked Cynar. "Where did that bastard of a father go?" 
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter Three:
 
    
 
   
  
 

The Truth Always Reveals Itself
 
   

Seven in the morning, at the freezing parking lot mall, an encumbered Nash had a hard time breathing. Donny was straddling his back and his arms were squeezing Nash's neck hard. His almost fourteen-year-old brother had insisted on joining on his date with Sherry, and was now playing a prank on him.

"Donny, be careful," Sherry said with concern. "I think Nash is already turning blue."

Nash even tried dissuading Donny by telling him that they were out to get ice cream on a cold morning like this. He thought that such an obvious ploy would turn his brother off, but Donny still persisted. The younger Smoak wrapped his arms around Nash's windpipes, tightening it even more.

Both of them knew that Nash could easily throw his brother off, but they also knew that he wouldn't do that, not with the hard pavement, which could easily harm Donny.

"Nah, he's just trying to get your pity," replied Donny. "When we were younger, he could hold his breath for almost two minutes."

Nash stood still, patting Donny's arms. It was not until he slapped Donny's back, that his younger brother finally got off him.

"Donny, that was a little too much," said Nash, gasping for air. He squatted on the parking lot, and placed his head between his knees.

The younger Smoak knelt down next to Nash. "I told you I liked Sherry, but you still went ahead and made her your girlfriend. But don't worry, that was the last of it. I squeezed out all of my feelings for her into your neck."

Donny patted Nash on the shoulder and laughed innocently.

Sherry hurriedly went over to Nash and checked on him.

"I'll be going ahead," said Donny, and led the way to the ice cream shop. "By the way, Nash, I hope you came prepared, because I plan to binge out today."

Nash shook his head and gave Donny an amused grin.

"It's my fault, you know," he explained to Sherry. "I took the girl he loved away from him."

This time, it was Sherry's turn to slap Nash's shoulder. "Stop it. Don't encourage him. I was just being friendly. I didn't think his crushing on me would turn out like this."

"Nah, he was just like that because you're here," answered Nash. "Anyway, he promised me, that was the last time."

"So, why did Donny decide to get ice cream today?" asked Sherry.

Nash shrugged. "I don't know the whole story, but I think it has something to do with getting a week off the intensive training he has with Master Cacoy."

After they opened the door, the cold breeze entered the shop with them. The ice cream shop was almost empty, except for the servers and a mom with her little girl at one table, near the heaters.

They quickly spotted Donny sitting at the counter. Nash could tell that Donny would keep ordering as soon as he finished with his current sundae.

Seeing as the place was almost like a ghost town, Nash led Sherry towards the nearby table. He quickly pulled up a chair for her, and then sat on the one across her.

Shortly, a plump woman with a cone-shaped hat went over to give them shop's menus. "Hi, my name is Maves, and I'll be serving you this cold morning."

"It certainly is," replied Sherry, her body was slight shaking.

"Do you want me to give you a minute? Or do you already know what you want?" Maves asked the two of them.

"A hot cup of Earl Grey tea for me," said Sherry.

"I'll have the same," added Nash quickly.

"Good choice. On a cold day like this, something hot would be great," replied Maves. She then leaned in closer and whispered to both of them. "I'm not judging, but that kid over by the counter must have a screw loose. He already ordered five sundaes in advance."

The plump server gave them a smile and went to get their orders.

Sherry quickly blasted her questions about Vitzytl Kingdom.

"So, how were the Orks? Were they as scary as the videos?" she asked Nash.

"Way more," answered Nash, shaking his head.

"Those uploaded videos don't do them justice," he added with a shudder. "There's even this Fear status that you get inflicted with, caused by their Horde Intimidation. But you do get a resistance to it, after a couple of encounters with them."

Sherry nodded, her eager, smiling expression made it clear she wanted to see them for herself. "Oh, talking about videos, what do you plan to submit for this month?"

Nash scratched his head. "Don't know. I can't give out that I'm in Sawtorn, so, no clue at all."

"You still have a week, don't worry about it," encouraged Sherry, grabbing hold of his hand.

"But tell me more about the battle of Waylay Pass," asked Sherry. "It sounded very exciting when you called right after, and what was that about Cynar? I would have never seen that coming."

"Exactly! Now, I have to come up with another plan to free his captured children. I mean I don't want to actually kill him."

"But if you're forced to, do you think you'll do it?" asked Sherry.

Nash shrugged.

"I don't know, but I really don't want to. I understand that he's just out to get revenge on the Orks, and my Intimacy with him has also been steadily increasing. Sure, his methods are wrong, and he physically harms the captured aristocrats, but he hasn't killed anyone of them," Nash absent-mindlessly blabbed on about Cynar.

"So, if he does kill one of his captives, you'll kill him?" she asked with uncertainty.

Nash looked away. "Definitely... maybe?"

Feeling uncomfortable with their topic, Nash quickly tried changing the subject.

"But the Orks give out insane amount of experience points. In fact, I gained a level after finishing off the remaining ones. Although, I was already at 78%," said Nash.

"Really? So, what's your level now?" she asked smiling, but the envy in her voice gave out a bit.

"Level 109, but I didn't distribute any of the points," he replied. "I think my Wisdom stat is pretty decent enough as it is, but I don't know if I should increase my Int or my Strength?"

"Yeah, yeah, yeah, I get the picture," said Sherry. "But what about your bag of gems? Did you get those back?"

"No," sourly replied Nash. "I've been looking around Cynar's lair, but found nothing that resembles a treasury room."

"But what about Verbrannt and everyone else?" Nash asked Sherry. "How is everyone back home?"

Sherry let out a small laugh. "It's not what I expected it to be. Mamelon is still out, and hasn't been back since she left about two weeks ago. At least, all of her Avendre are intact, though."

Smoke nodded passively. "What about Adder and Ledur? What are the two up to?" he asked with more earnest.

"Adder took his special unit of Condortlians and Centaurs and went on some special hunting expedition," answered Sherry, uncertain. "He didn't tell me where he was planning to go exactly."

"Ledur, on the other hand, has broken his vow of silence for countless times now," chuckled Sherry. "He has taken his nephew, Neffe, under his wing."

"Really? The young Volataur?" asked Nash, surprised.

"But it's Guro's methods that are bothering me, though," suddenly expounded Sherry. "She's been expanding Verbrannt's land at an exponential rate. I fear that we might not have enough manpower to defend all of it soon."

"But she isn't neglecting the training of the Avendre under her, right?" asked a worried Nash.

"They're pretty much on the same level as those under my Druids," replied Sherry. "Oh, and wait till you see them."

Sherry then paused, and stared intently at Nash. "You will come back to Verbrannt after a year right? I mean three months in the real world."

"Hopefully I'll find the Magietrois before then. But, in-case I don't find them, yeah," answered Nash with conviction. "I'll be back in Verbrannt before the war breaks."

An awkward silence passed between the two of them.

"Jinggu still hasn't returned, huh?" suddenly blurted out Nash, despite already knowing the answer.

"Yeah, we tried calling him, but he just keeps ignoring us," somberly replied Sherry.

"The other core members are doing well, though," she quickly added.

Just then, Maves arrived and brought them their hot tea.

"Here you go, dearies," she said smiling.

Donny then pulled up a chair and joined them on their table.

"Oh, you were with them?" asked Maves, her plump cheeks turned a bright red.

"Yeah? Why?" innocently asked Donny.

"Nothing," replied Maves. "Just thought you were alone, is all."

"Nah, I'm with them. Can you just bring the rest of the sundae here?" Donny asked Maves.

"Sure, I'll bring it right away," replied Maves, making sure to avoid eye contact with both Nash and Sherry.

After the plump server left, Donny turned to Nash. "So, I hear a congratulations is in order."

"Huh? What are you talking about?" asked Nash, apprehensive.

"About Tristan of course. His guild just got disbanded," answered Donny. "Well, at least one of my friends' brother said so. He says he's a member of the DracoRicco and it isn't out yet in the forums, but it's suppose to be real."

"Why? What happened?" Sherry asked Donny.

"Don't know, something about the last of their men dying on another suicide quest, or something?" replied Donny, uncertain.

"Huh? Imagine that, the first Sonstwelter to get a city and lose it, and now his entire guild is also gone," said Nash out loud.

"Yeah, imagine that." added a bothered Sherry.

Nash could tell that Sherry was not concern for Tristan at all, but that she worried for her Verbrannt and their own guild.

"Don't worry, we're not the same as them," Nash said to Sherry.

Then, Donny's third sundae was placed in front of him. Maves promptly left as soon as she served the ice cream.

"Wait, does this mean that it's just Nash and what was the other guy's name again... Amahan fighting for domination?" asked Donny eagerly, in between devouring his sundae.

"I wouldn't really consider myself in the running, that's just what the people in the forums decided for themselves," explained Nash.

Suddenly, Sherry's phone alarm went off.

"I've got to go," she said to the two Smoaks.

Nash quickly stood up, and finished his cup of tea in one gulp. "Sherry, I'll take you home. Donny, you're alright to stay here by yourself, right?"

He quickly fished for two hundred dollars in his pocket, and gave it to his younger brother.

"Oh, and give Maves a generous tip," chided Nash. "I think she likes you."

"Quit it! I may like older women, but not that old," snarled Donny.

"Nash, it's okay if you want to stay with Donny," offered Sherry. "I'm fine going home alone."

"But I can't, I also have a lot of things to work on back in Diebe Den," explained Nash.

 
 
   * * * * * *  
 
   

The pungent air of Diebe Den was still something Smoke could not get use to. Even here in the special chamber that only Cynar, Ayert, and himself supposedly have entered.

He tried integrating his special gas-mask into his earth-mask, but he could not make it work properly. This made listening to Cynar's winded explanation about Orks very difficult to stand.

Cynar suddenly slapped Smoke's shoulder. "Faux, hey, are you paying attention?"

"Yeah, yeah. Of course, I was," quickly answered Smoke.

"Really? I don't think so," flatly declared Cynar. "Perhaps you want to talk about something else? I have been talking on about Orks for a while now."

Currently, Smoke spent most of his time in Zectas searching for his bag of gems, and for a way to free the children. However, he only had decent progress on the latter.

"Something else, huh?" asked Smoke, focusing on the reason he was in this continent in the first place.

"How about the Magietrois? Do you know anything about them?" he eagerly asked.

"Magietrois? Sure! I mean they're suppose to be the saviors of Sawtorn," began Cynar. "In fact, I heard that if you won the Magi Gagnant Tournament, you'll get a chance to meet them. Or at least know something special about them."

"Really?" asked a piqued Smoke. "You're not pulling my leg, right?"

"Pfft. To be frank, I'm not completely sure," replied Cynar flatly. "But that's what I heard from one of my sources in Vona City."

"Hm," said a grinning Smoke, thinking about how to enter the tournament.

"You look interested," observed Cynar. "Do you want to be in the Gagnant?"

"Yeah, I think I do," honestly replied Smoke.

"Then, what about this. You said you're only here for another day or two, but what if you stayed until we finish off Wertlosvati?" suggested Cynar.

"How does that exactly help me be in the tournament?" asked Smoke with a raised eyebrow.

"Well, there are two ways you can join," began Cynar. "First, take part in a city elimination and be a representative of that city. Or, second, help me kill my father, and I'll give you a blank document, stating that you are a part of the contest. Of course, I'm still waiting for my scouts to find the bastard, so, it might take awhile."

Smoke studied Cynar's expression, he wondered whether there was a catch.

"I suggest you take the second one, since the last city eliminations has already ended," stated Cynar.

"And why do you have this special document?" asked Smoke.

"I've 'procured' it from one of the Wizard's officiating the tournament," Cynar said, while making imaginary quotes in the air with his hands.

"Alright, I'll stay, but I hope you allow me to train my abilities and leave me alone during this time," demanded Smoke with authority. "If you can’t agree to this, then I'm gone. Even without your special documents."

Cynar nodded and offered his hand to Smoke. "I don't have a problem with that."

Smoke shook his hand, and a notification window popped up.
 
 
    
     
     
       
       	 + Verbal Contract Confirmed

> You have joined Cynar's army as one of his Most Valuable Peons.

notes:
> You were promised to get a special document for the Magi Gagnant Tournament upon completion.
> +100 Neutral Evil to Alignment
  
      
 
     
    
 
   
 
   
Smoke took a double take at the window. He could not believe what happened to his Alignment.

'I wonder how that will affect other NPCS?' he asked himself.

"Well, since I'm going to be staying here a while longer, I think I'll take a tour around the place," stated Smoke.

"You want me to show you around?" offered Cynar. "I've got nothing else to do for the rest of the day."

"No, no, I don't want to impose," quickly countered Smoke, not wanting to be followed around by Cynar all day.

"Alright, go right ahead. You're free to go wherever you want," said Cynar. "My den is your den."

Smoke looked unsure, but said. "Thanks!"

After he stepped out, the air became even thicker and heavier. He walked past some of the OrkElf children. Then, a curious incident occurred. He passed by Geisel's dungeon, and she instantly shrank back against the wall of her dungeon, the same reaction she did whenever Cynar passes her.

Already, Smoke despised his Alignment towards Evil.

Then, Cynar caught up with him from behind.

"Faux, Faux, I forgot something" called out the masked OrkElf. "If you're staying here, then I think you should have a special-room for yourself."

"Really?" asked a surprised Smoke. "I guess that would be nice."

"You know, Ayert used to stay here in the lair as well," said Cynar, out of the blue.

"Really? I did not know that," cordially said Smoke.

The masked Assassin's eye twinkled with excitement.

"This feels just like old times. This way," said Cynar, as he led the way.

They passed by the dungeon Jack was in.

"Hey, Jack, you have a new neighbor," said Cynar, jubilant.

The self-declared King of Thieves then fished for a key to open the cell next to Jack's. Yet, he dropped in right next to Smoke.

"Here, I got it," quickly said Smoke, making sure to pick up the iron-key. He palmed it for a while, before returning it to Cynar. "Here you go."

"Thanks," said Cynar and proceeded to open the cell. "This is it," said the masked OrkElf, motioning for Smoke to enter.

"Wait, I'm not going in there," said Smoke, carefully backing away from Cynar.

"Oh, sorry about that. Hahaha," laughed the owner of Diebe Den. "I see why you'd be hesitant."

Cynar got one of his knives from his pocket and knelt down next to the entrance of the open dungeon. He expertly took out one of the bolts on the cell-door.

"I used to be a Blacksmith's assistant when I was younger," explained Cynar. "I've had other odd jobs here and there. It wasn't until my sister died of illness that I became a Thief."

Cynar proceeded to the next bolt and said. "It was then that I promised myself not to become poor. No matter what I do, I'll never be sick or hungry again."

TING TING

The last two bolts of the cell dropped on the flattened cave floor, and Cynar left the cell-door on the side of the wall.

"There," said Cynar. "As you can see, no tricks. I don't plan on locking you inside."

"Thanks, I appreciate that," said Smoke, still hesitant as he remained outside the cell.

"Hey, Cynar, maybe you can do the same thing on my door," suddenly said Jack.

"Jack, always such a riot," sarcastically said Cynar. "Don't worry you're going back to the city soon. I hope today you don't come back empty handed. The last time you did well was that day you got that schmuck's bag of jewels. You really hit the mother-load on that one. I just spent half of those gems and bought five-hundred more dirus wolves."

Cynar chuckled loudly and playfully punched Smoke's shoulder. The thin OrkElf Assassin did not pack much of a hit, when compared with Sierra's Werebear form.

"What race did you say he was again?" Cynar asked Jack. "Was he a HighElf?"

"Yup, yeah definitely a HighElf," quickly added Jack, and kept his mouth shut.

"Jack? Hey, Jack, why so quiet?" asked Cynar. "No quick comeback? No witty banter? Are you sick?"

Smoke joined Cynar, in front of Jack's cell.

"Yeah, Jack, what did you call the one you stole the bag full of gems, again?" asked Smoke. "Schmuck was it?"

"I didn't say schmuck," Jack said defensively. "I think I said easy-mark, fair-game, or maybe light-weight? Never said schmuck."

Cynar clicked his tongue. "No, you definitely said schmuck. You even blabbed on and on about how he was willing to take you all the way back to the arena."

"Really, that schmuck was that gullible, huh, Jack?" menacingly asked Smoke. "I bet if he did know just what kind of kid you were, there's no way he would help you... now."

"Oh, come on, Faux, there's still plenty of kind hearted people out there," reasoned Jack. "I mean, look at Cynar, he let you into his group and even gave you a special-room while you're staying here."

"Yeah Jack has a point, Faux," agreed Cynar. "I mean, not to brag, but I have helped thousands of OrkElves already."

"Okay, okay, I get it," said Smoke, while glaring at Jack.




"Hm. Cynar, seeing as you're very magnanimous, I was wondering if there was a way for Jack and the rest of the nobles to be free?" asked Smoke.

"That might be true, but my hatred for the aristocrats are second only to the Orks," explained Cynar. "They're the ones who created a society to discriminate the OrkElves. They're the ones responsible for all the hardships in our lives."

"I see," said Smoke. He wondered if there was still a way to negotiate with him, but now he was doubtful.

"Although, Jack is a special exception to those nobles," suddenly spoke Cynar. "I've never felt the scornful eyes that I usually feel when he looks at me. Of course, that may be because he's my captive, but I'd like to think that we're really friends."

"Of course, we're friends, Cynar." hurriedly added Jack.

It was time for Smoke's scheduled breaks, and he also needed to get a new perspective on how to free Jack and the rest of the aristocrats.



"Cynar, I think I'll be taking a quick break," said Smoke. "I've had enough of my new neighbor for now."

"Oh, where are you going?" asked Cynar. "You want to go on that tour of the lair, now?"

Smoke wondered why Cynar was this friendly with him. He made a mental note to investigate on this further.

"No, no. I'm going back to my world for a while," answered Smoke.

"Ah! I see," replied Cynar. "Alright, just come look for me when you do get back. I'll also have your room modified so that... it will look more like a 'room' when you return."

"You don't have to do that," said Smoke, waving his hand strongly in dismissal. "How about you take me on a tour of the lair, instead?"

Without saying another word, Smoke quickly entered his special-room/dungeon and logged out.
 
 
    
 
   * * * * * *  
 
   

Deep inside Diebe Den, within its tight, twisting corridors of a dimly lit cave, an unmasked Smoke was busy wiping off dust on his clothes. He had just returned to his special-room/dungeon, which was now covered with planks of wood over its iron bars, and a curtain for a door.

The new decor was less than pleasing to look at, but it did serve the purpose of giving him complete privacy.

Hours had passed since Smoke returned to Zectas, but only minutes in his room in the lair. He had to return for it was time to meet with Cynar, as they agreed to meet at ten in the morning.

Smoke took in one more deep breath before putting back his full earth-mask. He double checked his room, and then went outside the curtain.

"Oi, Faux, you're very punctual," greeted Jack. "Listen, about what Cynar said earlier—"

"Shh, forget about it," said Smoke. "You had to do that, or else you would have been punished, right?"

"Yeah, exactly! Not only me, but Geisel as well," added Jack.

"By the way, what can you tell me about this Ayert character?" inquired Smoke. He wanted to know more about the person Cynar would not stop talking about.

"Not much, just that he's been friends with Cynar for as long as I could remember," replied the captive boy. "Ayert also wore a full-mask, but his was brown, a bit like yours. Now, that I'm looking at it closely."

Smoke nodded, and prodded some more. "So, Ayert and Cynar were really close friends, huh?"

"Yeah, but there was one more member to their inner circle," added Jack. "I haven't personally met him, but everyone I asked, always says the same thing."

"And what's that?" asked Smoke, intrigued.

"That they are the male reincarnation of the Magietrois," answered Jack. "I know, I know. It is a bit of a stretch. In fact, I think that it was Cynar who made up the rumor."

"Who's their third member, and what kind of Job does he have?" prodded Smoke.

"Never had the pleasure of meeting him, yet," promptly answered Jack. "Well, he does travel a lot, and he is the reason Cynar's OrkElf army has grown to this size."

Jack scratched his head, uncertain. "In fact, I don't think he's even been to Diebe Den, yet."

"Then why do you know about him?" asked Smoke. "And what's his name? You forgot to say his name."

"Well, I asked the OrkElves of course," retorted Jack. "And his name is—"

Smoke eagerly waited for Jack's answer. Yet, the captured aristocrat did not have the chance to do so as a masked Assassin had arrived.

"Faux! Finally, you're back," said Cynar cheerfully.

The self-proclaimed King of Thieves went in for a hug, but Smoke quickly offered out his hand instead.

"Good to be back," said Smoke, while shaking Cynar's hand. "Any news on the whereabouts of Wertlosvati?"

"No," said a disappointed Cynar. "But I do have some good news."

"What's that?" asked Smoke.

"Blaise is back!" yelled out Cynar with joy. "He's waiting for us outside the lair."

Cynar eagerly ran ahead of Smoke, as if it was a race for the exit.

"Who's Blaise?" guffed Smoke as he chased after the agile Assassin in black. He had difficulty running and talking simultaneously, especially with the low level of fresh air inside the cave.

"He's the General of my OrkElf army," replied Cynar with ease. "He doesn't want to admit it, but he is."

As soon as they stepped outside, fresh air greeted them. Smoke wanted to remove his mask to breathe in the sweet pomegranate filled wind, but decided not to.

After taking a look around, Smoke saw at least a thousand new OrkElves, wearing worn-out clothes and rags. There were adults and children alike. Yet, all of them wore the same expression, tired and hungry.

"Cynar! I've brought a little over one-thousand-five-hundred new recruits," said an OrkElf, donning a silver Knight's full armor. He had an ornately designed flamberge on his right-side and a simple round shield on his left. The flamberge caught Smoke's attention. He had seen flamberges before, but never one with bronze-flames for a hilt. It was a thin sword for a Knight to use, but something about it felt powerful, intimidating.

"Although, there are three-hundred children, but the rest are fit to fight," said the OrkElf Knight.

"That's great Blaise! Good work as always," greeted Cynar. "But I also want you to meet our latest member," he said, pointing to Smoke, "This is Faux. He's an Earth Elementalist. Thanks to him, we almost got Wertlosvati last time."

"Really? That sounds impressive," Blaise said to Smoke, giving him a small nod.

Blaise then pulled Cynar away from Smoke.

"Are you sure about this guy? Just because he's a DarkElf doesn't mean he can replace Ayert," said Blaise.

Smoke wondered if Blaise intended for him to hear it, because he spoke so loudly, it was clear enough for him to hear from far away.

"Hey, it's not because of just that," reasoned Cynar. "I also tested him with my casting circle of truth."

"You know that cheap imitation of yours isn't reliable," argued Blaise.

"Regardless, I think that Faux is dependable," countered Cynar.

The two OrkElves returned to Smoke.

"So, Faux, aside from your abilities, what else do you have to offer to this army?" inquired Blaise, with his eyebrows meeting.

Smoke crossed his arms, and wondered what else he could do. "I also know how to train soldiers. Can I train the new recruits?"

"That sounds like a great idea," said Cynar. "Well, Blaise, what do you say?"

"Yeah, yeah. I would love to see how you train them," answered Blaise.

Smoke nodded at the two of them, and stepped in front of the new arrivals.

"Alright, Everyone!" shouted Smoke, as he addressed the crowd of hungry OrkElves, "let's—"

"Wait, Faux, before you begin. I want all of the new arrivals to take a rest," stated Cynar with authority. "Go on, unload your stuff and relax for now," said the masked Assassin.

"And give them a lot of water," quickly added Blaise. He signaled to the OrkElves inside the lair.

At once, the stationed OrkElves near the entrance of Diebe Den scrambled to serve them water.

The tired recruits welcomed Cynar's command. They immediately sat down on the ground from where they stood, and gobbled up the water that was offered to them.

Smoke nodded, appreciating the Cynar and Blaise's instructions.

'Looks like they had the same idea as me,' thought Smoke to himself.

In response, he created a fire pit with his Earth Manipulation. He also asked it to be filled with pieces of wood. Smoke then placed a large pot and added in water, stone deer meat, and various vegetables into the pot.

He resorted to using venison instead of beef from the ancient bison, as his stock on that juicy meat was almost depleted.

Yet, as he was about to light the wood with Igniz's flames, he forcibly stopped himself, and stared blankly at the pit.

'How am I supposed to light this, without using Igniz?' Smoke wondered to himself.

He thought about using a pair of the ember stones, and use them as a flint. However, the silver Knight OrkElf suddenly stood next to him.

"Need a light?" Blaise asked Smoke.

"Yeah," sheepishly answered Smoke.

Blaise casually took out his flamberge from its scabbard, and its blade was covered in orange flames. He swung his fiery flamberge across the firewood, igniting them into flames.

'So it really was a flame sword!' concluded Smoke upon seeing the wavy fiery blade.

"You like it?" asked Blaise.

Smoke's coveting gaze upon the sword was as clear as the Zectas sun.

"It's called Salamander's Tongue," added Blaise.

"So, you're a Flame Knight?" Smoke asked Blaise, trying to change the subject.

"Yeah," Blaise proudly answered. "You've heard about Elemental Knights? There are only a few of us here in Vitzytl."

"Oh, I'm originally from Chayotl Kingdom," replied Smoke, "and there are plenty of Elemental Knights there."

"And what brings you all the way here? A full continent away?" questioned Blaise.

"I'm looking for the Magietrois, and Cynar offered to help me by getting me into the Gagnant Tournament," answered Smoke. "After I help him eliminate Wertlosvati, of course."

"I see. So you're not here to join our ranks for good?" further inquired Blaise.

Smoke shook his head. "No, just until the Wertlosvati deal is over."

"I see. That sounds reasonable," said Blaise. "What is it that you're cooking, now?"

"It's called rejuvenison soup," answered Smoke. "Of course, I just came up with the name myself."

Blaise nodded, as he continued to observe Smoke's dish. "Looks like I might have judged you too quickly."

Without another word, Blaise walked away and pulled Cynar along with him.

After a few minutes, the soup was finally ready. Smoke asked the help of the OrkElves as they served the new arrivals with his soup.

The tired OrkElves hungrily wolfed down the soup, and kept thanking Smoke as he continued serving them more of his dish.
 
    
 
    
     
     
       
       	 + Intimacy with new OrkElf arrivals has increased to 60
  
      
 
     
    
 
   
 
   
Smoke had hoped that something like this would happen, but he welcomed their wide smiles and happy chatter even more.

Cynar and Blaise had taken out chairs and placed them in front of Diebe Den's entrance.

'They must be hear to see my training methods,' surmised Smoke.

Loud slurping sounds still resonated among the recruits as there were still some soup left over. Smoke decided to let them finish before beginning. He did not care whether Cynar or Blaise were waiting for him to start.

When they were done, Smoke asked the children to be moved to a different location.

"Alright, now that you're all fed and rested, how about we begin some simple formations," spoke Smoke in a commanding tone.

"I want twenty men to form a straight line, right here," ordered Smoke, pointing both his hands in front of him.

Immediately, the exact number of OrkElves lined up as instructed. Smoke then stepped to the side.

"Next, I need fourteen more to fall in line directly behind them," added Smoke.

He repeated dividing them into such formations until he had four battalions with equal numbered members. He gave each battalion specific names.

"Now, I want you to remember your places and especially your battalions. When I call out your battalion name, I want you to fall into the same formation," explained Smoke. "Do you understand me?"

"Aye!"

"Yes!"

"Alright."

"Got it."

"Sure."

Smoke was answered with several versions of affirmation, and the OrkElves rambunctious voices resonated throughout the field.

"Also, from now on. All of you will answer me with, Sir, yes, Sir!" added Smoke. "Got that?"

"Sir, yes, Sir!" shouted half of the made up formation, but it was clear that there was still a delay with the rest of the OrkElves.

"Good. Now, I want you to scatter, and when I call your battalion, you line up in your proper formation," reminded Smoke.

The OrkElves chattered as they scattered through the fields.

"Alpha, queue up!" yelled out Smoke.

At once a group of unruly OrkElves ran around in circles, trying to reform their assigned locations. It took almost five minutes before everyone stopped and stood in place.

Just as Smoke slapped his face with his palm, Cynar and Blaise walked up next to him.

"I must say, that this all looks new to me," said Cynar. "Your training looks... intriguing."

"All I can say is that you better have them prepared soon," added Blaise. "We're just waiting for our scouts to return. I give you about three days."

"Three days, huh?" replied Smoke. "Yeah, alright. I'll get them in shape by then."
 
 
   * * * * * *  
 
   

Three days had passed, and Smoke's Alpha, Bravo, Charlie, and Delta battalions were still in no shape to fight against Orks. Sure, they had decreased their time to less than twenty-seconds to regroup into their instructed formations, but their time worsened again when they were given their long-spears.

Fortunately for him, Cynar and Blaise's scouts had returned empty handed as well.

From six in the morning till six in the afternoon, Smoke continued to grill the new recruits with various formations and basic attacks with the long-spears. After their grueling exercises, Smoke fed them with soup.

Everyday, he always told Cynar and Blaise that he would log out of Zectas after he was done training his recruits, but in truth he spent this time preparing for his plan to rescue Jack and the rest of the captive royals in Diebe Den.

In order to keep up with his strict timetable, Smoke sacrificed his scheduled sleep in the real world and reduced it to less than an hour. He also did not have much time to talk with Sierra, but she told him to keep at it and encouraged him to persevere.

It was not until after eleven days of the same tedious tasks and trainings that Smoke felt his recruits were ready. By then his Intimacy with them had grown to 85. He even received notifications of some of them wanting to join his private army. Of course, he declined all of them. He did not want Cynar or Blaise to suspect him.

Once Cynar and Blaise saw the improvement of Smoke's men, they asked Smoke to join his troops on their hunts for sand cheetahs and other monsters. However, Smoke refused as he wanted them to focus on mastering their basics.

Finally, after two weeks, Cynar and Blaise's scouts delivered word of Wertlosvati's whereabouts.

"Faux, ready your men," stated Cynar. "This time, let's end this."

"Alright, but I left something in my room," hurriedly said Smoke.

As he was leaving, Smoke overheard Blaise argue with Cynar.

"Are you really sure about this guy?" asked Blaise. "I mean, Faux's men don't even have combat experience."

"Don't worry about it," assured Cynar. "They might not be great attackers, but I'm sure they'll serve as great support for our main attack force."

"Fine!" retorted Blaise. "What's he doing, heading back inside the den, anyway?"

"Don't you remember Ayert?" reminded Cynar. "Didn't he always do those weird rituals before a big battle? I'm sure Faux is doing something similar."

After Smoke stepped out, Cynar and Blaise's army began heading for Wertlosvati's location. It took them almost two days to reach there, as Smoke's forces were on foot. Yet, they were not worried for the delayed travel time, as Cynar's scouts assured them that the Orks would stay for at least three more days.

Yet, despite their enthusiastic march, Cynar, Blaise, and Smoke stopped one-kilometer away from their prey. One of Cynar's scouts informed him of the latest developments. Alarmed by the news, Cynar himself insisted that the three of them formalize a strategy.

The UrukHai Orks numbered two-thousand strong. Whereas, Cynar and Blaise's OrkElf army numbered four-thousand-two-hundred. The OrkElves might have held the advantage in numbers but the Orks, however, held the superiority in raw power and battle experience. Not only that, the Orks were resting on an open field. The minute they came into view, Cynar was positive that the Orks would blindly charge them.

All three of them were mounted on dirus wolves as they talked about the unforeseen circumstances.

"So, you two understand that the odds are against us?" Cynar asked both Smoke and Blaise.

"I don't have a problem with facing them by myself," began Blaise. "But if we fought under this conditions, I'm afraid we'll lose more than half of our men. Even with most of them injured."

"I'd have to agree," concurred Cynar. "Wertlosvati's life isn't worth this much."

Cynar then turned to Smoke. "I'm afraid we have to wait for a better chance, Faux. Like last time when we had them cornered and they had lesser men."

Smoke strongly shook his head. He knew that it might take them another two weeks if they waited for another chance, and he did not have that kind of luxury.

"Wait, what if I can trap them?" offered Smoke.

"Can it, Faux," retorted Blaise. "Don't you think Ayert tried that already?"

"Yeah, Faux, I'm surprised that you came up with the same idea as Ayert, but that wouldn't work," explained Cynar. "It quickly turned south when the Orks worked together to climb out of the pit. We couldn't properly attack them as only the ones closest to the edge were accessible. In the end, we only made them angrier."

Once again, Smoke shook his head. "I don't mean trap all of them. Only about a third of their forces, two-thirds if we're lucky." 

"That way there will still be some leftover, who we can fight, while the others will still be busy trying to get out of the trap," further expounded Smoke.

Cynar and Blaise looked at each other.

"What do you think, Blaise?" asked Cynar.

Blaise scratched the back of his neck. "I hate to admit it, but it does sound like it could work."

The Flame Knight then turned to Smoke. "But are you sure your troops can handle the mightiest of Orks stampeding towards them? We are talking about the UrukHai, here."

"Yes, I'm sure," answered Smoke. "All of them share the same hatred you have for the Orks."

With their strategy ascertained, Cynar and Blaise's OrkElf army calmly marched towards the resting UrukHai.

Their advance picked up dust-clouds, alerting the Orks of their presence. At once, the UrukHai responded as anticipated. All of them blindly charged towards Smoke and the rest of the OrkElves.

Smoke then signaled everybody to stop and hold their ground. All of them were lined up in a wide formation. Smoke's men were on the left side, while Cynar and Blaise's were on the other.

With his Digger's Wand at the ready, Smoke pointed it at the Orks. Patiently, he waited for them to be nearer before unleashing his powers on them.

"Waaarraaaaah!" cried out the mounted Orks, charging at them on top of their dirus wolves.

Yet, before the savage Orks could attack, Smoke dug up a deep trench right under the wolves' feet. Instantly, hundreds of the leading UrukHai and their mounts fell in.

The Orks right after them, stopped dead on their tracks.

"Dabalutir, kim aldabul!" yelled one of the Orks in Orkish.

"What did he say?" Smoke asked Cynar and Blaise.

"He said to leave you alive," answered Cynar.

"It also means that they plan to torture you, instead of killing you," added Blaise.

"That makes sense," said Smoke, nodding his head.

"But what bothers me is that I don't see Wertlosvati anywhere," pointed out Cynar.

"Maybe he's just out in the back?" suggested Blaise.

Then, the Orks charged from both opposite ends of the trench. Yet, not all of the UrukHai started running. Some of them remained and tried to help out the ones who fell in.

As the charging Orks on the left were still huddled. Smoke dug up another trench on the left side, dropping at least four-hundred Orks into his second pit.

Smoke's troops of one-thousand-two-hundred OrkElves faced off against three-hundred UrukHai.

Whereas, Cynar and Blaise's mounted army of almost three-thousand OrkElves clashed with one-thousand-five-hundred Orks. The angered Orks braved the long-spears of the mounted OrkElves. Three to four wooden poles instantly shattered against the green bodies of the mighty UrukHai, as they focused their attacks.

Yet, their broken weapons served their purpose. Thanks to their combined efforts, Cynar and Blaise's men killed at least four-hundred Orks in the initial encounter alone. They drew out their short-swords and braved the melee battle against the UrukHai.

On the opposite side, Smoke kept yelling out commands. "Alpha, cobra strike formation. Bravo, support Alpha with rattler defense. Charlie, engage the Orks on the left wing with viper venom. Delta, hold your boomslang formation."

Smoke had named their battle formations after snakes, as he coated all of their long-spears and short-swords with poison pellets.

The numerous OrkElves scattered like a swarm of flies, but always reformed their formation in less than ten seconds. Their strange movements confused the Orks, allowing them those precious seconds to deliver their deadly strikes.

Despite having entire platoons out to attack, Smoke still designated special OrkElves to play the roles of defenders. Due to this, they were equipped with poison coated short-swords and clay-shields made with his Earth Manipulation.

Smoke's personally trained OrkElves struggled at first, but his constant commands and well-timed supportive earth spikes, helped them get into the groove of fighting with the UrukHai.

The Alpha, Bravo, Charlie, and Delta battalions worked independently, but at the same time, also as a whole. Smoke's commands coupled with the OrkElves snappy response to execute, dealt killing blows on the UrukHai in a most efficient manner.

By the time the trapped UrukHais climbed out of the trenches, Smoke's army were barely injured and had finished off their first wave of Orks.

Now, with their boosted morale, gained from the experience of surviving against the UrukHai. They readily welcomed the emerging Orks from the trench. From a safe distance, they stabbed the surfacing Orks with their long-spears, forcing the green monsters to fall back into the deep trench.

After ten minutes, Smoke's OrkElves finished on the Orks on their end and went to support Cynar and Blaise's troops.

The two OrkElf leaders had lost a fourth of their men, and were struggling against the UrukHai.

Mounted on top of his dirus wolf, Smoke led his troops towards Blaise and Cynar.

"Alpha, queue up next to Bravo and take the Orks on the left. Charlie and Delta, do the same on the right side," suddenly yelled out Smoke.

All four platoons executed Smoke's order in less than thirty-seconds.

"Now! Execute Black Mamba!" commanded Smoke.

The shield-bearers of Alpha, Bravo, Charlie, and Delta were in the lead, while the long-spear wielders attacked from behind them. This simultaneous strike from all four directions huddled the UrukHai into a tight formation.

Smoke then concentrated all of his mana into creating a large dome. It was almost as large as the one Ledur made when they trapped Horrabelle. He encased more than four-hundred Orks inside the air-tight dome.

"Cynar, order your troops to surround the trench. Blaise, have your men finish off the Orks I wasn't able to catch," yelled out Smoke. "Cynar, don't let the Orks climb out."

"Who are you to order us a—" began Blaise, but was quickly interrupted by Cynar.

"Blaise, let's do what he says," reasoned out Cynar.

Smoke nodded at Cynar, silently thanking him for backing him up.

"My dome should hold the ones trapped inside for a while, but I'll make sure that they won't get out," explained Smoke.

He leapt off his dirus wolf, climbed on top of his earth-dome and opened a small hole. He then crushed poison pellets with his hand and dropped them into the dome, sealing it once more.

"Alpha, Bravo, Charlie, and Delta, run to the trench and finish off the Orks," commanded Smoke from on top of his dome.

Before the Orks could climb out, they were mercilessly met with long-spears. Smoke observed from above, searching for a place to aid.

Yet, it was clear that the Orks were done for. He then spotted the Ork Commander who let out an order to leave him alive.

Smoke leapt down next to him and bound his legs with earth-shackles. Two thin earth-pillars protruded out from the ground and shackled the Ork's hands as well.

"Where do you think you're going?" asked a grinning Smoke. "I thought you planned to torture me?"

Suddenly, Cynar rode up next to them on his dirus wolf.

"Don't kill him, Faux," ordered Cynar. He then leapt off his mount and choked the Ork with his bare hands.

"Askar Wertlosvati? Dalikar Ishulti Dawon," vehemently said Cynar.

"Ha! Wertlosvati Nakadaganar," answered the Ork. "Walti kawnaw makardakup niyar."

"No!" shouted Cynar and released his hold on the Ork Commander.

With one swift motion, Cynar got out his knife and slit the Ork's throat.

"What happened?" asked a surprised Smoke.

"Wertlosvati already left two days ago," explained Cynar. "He said that my worthless father had been called to some kind of Ork summit."

Smoke and Cynar left the bleeding Ork to die, and rejoined their troops in finishing off the surviving Orks.

After twenty-minutes the field turned red with blood. Smoke canceled out his earth-dome, revealing the items dropped by the trapped UrukHai.

The OrkElves hurriedly began gathering the loot.

While a mounted Smoke was grinning from ear to ear, staring at a pleasant window notification.
 
 
    
     
     
       
       	 + Level UP!

You have 10 stat points ready for distribution.
Your HP has increased by 6,000.
Your MANA has increased by 6,000.
Fame has increased by 1.
  
      
 
     
    
 
   
 
   
Smoke was now level 110, but he still could not decide what to do with his unused stat points.

"Status Window," called out Smoke.
 
 
    
    
      
      	 Character: Smoke
  
      	 Level: 110
  
      	 Job: Beggar
  
     
 
      
      	 Race: DarkElf
  
      	 Alignment: Neutral Evil - 100
  
      	 Money: 50,000,000 zecs
  
     
 
      
      	 Fame: 1,112
  
      	 Titles: (+ to all stats)
Condortl Savior (+2)
5th Swordsman to Knight Champ (+1)
King of Maneators (+4)
  
      	 Pet: None
  
     
 
      
      	 Life: 228,858 HP
  
      	 Mana: 305,726 MP
  
      	  
  
     
 
      
      	 DEX: 605(+62)
  
      	 STR: 145(+55)
  
      	 AGI: 60 (+617)
  
     
 
      
      	 VIT: 10 (+104)
  
      	 INT: 140(+213)
  
      	 Wisdom: 110 (+37)
  
     
 
      
      	 Leadership: 143 (+7)
  
      	 Charisma: 32 (+7)
  
      	 Luck: 999
  
     
 
      
      	 Atk Speed:25(+71)
  
      	 Move Speed:65(+15)
  
      	 Defense:2,513(1/4)
  
     
 
      
      	 Unused Stats: 20
  
      	  
  
      	  
  
     
 
      
      	 Weapons:
  
      	  
  
      	  
  
     
 
      
      	 Power Chainsaw Bow: 135-148(1/4)
  
      	 Attack: 7,888-8,548 (1/4)
  
      	  
  
     
 
      
      	 Twin Lightning Rods: 206-220(1/4)
  
      	 Attack: 13,135-14,348 (1/4)
  
      	  
  
     
 
      
      	 Elemental Resistance:
  
      	 Elemental Affinity:
  
      	  
  
     
 
      
      	 Fire:            90%
Dark:          60%
Poison:       44%
Wind:         20%
Water:        20%
Earth:         40%
Lightining: 22%
  
      	 Fire:           90%
Earth:         80%
Lightning:  55%
Poison:       53%
Wind:         25%
  
      	  
  
     
 
      
      	  
  
      	 Equipment Effects: (1/4)
  
      	  
  
     
 
      
      	  
  
      	 *Hooded Cape of Cologus
    +20% Earth Affinity
    +20% Wind Affinity
    +20 Strength
    +20 Dexterity

*Claws of Chiropterra
    +15% Earth Affinity

*Heart of ReenTe
    +30 Vitality

*Sable Wizard's Surcoat
    +510 Defense
    +10% All Resistance
    +15% Bonus Exp

* Lunar Gravity Boots
   +15 Movement Speed

* Wise Ring of  the Dire Fox
    +30 Intelligence
    +30 Wisdom

* Horse Ring of Domination
    +50 Intelligence
    +30% Earth Affinity

* Berserker's Ring of Flames
    +50 Intelligence
    +30% Fire Affinity

*Beggar Belt [1 stone]
  
      	  
  
     
 
      
      	  
  
      	 Skill Effects:
  
      	  
  
     
 
      
      	  
  
      	 * Agility of the Horned Rabbit (Agility + 510)

* Cooking (Vitality + 67)

* Dual Wield (Attack Speed + 71)

* Knife Mastery (Knife Damage + 66%)

* Bow Mastery (Bow Damage + 84%)
  
      	  
  
     
 
    
   
 
   

'Maybe I should raise Int?' he wondered to himself, since he was mainly using his Earth Manipulation.

"Faux, Faux," called out Blaise, from on top of his dirus wolf. "There's your share of the loot," he said pointing out to a large pile of mauls, axes, hammers, and other various Ork items.

"Give it to my troops," said Smoke. "This will be my last campaign with you and Cynar, and most of our success is due to their hard-work."

"But didn't you hear what Cynar said? Wertlosvati isn't here," reasoned out Blaise. "You can't leave now."

"Wait, I thought you wanted me gone?" Smoke asked Blaise.

"I never said that," replied the Flame Knight. "I just said that I didn't like you pretending to take Ayert's place."

"Well, regardless, I've already spent too much time here. I must continue on my search for the Magietrois," Smoke explained to Blaise. "I'll just find another way to enter the tournament."

Just then, Cynar rode up next to the two of them.

Smoke carefully dismounted and offered the reins of his mount to Cynar.

"What's this?" asked a confused Cynar.

"Well, I'm leaving," began Smoke. "I'm sorry that we didn't catch Wertlosvati, but I really have to complete my own quest."

Cynar looked disheartened and intensely stared at Smoke.

"I can't let you do that," Cynar said with finality.

"I'm sorry, but I can't stay any longer," reasoned out Smoke. He readied himself to fight all of the OrkElves and escape. He had an inclination that something like this would happen.

"Before you go, take this," said Cynar, searching for a parchment inside his armor. He then gave it to Smoke.
 
 
    
     
     
       
       	 + Received: Doctored Magi Gagnant Tournament Document!
  
      
 
     
    
 
   
 
   
"It's a document that should allow you to take part in the Magi Gagnant Tournament," explained Cynar.

"I'll really be able to join the tournament with these paper?" eagerly asked Smoke.

"Also, take that dirus wolf with you. I think it has grown accustomed to you," said Cynar, giving the reins back to Smoke.
 
 
    
     
     
       
       	 + Received: Dirus Wolf Mount: Freifahrt!
  
      
 
     
    
 
   
 
   
'It's name is Freifahrt? What kind of name is that?' thought a surprised Smoke.

He then turned to Cynar and shook his head.

"Sorry, but I can't take him," refused Smoke, handing the reins back to Cynar. "You need it more than me."

"No, I insist," said Cynar. "From the loot we gathered today, we can afford to spare this one mount."

"Well, if you say so," said Smoke, and got up on his dirus wolf once more.

"I guess this is it, then," Smoke said to Cynar and Blaise.

"I may not like you, but you've earned my respect, Faux," suddenly blurted out Blaise.

"Til our paths cross again, Faux," said Cynar.

With that, Smoke rode his newly acquired dirus wolf and headed for Votl City.

After riding some distance away from Cynar and Blaise, Smoke let out Igniz from his metallic orb.

"Hey there," greeted Smoke.

Igniz excitedly orbited around him with tremendous speed.

"Sorry about keeping you in there for most of the time, but I think you might be in it for a lot longer," explained Smoke.

At once, Igniz's purple flames dimmed.

"Oh, come on. Don't be like that," cheered Smoke. "At least we finally rescued the children. We're headed to them now."

Grasping a clay mold with an imprint of an iron-key, Smoke remembered his conversation with Jack; before Blaise, Cynar, and himself went out to hunt Wertlosvati.
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"Faux? Is it time?" eagerly asked an imprisoned Jack.

"Yeah, you ready?" urgently asked Smoke. He opened the young aristocrat's dungeon using the duplicate key he crafted. He secured a copy by imprinting Cynar's iron-key with a clay when the masked Assassin dropped it before.

"Take this," said Smoke, handing over the duplicate key to Jack. "You remember the plan, right?"

A conceited and excited Jack energetically nodded. "Of course!"

"Good, but remember not to bother with the OrkElf children. I think they're contented here," quickly added Smoke. "Despite making them work, I've seen that Cynar treats them well."

He then handed Jack a bag of dried up mandragora flowers, five specialized gas-masks, and an earth-mold of a large feet. 

His supply of the mandragora flowers were extremely limited, but he did not hesitate to use them for the children's escape.

After observing Jack's conceited expression, Smoke decided to do a brief review. "Run the plan by me again," he said to the boy.

"First, I burn the mandragora flowers, and then wait until the entire den is filled with its smoke," began Jack.

"No, no, first you wear the mask before you burn the leaves," reminded Smoke, waving the mask in front of the boy. "Otherwise you'd fall victim to the mandragora's hallucinations."

"Right, right. Wear the mask, then burn the leaves," confirmed Jack.

"Alright, what's next?" queried Smoke.

"After that, I'll go looking for the other captured children and put the masks on them," continued Jack. "Next, I take them back to your special-room, and go to the corner where there is an entrance to a tunnel that will lead us to safety."

"That's right, but you're missing one important part," sternly reprimanded Smoke. "You forgot to use the Ork's feet that I made. You have to imprint that everywhere, and scream Ork Attack! Ork Attack! Especially near the cave's entrance. Cynar and Blaise have to think that it was the Orks that abducted you."

"Right, right," said an edgy Jack. "I got this, don't worry about it."

A nervous Smoke studied Jack, it looked like the boy knew what he was doing. Yet, he could not stop himself and give him some more reminders, as he truly wish to accompany them on their escape.

"It took me almost two full weeks to finish that tunnel. So, it's going to be a very long walk," explained Smoke. "But don't worry. I lined the walls with light stones, and I also made several breathing holes, so all of you will have an unlimited supply of fresh air."

"I am sure none of us would mine what condition the tunnel is in. As long as it will take us to freedom," pointed out Jack.

Smoke took a deep breath and smiled at the boy. "And once all of you are out, don't forget to pull the earth-beam sticking out on the ceiling. It will collapse the entire tunnel, destroying all evidence of your escape."

Jack made his usual imaginary cross over his heart. "I will not forget, promise."

"Great! I wish you good luck, Jack, and I'll see you with Daniel soon," encouraged Smoke and left to join Cynar and Blaise.

As Smoke was about to walk away, he caught a glimpse of Jack. The boy was slightly shaking. Smoke doubled back and placed the specialized gas-mask on the young boy. He patted Jack's shoulder before leaving the lair for good.
 
   
 
 
   * * * * * *  
 
   

After two days of travel, Smoke finally saw the pomegranate forest of Souer Settlement. He patted his dirus wolf's head.

"Good job, Freifahrt, but we really should think of a new name for you soon," he said to his mount, as the dirus wolf would not recognize any other name.

"Igniz, time to get back inside," he said to his symbiote.

Reluctantly, Igniz returned to his metallic orb on Smoke's chest.

When he entered the settlement proper, Smoke was immediately swarmed by OrkElves. Esper and Colere had lookouts stationed, and they prepared for his arrival.

"Welcome back, Faux," greeted Colere, giving him a hug.

After her husband, Esper hugged him as well.

"Thanks, it's good to be back," replied Smoke. "Did Jack and the rest of children arrive, okay?"

"Yeah. They're over there," answered a cheerful Esper, pointing to a group of six young aristocrats, next to a pile of assorted loot.

As Smoke walked towards them, he was stopped by a young girl and boy.

Daniel suddenly hugged him.

"Thank you so much, Faux," said a grateful Daniel. "You really freed my sister and everyone else."

Then, an updated Quest window popped up.
 
 
    
     
     
       
       	 + Completed Quest: Destroy Cynar's Orphanage

You have safely liberated Cynar's captured children.

Rewards:
* Intimacy with Daniel Dickinson has increased to 90
* Intimacy with Jacques Dawkins has increased to 90
* 500,000 experience points
  
      
 
     
    
 
   
 
   
Before Smoke could close the completed Quest window, Geisel hugged him tightly.

"I really thought you were another scumbag Sonstwelter, just out to get rich," said Geisel.

"Sorry for not sharing the plan with you," said Smoke. "I thought it best to just keep it between Jack and myself."

Geisel let go of Smoke, and she casually shrugged. "That's alright, the important thing is you got us out."

Suddenly, Jack called out Smoke. "So, what do you think, Faux?" said the smug aristocrat, pointing to the piled up treasure.

"Jack? Where in the world did this come from?!" yelled out Smoke.

"Relax, Faux, I was just following through with your plan," grinned Jack, giving him an all-knowing look.

"I never told you to steal from Cynar," argued Smoke.

"Right, but you told me to make it look like Orks did it," countered the young aristocrat. "And we all know that Orks love to pillage. It would be unnatural if they didn't loot the lair."

An opened mouth Smoke stared at Jack with disbelief.

"I tell you it is more convincing this way," assured Jack. "Besides, because of what I did, I got you these back."

Jack took a familiar looking bag from the small mountain of valuables, and he threw it over to Smoke.

When Smoke grabbed the bag and heard its content, he knew he had gotten his bag of gems back.

"I think Cynar might have spent half of it. Sorry about that," apologized Jack.

"It's alright," said Smoke, carefully hiding his bag of gems while looking at Jack.

"So, what do you plan to do now?" Smoke ask Jack.

"Well, Daniel, Geisel, and I have something to ask you." solemnly said Jack.

"In behalf of the other nobles, we were hoping that you could take us to Votl City," said the three royal children in unison.

"Ah, I see... Wait, what?" asked a stunned Smoke.

Then, a Quest notification popped up.
 
 
    
     
     
       
       	 + Quest: Return of the Aristocrats
Transport Quest
Level: C

Jack, Daniel, and Geisel asked you to return all of the kidnapped nobles back to Votl City.

Accept the Quest? [YES/NO]
  
      
 
     
    
 
   
 
   
"But why Votl City?" asked Smoke. "Isn't Vona City closer?"

"For starters, Vona City is crawling with Cynar's spies," explained Jack. "Also, I have a powerful ally in Votl City."

"Really? Who?" asked Smoke.

"I doubt that you would know of him, Faux," conceitedly stated Jack. "No offense, but there is no way a person of your caliber would know of Lord Avilo Dawkins."

"Oh, Avilo? Isn't he the one who's always together with that old High Wizard... what was his name... Mouche, right?" asked Smoke.

"You know Lord Avilo?" asked an astonished Jack. The young nobleman scuffed and laughed. "Well, as expected of Lord Avilo. His fame really does precede him."

"How did you come to know of his name?" further inquired Jack.

"Oh, he told me himself," answered Smoke. "Or was it Mouche who introduced him? I'm not sure. I was more focused on watching the eliminations of the Magi Gagnant Tournament in Vona City."

"You sat next to Lord Avilo?" asked Jack in disbelief.

Then, it hit the young nobleman. "Oh, right. You had that bag of gems. But I thought you were saving it for a more pertinent purpose. Who would have that you would squander it on watching a tournament in an arena."

Smoke was about to argue with Jack, but he realized that he did indeed have a more important matter to solve, the debts of all the Avendre Mercenaries under them.

"Well, that was for research, but you were right. It was wrong of me to spend those gems for only seeing the games," agreed Smoke. "That's why instead of watching from the stands, I'll be watching on the side of the ring instead."

"You plan to spend even more money?" asked Jack.

"No, I plan to participate in Votl's Magi Gagnant Championship," answered Smoke. "So, I guess that's a yes for me. I'll take all of you to Votl City."

"Great! But first things first," warned Jack. "Your bag of gems is the only thing your getting from this loot. The rest of this belongs to Myself, Daniel, and the rest of us."

Smoke raised both his hands in surrender and nodded with a grin.
 
 
    
 
   * * * * * *  
 
   

"Come on, Freifahrt, we're only five kilometers away til Votl City," Smoke said to his dirus wolf, trying to cheer him on.

Attached to the mount was Colere's rickety cart. Smoke did some modifications to it, allowing him to carry all six royalties on it.

When he was working on the cart, Smoke thought how easy it would have been if he only had his Transmutation ability. Sadly, it was taken away from him.

"Are we there yet?" abruptly asked a young aristocrat for the nth time, on this lengthy journey of twelve days.

In an attempt to shut Quengler up, Smoke shared a part of his story with them. About how he was in search for clues on the Magietrois, and how he needed to enter the Magi Gagnant Tournament to do it.

However, even this did not stop the annoying aristocrat from asking the same question.

"Shut it, Quengler, Faux is taking us there directly," reprimanded Jack. "You should at least remember how far Votl City is."

"Quengler, you're welcome to walk if you think you will get there faster," suggested Daniel.

Smoke quickly looked behind the cart and interjected, before another squabble between the royal pains broke out. "Don't worry, Quengler. According to my map, it should just take us twenty-minutes more."

As Smoke faced front, he was greeted with an upward road. "I'm sure this will be the last hill, Freifahrt," he said to the dirus wolf.

When they reached the top, Smoke saw a majestic vision. An amethyst city surrounded by three mountains with varying colors. One was brown, the other was red, and the last one was blue.

"Why is Votl City, purple?" Smoke asked Jack.

"Well, legend says that the Magietrois were doing a ritual," began Daniel, stealing Jack's opportunity to answer. "They supposedly filled those three mountains with their magic, and accidentally created the Amethyst City of Votl."

Not to be outdone, Jack hurriedly shed more light on the city's history. "Votl also means violet in Felinese."

"Felinese? What's that?" asked Smoke.

"The original language of the Lioumereans!" quickly answered Jack, before Daniel could.

"Really? Felinese, huh?" wondered Smoke out loud.

As they got closer, Smoke noticed several tall spires. There were nine outside the city's main walls, while the three tallest towers were inside it.

When they got to city gate, four Warriors asked them to stop.

"Halt, what is your purpose in Votl City?" asked one of the Warriors.

"I'm here to return these captured children," replied Smoke, pointing to Jack and the rest of the young aristocrats.

The Warrior then turned to Jack. "What's your name, boy?"

"Lord Jacques Dawkins, Twenty-fifth in line for the throne of Vitzytl," boldly answered Jack.

"Dawkins? Lord Dawson's son?" asked the Warrior in disbelief. "But Lord Hautain claimed that all of you were killed."

"And you people would believe someone like Hautain?" incredulously asked Jack. "Now, let us through before I have you punished."

"I'm sorry, but I need to have you verified," insisted the Warrior. "Who can I call of nobility to ascertain your identities?"

Jack looked pissed. "You really won't take my word for it?!"

Daniel grabbed Jack's shoulder and forced him to back down.

"Excuse him. You can contact Lord Avilo Dawkins," replied a calmer Daniel.

"Very well," replied the Warrior. "Wait here while we call him."

The Warrior went farther away, and called the Avilo.

"I just hope he gets here fast," said an exasperated Jack. "He's only just excited for Gagnant Tournaments."

Ten minutes passed and still no Avilo in sight.

Then, a HighElf girl of about eleven years old walked past them. She was carrying a basket full of flowers, and was headed into the city as well. She stopped and stared at Smoke and the young aristocrats riding in his rickety cart.

"Oi, beggar, did you kidnap these children?" asked the little girl. "Votl City is really harsh to the likes of you."

"Hey, Faux, isn't like that," defended Geisel. "Sure, his clothes are tattered, his mount is messed up, and this cart is clearly about to break apart, but Faux is a nice guy. In fact, he's the one who rescued us from our kidnappers."

The little flower girl clicked her tongue. "Listen, Kid, you don't know how tricky the world is. Who knows? Maybe, he was in cahoots with your kidnappers from the beginning, and now he's just out to get the reward your rich parents are going to give him."

"Who are you calling little girl? You're not much older than I am," interjected Geisel. "And like I said, Faux isn't like that at all."

"Suit yourself, Kid, but don't say I didn't warn you," said the little HighElf, as she walked past the Warriors and into the city.

Smoke didn't bother to join in the squabbles between children. He felt his ears had already bled out from hearing all of the mundane arguments children could fight over.

Finally, after thirty-minutes of waiting outside the gate, Avilo and Mouche arrived. Avilo went past the Warriors and ran up to Jack.

"Jack? Is that really you?" asked Avilo.

"Yeah, it's really me, Av," replied Jack.

"You really haven't grown at all," said Avilo and hugged Jack.

"Mouche, look, it's little Jackie," Avilo said to his High Wizard steward.

"Welcome home, Lord Jacques," said Mouche and gave him a small bow.

"What happened to you? How did you get here?" Avilo began asking a series of questions, all of which Jack could not answer quickly enough.

"It's a long story, but first I want you to help out Faux," said Jack, pointing to Smoke. "He says that he's registered in the Magi Gagnant Tournament."

"Faux?" asked Avilo. He then turned to Smoke. "Wait a minute, you're the one who traded seats with us in Vona City's Arena."

"Yeah, that's right," said Smoke, offering his hand to Avilo.

"Jack said that you're in the Gagnant?" queried Avilo. "How can that be? I haven't seen your name in the tournament roster."

"Oh, I'm a late entrant. Maybe, my name will appear after I register?" reasoned out Smoke.

"Here, have a look at my document," he said to Avilo, handing him Cynar's doctored paper.

Avilo scrutinized the parchment. He brought it close to his eye, and examined it from all sides. Next, he took a whiff of its scent, and even tried to measure its thickness with his fingers.

"I'm sorry, Faux, but this is a fake," said Avilo flatly.

"I don't know who gave this to you, but none of the arbiters would be fooled by such a cheap imitation," explained Avilo.

"What? Are you sure?" asked a surprised Smoke.

"I am as sure as this city is purple," replied Avilo with all sincerity. 
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The Sequestered Seminary of Sawtorn
 
   
"So, this document won't allow me to participate in the Magi Gagnant Tournament?" questioned Smoke again.

"I'm sorry, Faux, no matter how many times you ask me, the answer will be the same," replied Avilo.

"But, Lord Avilo, surely you could do something for Faux?" begged Jack.

Daniel also came rushing to Smoke's support. "If it was not for him, who knows what would have happened to us under Cynar?"

Smoke was doubtful that Cynar would actually hurt them, but keeping them hostage and working as thieves was still wrong of him to do.

"Lord Avilo, I have already insulted this most trustworthy man before," added Geisel. "Please help him, my Lord."

Shortly after, all the rescued nobles chimed in with pleas for Smoke to participate in the tournament.

Avilo turned to Smoke. "You truly are something else, Faux. To have earned all of their trust."

"Surely, as ninth in line to the throne, you have some sway in this matter," said Jack, playing on Avilo's hubris.

"Jack, you should know that I do not abuse my rank," answered Avilo. "However, there was an unfortunate tragedy that happened just recently."

"What happened? And how is that related to Faux being in the tournament?" asked Daniel.

Smoke remained silent as he only observed the conversation between the nobles. He decided to do so, as it was going favorably well for him.

"I don't know if you've heard, but the Ork tribes have greatly increased in power," began Avilo. "Due to this, the King ordered for the strongest Magicians, Wizards, and all other variants to attack them."

"How many of them were assembled?" asked Jack.

"The Kingdom gathered fifty-thousand Wizard variants and twenty-thousand Warrior variants," answered Avilo.

"Wow, that's a lot!" said Jack. "You don't usually see that many. I bet it must have been quite a sight!"

"It certainly was," replied a smiling Avilo.

'I guess fifty-thousand Wizards is sort of amazing,' silent agreed Smoke to himself.

"Can you imagine? Twenty-thousand Warriors!" Jack said to Daniel.

"I know! They must have sent all of the Warriors the other cities could spare," said Daniel.

"Wait, wait. Is it really that uncommon to see twenty-thousand Warriors?" asked Smoke.

"Definitely!" answered Avilo. "A city in Vitzytl usually only employs about five to eight-thousand Warriors," he furthered explained. "So, seeing that many assembled Warriors in one place is not an everyday thing."

It was only after hearing this that Smoke remembered how Vitzytl Kingdom was famous for its Wizards and not its Warriors.

"The life of a Warrior in our Kingdom is difficult," added Jack. "I used to want to be a Warrior, but finding any decent masters is next to impossible."

"Exactly, right. I remember that I used to be like that as well, but then I gave it all up and decided to follow in the footsteps of Prime Wizard Ouragan," said Avilo.

"Wait, you're going off topic already, Avilo," said Smoke. "What was the tragedy?"

"Well, the assembled Ork-Annihilation-Force did eliminate a total of fifty tribes of UrukHai," said Avilo. "And those are the strongest of Orks, but they did bumble up a bit."

Avilo let out a deep sigh. "One of the Warrior divisions failed to defend the main magical attack force against the charging Orks, and as a result, three of the participants in the Magi Gagnant Tournament were killed."

"And you can enter me as one of their replacements?" asked Smoke.

"Well, that all depends on you, Faux," replied Avilo. "I can get you to participate in another qualifying test, but you are going to have to win it yourself."

"Is it an elimination tournament like in Vona City?" asked Smoke.

Avilo shrugged. "I'm not really sure. I do not know the exact details, but you can overcome that as well, right?"

Smoke nodded, thinking about all the possible scenarios for the qualifiers.

"When is this?" asked Smoke.

"Two days from now," said Avilo. "For now, you and your mount should get some rest and I'll take care of reuniting all the rescued children."

"I think I'll do that," said Smoke. "I'll be sure to be back by then."

Smoke then got back up on his rickety cart and grasped Freifahrt's reins.

"Faux, wait," called out Jack, Daniel, and Geisel in unison.

Smoke got back down, and turned to face them.

"Thank you so much, Faux," said Geisel and gave him a hug.

"You may have bound me up in ropes, but I've never been more thankful in my life," said Daniel and hugged Smoke as well.

Then, the Dickinson siblings gave way to Jack.

"Hey, sorry about your gems, again," said Jack.

Smoke ruffled Jack's hair. "I told you to forget about it, but if you do mention it again, I'm going to ask you for 40,000 zecs."

Jack grinned. "Fine, fine. But seriously, Faux, thank you. We all owe our freedom, no, our lives to you."

Suddenly, a notification window popped up.

 
 
    
     
     
       
       	 + Completed Quest: Return of the Aristocrats

You have safely return all of the kidnapped nobles back to Votl City.

Rewards:
* Intimacy with all of the rescued nobles has increased to 90
* Intimacy with Geisel Dickinson has increased to most 'Trusted Friend'
* Intimacy with Daniel Dickinson has increased to most 'Trusted Friend'
* Intimacy with Jacques Dawkins has increased to most 'Trusted Friend'
* 600,000 experience points
  
      
 
     
    
 
   
 
   
The rest of the young aristocrats lined up behind Jack, Daniel, and Geisel.

With his back turned to Avilo and Mouche, and only facing the children, Smoke removed his mask. He smiled at all of them, and gave them a respectful bow.

"Take care of yourselves and learn from this experience," said Smoke, putting back his mask on. He then got back on his ride again.

"Faux, wait. I have something to give you as well," called out Avilo. He then signaled his High Wizard steward to come over.

"Mouche, can you give Faux a permit allowing him entry to our estate," Avilo said to the old HighElf.

"At once, my Lord," replied Mouche, bowing down before taking his leave.

"That indicates that you are a guest in my estate. It should also serve as your identification papers," explained Avilo further. "You do not want to have a repeat of the encounter with the Guards."

"Thank you again," replied Smoke and left to explore the city.
 
    
 
    
 
   * * * * * *  
 
   


The three tallest spires in Votl city, equally towered over the rest of the structures and were well separated from each other. Like all of the structures inside the city, they were all colored in purple. Only the streets gave out a contrast, which were lined with gray and black stones.

After Smoke left his dirus wolf in one of the stables, he decided to explore the city while waiting for the qualifying event to take place.

"Move it!" suddenly yelled a Sonstwelter Mage at him. He was surrounded by four OrkElves hired as personal Mercenaries.

Keeping a low profile, Smoke hurriedly stepped aside and accidentally bumped into somebody else.

"Hey, watch it, you ignorant hick!" shouted a Zectian HighElf. The middle aged man pushed Smoke a side, and scrutinized his appearance.

"Oh, sorry," said Smoke, as he tried to get a stable footing.

Smoke had been looking up, as he used his Telefax Vision to examine the spires. Unaware, that he was already blocking the road.

"How in the world did a hillbilly get in here?" asked the HighElf, blocking Smoke's path.

From his appearance, Smoke guessed that he had a variation of the Wizard Job and belonged to the aristocrats.

Smoke reached for Avilo's permit and showed it to him.

"Oh, you are Lord Avilo's guest," said the HighElf. "I am terribly sorry. I didn't know you were friends with him."

"That's alright," replied Smoke. "Who could guess from my appearance, right? But maybe you can help me?"

"Certainly, it is the least I can do as recompense for my rude behavior earlier," answered the HighElf.

"I was looking for the library, but all of the vendors I asked kept giving me different directions," said Smoke.

"Ah! Maybe they were confused as to which library you were looking for?" asked the HighElf. "Sir?"

"Faux. My name is Faux," answered Smoke.

"Good to meet you, Sir Faux. My name is Snobisme," said the HighElf.

"You see there are nine libraries in the city. We have the most libraries in the entire Sawtorn continent," said Snobisme.

"Oh! That is many," said Smoke.

"Which library did you plan to go to?" asked Snobisme.

"I had no specific library in mind, but perhaps the one with the most books about the Magietrois and also has Ability Tomes," said Smoke.

Snobisme shook his head. "You can't access any of those books from the libraries here. You would need a special permission from a Prime Wizard or someone of the same caliber to do to that."

"Really?" asked Smoke, dismayed.

"But perhaps you might find a few ability tomes in one of the Bookstores in the city?" suggested Snobisme.

"Alright, where's that?" asked Smoke.

"There is one only a few blocks away," said Snobisme.  "It is called Livres Ami. Head two blocks that way, and then take a left."

"Thank you," said Smoke, and headed for the bookstore.

Along the way to the bookstore, Smoke spotted a few Wizard Shops. He thought about giving them a visit as soon as he was done with the books.

TING TIDDING

A bell attached to the door sounded when Smoke opened it.

A middle-aged WoodElf greeted Smoke as soon as he stepped into the shop. She wore black clothes with long sleeves and straight-cut skirt which partially covered her shoes.

"Welcome, to Livres Ami. My name is Livres. How can I—" she started with a friendly tone, but it quickly turned to that of a stern headmistress when she saw his appearance.

"Get out! Get out, now!" yelled Livres.

Smoke let out a sigh. He started reaching for Avilo's permit, but was not given the oppurtunity to present it. With her thin arms, she forcibly pushed Smoke out the door.

"Hey! I can pay for your books," said Smoke, but Livres did not hear any of it. Instead, she placed another sign at the door.
 
 
    
     
     
       
       	 Notice: We have the right to refuse customers!
  
      
 
     
    
 
   
 
   
'Looks like it's not only the HighElves that are haughty,' thought Smoke.

Rejected by the bookstore, Smoke decided to head back to the wizard shops he spotted along the way. He found a familiar name among the shops. It was called Perdant Wares.

This time, Smoke got out Avilo's permit in advance. He had learned his lesson from the previous store.

"Welcome, welcome, Master Elementalist," said a plump old man sitting on the counter. His wrinkled face and gray hairs looked familiar to Smoke.

"What can Perdant do for you today?" asked the plump man.

"Wait, you're Perdant? Perdant Marchand, right?" asked Smoke.

"Yes, yes I am! How did you know my name, Master Elementalist?" asked Perdant. "Did you use some sort of ability on me?"

"No, you were just recommended to me by someone," answered Smoke. He remembered how Sot, the chief of Banal Village, introduced them.

"Really? That's odd. I've only been here for three months and don't have any regular customers," said Perdant. "In fact, I've even thought about returning to Wysteria, since business hasn't been that good, and I'd like to see how the rest of survivors of Banal Village are doing."

"Huh? What do you mean? What happened to Banal Village?" asked Smoke.

"Why do you know about my home Village?" asked Perdant.

Smoke could not think of a response. "Never mind that, just tell me what happened to it?"

"Well, we were under attack by one of the terrible, terrifying Witches of Wysteria. She had an army of goblins. However, she was stopped by a great noble warrior named Master Smoke," began Perdant. "After he saved us, he asked us to migrate to their village. But since most of my fellow residents decided to stay, I foolishly followed them as well."

"And then what happened?" eagerly asked Smoke.

"Well, we were safe for a time. Master Smoke's well created walls defended us from most monster attacks, but then another Witch came to attack us. This time, she used an army of Therianthropes. Our small village stood no chance against her."

Smoke's heart felt like it was being squeezed from inside his chest. "How did you escape? Were there any more survivors? What about Sot? Did he make it out alive?"

Slowly, Perdant shook his head. "Sot remained with the few who decided to buy us some time to escape."

"Thankfully, Master Smoke created an emergency tunnel for us. I guess about thirty of us escaped together," said Perdant. "Most of us scattered to other villages, while there were some who searched for Smoke's village, but I don't know what happened to them."

"Smoke shouldn't have left you alone like that, undefended in your village," somberly said Smoke. "He knew there was still one Witch left. But don't worry. Your village has already been avenged. I heard from a reliable source, that Horrabelle is dead. Smoke killed her. Unfortunately, it was after she destroyed your village."

Suddenly, Smoke stood straight and lowered his head in front of Perdant. "I apologize in Smoke's behalf. He should have done better for you and your people."

"No, no, don't do that," hurriedly said Perdant. "Master Smoke was our savior. Even until now, he is still my savior. In fact, he's the reason I managed to survive all this time and even reached here."

"Yeah, how exactly did you reach Sawtorn?" asked Smoke.

"Well, Master Smoke paid me a ridiculous amount of money for some books and other junks I had leftover," said Perdant. "Before we were separated, I gave a few zecs to the other surviving villagers. As for the rest, I used it to buy goods and wares which I traded as I traveled."

Perdant paused. He looked out the window of his shop, as if reminiscing.

"Slowly, I built up a small fortune from Master Smoke's funds. In my travels, I reached a village named Havre. By the way, in case you were wondering, all of these places are in Wysteria."

Smoke nodded politely at Perdant. "Yes, I've heard of Havre Village."

"There, I saw a Miner who had a small pouch full of gems. He was headed into the village to sell them off. I immediately used all of my zecs to buy it. Unfortunately, I didn't know that he overcharged me," explained Perdant. "I went to all of the establishments in the village, and none of them would buy my gems for 80,000 zecs. This was already a lost at this point as I bought them for 70,000 zecs each."

"Wait, wait. Why are you losing when you bought them at a cheaper price than what you were asking for?" asked Smoke.

"Tsk tsk tsk. I say this with respect, but if you have to ask, then you clearly don't have a mind for good business," answered Perdant. "Anyway, I would not allow my small fortune to be squandered like that. Especially, since it was given to me by Master Smoke."

Although wearing his full-faced mask, Smoke still smiled and shook his head, amused at Perdant's logic.

"Then, I heard from one of the Sailors that Sawtorn has a bigger asking price for gems," said Perdant. "So, here I am."

"I see, and you've clearly done well for yourself," said Smoke, as he looked around the shop. "You don't mind me looking around do you?"

"Why would I mind?" asked Perdant.

"What with my clothes and all," said Smoke.

"Clothes do not make the man, but rather through his actions and words," replied Perdant. "Who am I to judge your appearance?"

Smoke nodded gratefully at Perdant and continued browsing his store.

"Um, Master Elementalist, you have obliged me to tell my story for so long, but I still don't know your name or how you came to know of mine," said Perdant, as he closely followed Smoke from at least a meter behind.

'He says he doesn't mind me looking, but his watchful that I don't steal anything,' surmised Smoke.

"As I've said earlier, someone recommended you to me," said Smoke. "As for my name, I'd like to keep it to myself for now."

"If you insist. But perhaps I could give you a bigger discount if I knew who you were, or who recommended you," said the stout old man.

Smoke did not answer and kept on looking around the store. Perdant's shop was filled with various Mage items. From wands, robes to even hats. He also had a small collection of books, but Smoke had already read all of them.

Then, he noticed a rare ear accessory and a Wizard's belt. He picked up the smaller piece first and inspected it.
 
 
    
     
     
       
       	 Auraltrival (Ear Accessory)

  An earpiece crafted from sapphire and titanium by the HighElf Forgeron. The materials used are said to increase MP recovery.


  Durability: (1,000/1,000)
  + 20 Intelligence

  Restrictions:
    - Can only be used by Mage variations
    - Level 100
    - Dexterity: 100
    - Intelligence: 350

  Equipment Ability:
    *Gahum Retrieval (Active)
      > Triples your current MP recovery
      > Consumes 100 MP/use
      > Once you’ve used this ability, you cannot use it again for another two minutes
  
      
 
     
    
 
   
 
   
 
 
    
     
     
       
       	 Meguerre (Belt)

  A brown belt fashioned by the WoodElf Sastren from an earth-wyrm hide. It was designed for the warring times during the first Ork Tyranny.

  Durability: (3,000/3,000)
  + 10 Intelligence
  + 10 Vitality
  + 50 Defense

  Restrictions:
    - Can only be used by Mage variations
    - Level 110
    - Strength: 150
    - Intelligence: 380

  Equipment Ability:
    *MP to HP (Active)
      > Increases your HP by taking from your MP
      > Consumes 5 MP/use
  
      
 
     
    
 
   
 
   
 
 
    
     
     
       
       	 Pantalon (Pants)

  Sturdy brown trousers fashioned by the WoodElf Sastren from an earth-wyrm hide. It was designed for the warring times during the first Ork Tyranny.  

  Durability: (15,000/15,000)
  + 10 Intelligence
  + 30 Vitality
  + 100 Defense

  Restrictions:
    - Can only be used by Mage variations
    - Level 110
    - Strength: 200
    - Intelligence: 400

  Equipment Ability:
    *Earth Wyrm Pantalon (Passive)
      > Increases Lightning Resistance by 10%
      > Increases Earth Affinity by 10%
  
      
 
     
    
 
   
 
   
"How much for all of these?" asked Smoke, picking out the earpiece, belt, and pants.

"The earpiece is 4,000,000, the pants is 3,000,000, and the belt is 1,000,000 zecs." said Perdant. "But I'll give all of them for 8,000,000 zecs."

"Wait, where's the discount?" asked Smoke.

"Discount? Why would I give you one? I don't know even know your name," replied Perdant.

"Ah. I see," said Smoke. "What about if I'm the one who sells you something?"

The stout man's gray eyebrows raised. "Sell me what?"

"This," said Smoke, taking out one of his gems from his bag.

"Can I have a look at it?" asked Perdant.

"Sure, go ahead," said Smoke, handing him the gem.

"This looks like the same gem I had when I was in Wysteria," said Perdant.

"How much?" asked Smoke.

"I'll give you 90,000 zecs for this gem," said Perdant.

"That's too low. I'm afraid I can't do that," said Smoke. "How about if I told you who I am?"

"Well, that depends. The price might go higher or lower," said Perdant.

Smoke removed his full-faced mask, and revealed himself to the old Merchant.

Perdant gasped. "Master Smoke? Is that really you?"

"Yeah," said Smoke. "But you can't tell anyone I'm here in Sawtorn. I'm currently preparing for a war in Wysteria, and people need to think that I'm still there."

"Of course, of course. Your secret is safe with me," said Perdant.

"Well, Perdant? How much are these items, now?" repeated Smoke.

"If it's for you, Master Smoke, I'll give them to you..." said Perdant, "for only 4,000,000 zecs."

"Really?" asked Smoke.

Perdant nodded with all seriousness.

"Still that expensive, huh?" repeated Smoke.

"That's already an insane discount," said Perdant. "I'm practically giving it to you."

"Alright, I'll take all of them," said Smoke. "And what about my gem? How much would they fetch for?"

"Oh, that. I can easily give you 200,000 zecs for each one of those," said Perdant.

Smoke could not stop himself from grinning. "More than double, huh? Here, take all of it," he said, and handed over his bag of gems.

"But, Master Smoke, why do you need this much money?" asked Perdant.

"I need it to raise funds for the upcoming war," said Smoke. "Also, to free a lot of enslaved Mercenaries."

"You can count on me, Master Smoke!" said Perdant. "If I may be so bold, please allow me to be your liaison in all your dealings here in Sawtorn."

"Certainly!" exclaimed Smoke. "Now, about books. Do you know where I can get some about the Magietrois?"
 
   * * * * * *  
 
   

Two days passed like a gust of wind. Smoke spent all this time working with Perdant on finding books about the Magietrois. Yet, they only found the same generic story about how they stood up against the Reptilian Race. Smoke also tried entering the library, but even with Avilo's permit, he was still not allowed to enter the restricted section.

The only real progress he made was finding Perdant. Trusting the stout old man, Smoke invested 50,000,000 zecs for him to use as capital. In the span of two days, Perdant gained 500,000 zecs in profit.

Due to this good news, Smoke entered Votl City's Pulper Arena with a positive thought and a good feeling.

It was three times larger than the arena in Vona City. Smoke estimated that it could probably seat at least to three-hundred-thousand if they wanted to.

"Faux, over here," called out Avilo from inside. Next to him was Mouche, his loyal steward.

"Listen, there's been a slight change," Avilo said to Smoke.

"What's that?" asked Smoke.

"Instead of you fighting against the other qualifiers, you'll be up against a previous champion instead… My hero," said Avilo.

Smoke's eyes grew wide. "Me against Ouragan?"

"Well, not really," replied Avilo. "It will be you and all the other qualifiers at once against Ouragan."

"Then, he won't stand a chance against us," said Smoke.

"Technically, you won't be allowed to hit him," further explained Avilo. "Anyone who does, is automatically disqualified."

As the news was still sinking in, Smoke stared blankly at Avilo.

"Of course, this was done in order not to risk injuring Ouragan," said Avilo. "The participants will just stand in the ring and take his attacks, until they'll be out of the ring. The last three contestants left will be allowed into the tournament."

Smoke's eyes lit up when he heard the rest of the conditions.

"So, just stay in the ring?" asked Smoke. "What about flying?"

"Well, I'm not sure," said Avilo. "Let me go ask."

Avilo ran to someone who looked like an arbiter of the tournament.

With just Smoke and Mouche standing there, he decided to talk to the old man.

"How's it going?" he asked.

The old HighElf gave him a curious look. "What do you mean, Sir Faux?"

"I mean how are you," explained Smoke.

"I'm very well, Sir, thank you for asking," said Mouche promptly, and their silence resumed.

"I was wondering, why is the stadium named Pulper?" Smoke asked Mouche. "Was the plaque just misspelled from Purple?"

Mouche laughed. "Yes, many tourists have asked the same thing. From what I know, it is named Pulper after supposedly extracting the power of all Magietrois when they had a tournament amongst themselves here. Yes, like an orange being pulped."

"Really? That's why it's called Pulper?" asked Smoke, amused.

Then, Avilo came running towards them.

"Flying is accepted!" said a panting Avilo. "As long as you don't touch the ground. Although, I haven't seen anyone else beside the Prime Wizards do that."

"Do you know how to fly, Faux?" Avilo eagerly asked him.

Smoke hurriedly shook his head. "No, but in case someone did, I would want to know if it was allowed."

The three of them then entered the arena proper.

"Don't be intimidated by the other qualifiers," Avilo said to Smoke. "You don't need to beat all of them. You just have to be in the top three."

"That's the plan," said Smoke.

When they entered, their eyes immediately fell on a female Zectian levitating from the ground. She was engulfed in flames, which made her hair look like it was on fire. Her feet was at least half a meter above the ground. Her beauty eerily reminded Smoke of Crucibelle, if she was an Elf.

"With a flying ability like that, she'll probably be a top contender for one of those three spots," Avilo said to Smoke.

"She is called Xantana," interrupted Mouche. "They say that her victory in Vlahui City would have been assured, if only she participated. Unfortunately, she was out on an important quest during that time."

"Xantana, huh?" said Avilo. "Isn't she the one with the life-size portrait in your room?"

"Lord Avilo, please. I do not know what you're talking about," said the old HighElf, slightly giving out a perverted smile.

Before Smoke could reply, they heard someone's voice from above.

"Hey, there! I didn't know there was another Sonstwelter allowed to take this special qualifying round," said a flying man, dressed in long green robes. His long white hair flowed with the wind.

The stranger's only headgear was a pair of goggles, revealing his purple skin much like Smoke's. He slowly lowered himself near them, but he kept hovering above ground.

Smoke could feel the gust of wind emanating from this stranger.

"The name's Chrysopelea!" said the Sonstwelter. "But you can all call me Chrys." He then gave Smoke, Avilo, and Mouche an exaggerated salute.

"My name is Mouche," said the old HighElf. "And this is Lord Avilo, and Sir Faux."

"Let me guess, you're a Terra Mage, right?" Chrys said to Smoke.

"I'm an Earth Elementalist," said Smoke.

"Really?" said Chrys, and then gave Smoke a smug smile.

"I overheard you guys talking about that Pyro Magi's levitation ability," said Chrys. "Well, let me tell you right now, that is nothing to be impressed about."

Chrys then flew straight up at blinding speed and circled around the entire Pulper arena in a matter of seconds.

'Ledur is still faster,' thought Smoke to himself.

"That was good, but Prime Wizard Ouragan is still faster than that," Avilo said to Chrys.

"That's great!" said Chrys. "It would have been such a let down if he wasn't."

Chrys then flew away and zoomed to the other side of the arena.

"I hate to admit it, but it looks like he could be a great candidate to withstand Prime Wizard Ouragan's magic," said Avilo.

"Don't sell me short, Avilo. I may look like some ragged Elementalist, but I do have some tricks up my sleeve," said Smoke.

"Faux, you do know about the Elemental Weaknesses, right?" asked Avilo.

"Of course," replied Smoke.

"I'm not sure you understand what I am saying," said Avilo. "Earth grounds Lightning. Lightning electrifies Water. Water extinguishes Fire. Fire surpasses Wind. Wind erodes Earth."

With his full-faced mask only exposing his eyes, they were highlighted when they grew wide as soon as Smoke realized his predicament.

"Right, Prime Wizard Ouragan's mastery is Wind," reminded Avilo.

"Don't fret, Lord Avilo, I'm sure Sir Faux will be able to do something," interjected Mouche. "You said it yourself. He does not need to beat Ouragan, he just needs to survive him."
 
    
 
    
 
   * * * * * *  
 
   


Smoke, Chrys, Xantana, and five other participants gathered outside the large circular ring. Upon closer inspection, Smoke realized that Xantana's hair was white and not blond, which made him conclude that she was actually a LightElf.

The other mages were from various specialties, but there were some, who appeared to be from the same school.

Two female WoodElves appeared they were versed in the element of Water. Whereas, two young HighElves in black robes with with lightning strikes were overflowing with lightning sparks. And one tiger Lioumerean in red robes, who looked like he possessed the mastery of Fire.

While Smoke and everyone else were waiting for the qualifiers to start, a young HighElf girl with straight, red hair approached them. She pulled a small cart with several bouquets of flowers in it. Their sweet fragrance carried a mysterious scent. As she got closer, she began handing them out to the participants and said something to each one of them.

"Why are you here?" she suddenly asked Smoke when she got in front of him.

"Excuse me?" asked Smoke.

"I thought that Guard would have had enough common sense not to let in such mendicants," said the girl.

"Have we met? asked Smoke, confused. "Do I know you from somewhere?" 

"What a numbskull," said the girl. "I met you near the gate just a few days ago, remember?"

"Ah! That was you?" said Smoke. "I didn't remember you to be this spunky. Although, now that you mention it, you did get into a fight with Geisel."

"Anyway, here's your flower," said the girl, handing Smoke his bouquet. "May the blessing of Tlaltezin be showered upon the strong."

"Thanks," said Smoke, and he forcibly returned the flowers to her. "But I don't like flowers. Why don't you keep it instead?"

The young flower girl's eyebrows instantly raised. "You do understand that these flowers symbolizes the  power of the great god Tlaltezin, right? Are you sure you want the blessings of a great god to be given to me instead?" asked the girl.

Smoke's eyes wandered, fixated on the other participants and how he would fare against them. "Yeah, sure. Go ahead and take them."

"Alright, but don't go blaming me when you lose," said the girl, taking back Smoke's bouquet.

Suddenly, a loud booming Announcer's voice echoed throughout the arena. "Participants, welcome to your final ticket to the big leagues!"

The Announcer's face displayed on the jumbovision screen. He looked like a generic WoodElf, with brown hair and pale-white skin.

After seeing the Announcer, the young flower girl promptly left the area of the ring. The flowers that she had given them, suddenly went up in flames. Before it wilted and disintegrated, it bestowed enchantments of increased life, increased mana, and increased regeneration to its bearers.

Smoke slapped the upper part of his full-faced mask with his palm, tracing it downward. 'I thought those were just for show,' bitterly thought Smoke. 

"This maybe a private event, but please stick to the rules," said the Announcer. "After all, there are only two!"

"You're free to block Prime Wizard Ouragan's attacks, as long as you do not touch any surface outside the ring." The Announcer paused, and checked if all of the participants were listening.

"Next, you are not to attack Prime Wizard Ouragan in any form or manner," said the Announcer. "Failure to comply, means expulsion from the tournament and all other succeeding tournaments and will be tagged as a dangerous criminal in all the cities of Vitzytl."

Smoke and all of the other participants amiably nodded.

"Now, that everything's cleared up, please help me welcome, Prime Wizard Ouragan!" said the Announcer.

Then, an old HighElf, much older than Mouche, walked up next to the Announcer. Ouragan was using a cane to help him get closer.

Ouragan was then given the chance to address the participants. This would be Smoke's first time hearing him talk.

"My pet horned rabbit died a few hours ago," said Ouragan. "I know this doesn't concern any of you, but I thought I'd just share it with all of you anyway. Oh! And good luck to all of you Schmucks who think they can take on and old man!"

Suddenly, Ouragan disappeared from the jumbovision screen, and appeared right next to the other participants on top of the ring.

Then, the jumbovision focused on all the individuals, heated to fight. The Announcer's voice then echoed over them.

"Participants, ready?" the Announcer asked Smoke and the other contenders. "Prime Wizard Ouragan, ready?"  

A heavy stillness overcame the arena, as they waited for the sound of battle!

GONG

"Begin!" exclaimed the Announcer.

At once, Ouragan flew above them. He created four powerful hurricanes outside the ring, pulling the aspiring contestants towards it.

Chrys let out a loud chuckle. "I guessed as much!" He then flew out of the ring, far from the range of Ouragan's cyclone attack.

On the other hand, Xantana, the Pyro Magi, ran to the center of the ring. There, she engulfed her entire body in flames.

Then, a sturdy igloo began forming near one of the cyclones. The two female WoodElves were making a shelter from the wind. However, two lightning bolts hit them squarely on their backs, and knocked them off the ring.

As the two black-robed HighElves congratulated each other with a high five, the tiger Lioumerean used a flaming claw attack, and knocked one of them off the ring. The other HighElf, who was about to throw a lightning bolt at the Lioumerean, was struck by a fireball from Xantana. The two of them fell down next to their victims, their black robes left with scorch marks.

'I knew it, the rules only said that we can't attack Ouragan. It didn't state we can't attack each other,' surmised Smoke.

Just then, he was hit by a fireball from behind, attacked by Xantana. Thankfully, his Wings of Cologus could withstand even Crucibelle's attack and was only slightly charred. He was, however, damaged for 3,000 points.

Smoke reflexively created an earth-wall to defend himself against Xantana, but his Cunning of the Dire Fox also sensed the tiger Lioumerean's claws aimed right at him. He dodged the flamin claw attack, but Ouragan's four cyclones easily eroded his earth-wall.

As soon as his wall vanished, Xantana let out several fireballs at him. All Smoke could do was dodge to the opposite side with his Hyper Jump ability.

Hovering from above, Ouragan aimed for the tiger Lioumerean with a wind blast. However, the tiger Lioumerean casually countered it with a double flaming claw strike.

Smoke manipulated the ring to strike out several earth spikes at Xantana, but only two of them grazed her. Her life bar displayed (497,000/500,000 HP)

"You're stronger than you look," Xantana said to Smoke.

"Chouchou, focus on the Earth Elementalist," said Xantana to the tiger Lioumerean.

'They're partners?' thought a surprised Smoke.

"You got it, Honey," replied Chouchou.

With his hands pointed at the charging Lioumerean, Smoke let out several earth-spikes to skewer his body. However, Ouragan's cyclones disrupted his earth attacks from keeping their shape.

As Chouchou was getting ready to use his fire claw attack, Chrys suddenly swooped down and struck the Lioumerean with a green-colored wind slash.

Chouchou instantly fell outside the ring.

TOOOOOT

Blowed the arena's horns loudly. The Announcer's face displayed on the jumbovision once more.

"Lady and Gentlemen, you three are now part of the Magi Gagnant Tournament! Congratulations!" exclaimed the Announcer.

Xantana hurriedly got off the ring and ran towards the grounded Lioumerean. "Chouchou, are you hurt? Are you okay?"

"I'm fine, I'm fine," replied Chouchou.

A fireball then came straight towards Chrys' face, but was blocked by an earth-wall.

"Chrysopelea! I'll get you for this!" threatened Xantana as she helped her man out of the arena.

"Thank you, Faux," Chrys said to Smoke. "But I could've handled her attack."

"Just thought I'd return the favor," said Smoke.

"Don't mention it. After all, we DarkElf Sonstwelters need to stick together," said Chrys.

Before Smoke could reply, Chrys promptly headed for the exit.

"But I won't be so kind if we meet in the tournament, Faux!" yelled out Chrys as he left.

Shortly after, Avilo and Mouche walked over towards Smoke.

"Congratulations! I thought you would be eliminated for sure!" said an ecstatic Avilo. "Who would have guessed that you'd survive?"

"Thanks," sarcastically said Smoke.

"Looks like we had a wrong impression of Chrysopelea," said Avilo to Mouche.

"Indeed, my Lord," replied Mouche. "And he even has such an interesting sounding name."

"Really? It is too long if you ask me," said Avilo. "Anyway, Faux, you're part of the tournament now. It will be in six weeks time. I hope you will have improved by then."

"I know," said Smoke. "Avilo, can you recommend someone who could help me improve my abilities? I really need to withstand against Ouragan's power."

"Ha! I may have helped you get into the tournament, but I am not a miracle worker," said Avilo. "There is no way you can defeat him, even if you have ten years!"

"Lord Avilo, please do not be so blunt," said Mouche. "I am sorry, Sir Smoke, but when it comes to Prime Wizard Ouragan, Lord Avilo is extremely biased."

"Faux, I am sorry if I offended you, but there is simply no way you can defeat him," said Avilo. "You are still free to visit my estate, but I have other matters to attend to. In fact, I have to leave right now."

"I understand, thank you for all your help," said Smoke, lowering his head before Avilo.

"I will tell you this, if you're not up against Ouragan, I will cheer for you," said Avilo and left with Mouche.

Overwhelmed by his upcoming battles, Smoke slumped down next to the ring. He knew that he stood no chance of winning the tournament. Not as Faux that is. He remembered how he cheated in the Swordsman to Knight competition, and that he used his Earth Manipulation to win. Ironically, now it was the reverse, as he was limited to using that one ability and had little hope of winning.

"Hey, Faux, was it?" suddenly said the young flower girl.

"Yeah?" said Smoke, looking up.

"You really did good out there," said the young girl.

"Listen, I know I sucked, but you don't have to rub it in my face," said Smoke.

"I'm not. Honest!" said the girl.

"You do remember that all of the other participants received Tlaltezin's blessing, right?" asked the girl.

Smoke stared at her. If he was not wearing his mask, she would have seen his confused face.

"I estimate Xantana's life would have been probably at 250,000 HP at best, if she wasn't blessed," said the girl.

"Yeah, but it wasn't a battle to the death," said Smoke. "It was just to knock someone out of the ring."

"You would have done pretty well, if Ouragan had not made the conditions of the ring into Xantana's favor," said the girl.

"Huh? What do you mean?" asked Smoke.

The flower girl sighed. "How Gahum illiterate can you be?"

"Anyway, I overheard that you were looking for a teacher, right?" said the girl.

"Yeah, do you know of someone?" eagerly asked Smoke.

The flower girl nodded. "But she lives way up in the boondocks. I haven't been there in a long time, but she might still be there."

"Who?" asked Smoke.

"Your future teacher," replied the girl. "And she'll be able to teach you exactly what you need to beat Ouragan."

"The name is Flora," she said to Smoke, offering her small hands to him.

"Smo— Faux," said Smoke, shaking Flora's hands.

"Give me ten minutes, and then we'll go," said Flora.

"Go where?" asked Smoke.

"To the boondocks, of course," replied Flora.
 
    
 
    
 
   * * * * * *  
 
   


"It's almost night fall, Flora," said Smoke, tightly holding on to the reins of his dirus wolf. "You know, I would have reached there faster, if you just provided me with coordinates on the map."

The two of them were riding on Smoke's rickety cart being pulled by Freifahrt. After a day's travel, they had circumnavigated the red mountain. They were now on the other side, opposite of Votl City.

"Cheer up, Faux. The tournament isn't until six weeks. Well, five weeks and three days, if you want to be anal about it," said the girl, sitting comfortably in the cart.

"How much farther is this place?" asked Smoke.

"Just that cave over there," said Flora, pointing over to a solid wall on the side of mountain.

"What cave?" asked Smoke. "Is it up the mountain?" He strained his neck looking up.

Flora got down from the cart, and walked towards the mountain.

"Come on, Numbskull, it's this way," said Flora. She walked straight into the solid wall and vanished.

"Don't be afraid, Freifahrt," said Smoke. "I'm sure this is perfectly normal in Vitzytl, right?"

The dirus wolf would not move towards the wall. Smoke got down, and pulled his mount into the solid wall.

When they got through, they entered into a huge cavern illuminated with glowing red ember stones.

"Glad you could finally make it," said Flora. She stood on top of a teleportation circle.

"That will take us to wherever it is we're going?" asked Smoke, pointing to the circle on the cavern floor.

"Yes. This will take us to the seminary," said Flora. "Come on, and let your dirus wolf join in as well."

Smoke dragged Freifahrt into the teleportation circle.

"Now, you just need to say those words," said Flora, pointing to the runes on the circle. "And hold them while you say it."

"Doesn't it just teleport us to the target destination?" asked Smoke. "Like those teleportation circles in the city?"

"Those things are powered by energy crystals and other energy sources," said Flora. "And I'm afraid this thing isn't like that."

Smoke knelt down and read "Nos ad Florissant Poisse."
 
    
 
    
     
     
       
       	 + Teleporting to Florissant's Seminary [3,500 kilometers away]
- Consumed 300,000 MP
  
      
 
     
    
 
   
 
   
A total blackout overcame his vision.

"Flora? Flora?" said Smoke. He tried calling out to her, but he could not even hear his own voice.

Suddenly, a bright flash of light filled his sight, and a loud ringing in his ear.

"Ah!" he shouted loudly and found himself sprawled onto the teleportation circle.

"Relax, Faux," said Flora.

Smoke squinted his eyes and searched for Freifahrt. Instead, he found the red-haired HighElf standing next to him.

"You're overreacting," said Flora. "Just look at your dirus wolf, he seems fine." She said, pointing to Freifahrt.

He found his furry mount unconscious next to him. Careful not to let Flora see him, he peeked inside his chest to check on Igniz. He let out a deep sigh when he saw his symbiote give him a wink, engulfed in his energetic purple flames.

Slowly, Smoke got up and searched his surroundings. Perturbed by the fact that he barely had any mana left, as a result from their instantaneous trip.

After looking around, he spotted a large building fit enough to be called a small castle, situated on top of a hill. It had one spire, and was surrounded by several dried up trees and large boulders.

"Is that the seminary?" Smoke asked Flora.

"Yes, it is," answered Flora. She then patted Freifahrt's fur and said. "On second thought, we better let your dirus wolf rest here for a while."

"Is it safe here?" asked Smoke. "Aren't there any dangerous monsters nearby?"

"It is," said Flora. "Well, unless there are flying monsters that I haven't heard of, but I highly doubt that. This place is hidden inside a large crater of a dormant volcano."

"I'll just take him along, best to be on the safe side," said Smoke, and carried the one-hundred-kilogram dirus wolf on his back. Freifahrt's massive hind legs dragged behind them.

It took them another fifteen minutes to reach the intimidating wooden doors of the seminary. Flora kept insinuating that it would have been quicker if Smoke had just left his dirus wolf behind, but Smoke would not have it any other way. The seminary doors were dark brown and had two thick iron-rings, which served as its handles.

Flora stood on her toes to reach the iron-rings. She then used them to knock on the door, hard.

TOG TOG TOG

"Be warned, this may take a while," said Flora. "You see, this seminary has at least four-hundred rooms, four mess halls, four infirmaries, and two gardens. At worst, it could probably take us a good hour."

"Really? How many students do you think are staying here now?" asked Smoke, as he gently dropped down the still sleeping Freifahrt next to the door.

"To my knowledge, Only Eleve is left," said Flora.

Before Smoke could respond, the tall wooden doors opened. Two Iron Knights stepped outside with their claymores at the ready.

"Oh, and these guys," said Flora. "If I recall correctly, there are about four-thousand of them, give or take a few hundred."

Smoke stood straight and lowered his head at the two Iron Knights.

"Excuse me, but I think we're here to see someone named Eleve," said Smoke.

"What are you doing?" asked Flora.

"What does it look like?" said Smoke. "I'm talking to the guards."

"Sorry about that," Smoke said to one of the Iron Knights. "Flora, here says she knows this place well. But now, I'm afraid if she was just pulling my leg."

The Iron Knights then stood on the opposite sides of the door and saluted them, giving way for both of them to enter.

"They can't talk," said Flora. "They're Automaton Iron Knights made to protect this seminary. That's why I asked what you were doing," she said, and stepped into the seminary.

"Oh, why didn't you say so," said Smoke, he lifted Freifahrt up and dragged his dirus wolf inside.

Once inside, Smoke saw hundreds of Automaton Iron Knights lined up in a great hall, leading to several hallways. However, the numerous Iron Knights blocked any of the paths farther inside the seminary.

"It would be best if we wait here," said Flora.

Suddenly, a female's high-pitched voice boomed from one of the entrances. "Did you let someone in? I am not expecting any visitors, you bunch of Numbskulls! If Mistress Florissant could see you now, I'm sure she'd be—"

An elderly HighElf, with the same straight, red hair as Flora, appeared from behind the Iron Knights. She was dressed in long ruby robes, and stopped talking as soon as she saw Smoke and Flora.

"That was quick, Eleve," said Flora to the old HighElf.

"You're here! You're back! You're really here!" Eleve said to Flora.

Eleve ran to Flora and hugged her tightly. Smoke was impressed to see such an old HighElf be as nimble as her.

"When did you get back?" asked Eleve.

"I got here about thirty-minutes ago," said Flora. "Oh, and I brought someone along," she said pointing to Smoke.

"Huh? That's not a girl," said Eleve. "Guards! Take him outside, now!" she ordered the Automaton Iron Knights.

At once, all of the Knights in the great hall grabbed Smoke and his dirus wolf, and dragged them towards the door.

Mercilessly, they threw both of them out. Smoke and Freifahrt tumbled on the ground and collided with the large boulders outside.

TUDUG

Smoke heard the large wooden doors hurriedly shut tight.

"Faux, don't worry. I'll be right there!" shouted Flora from behind the door.

Smoke checked on mount, and sighed out a relief as he was uninjured. He then walked back to the door. There, he heard Flora and Eleve having an argument, but could not comprehend as it was almost inaudible.

Shortly after, both doors opened. Both Flora and Eleve stepped outside.

"Sorry about that, Faux," said Flora. "Eleve can get a bit cranky."

"Well, why do you think I'm like that?" asked Eleve.

"Anyway, she wants to see your Gahum, before she decides whether to take you in as her disciple," said Flora.

"My Gahum?" asked Smoke.

"I mean your powers," explained Flora.

"What? He doesn't even know what Gahum is?" Eleve asked Flora. "Why are you even bothering with this guy?"

"Eleve, he gave me the blessings of Tlaltezin's flowers before he faced for the qualifiers in the Magi Gagnant Tournament," said Flora. "In the whole history of the tournament, have you ever heard of anyone do that?"

"I bet it was because he didn't know what those flowers were for," said Eleve.

"No! I asked him point blank, whether he wants to give the blessings to me instead of receiving it himself," said Flora.

"Still, that doesn't really mean anything," said Eleve.

"Not only that, but he also activated the teleportation circle to get here, all by himself," said Flora.

The old HighElf scuffed at the young flower girl.

"Come on, Eleve, do it for me? Please?" begged Flora.

"Fine, but may I remind you? Who was the one who told me to be strict with taking in disciples, anyway?" Eleve asked Flora.

"Faux, was it?" Eleve said to Smoke. "You may proceed and show me your Gahum."

Smoke bowed down before Eleve. He took out his Digger's Wand.

"Hey, Numbskull, I said your Gahum, not your equipment," reprimanded Eleve.

Smoke's initial plan was to create a circular trench and build a large sculpture at its center, but that quickly went down the drain.

"Alright, thank you for clarifying that," said Smoke.

He opened both his palms and used his Earth Manipulation ability, only to see the nastiest notification windows pop up.
 
 
    
     
     
       
       	 - Cannot control this Earth with your current level of Earth Manipulation.
- Cannot control this Earth with your current level of Earth Affinity.
  
      
 
     
    
 
   
 
   
"Well, Faux? I'm not getting any younger," said Eleve.

"What are you doing? Do it already," Flora said to Smoke. "Eleve isn't known for her patience."

"Um. After using the teleportation circle, I don't seem to have enough mana to show all of my powers," said Smoke. "Can I rest for a while?"

"That's fine," said Eleve. "Take all the time you need. In fact, you can help me out, and not come back at all."

The elderly HighElf went back inside the seminary and shut the large wooden doors behind her.

Flora walked over to Smoke. "You can't manipulate the ground here, can you?"

Smoke shamefully shook his head.

"Alright, I'll try talking to Eleve again," said Flora. "Come back when you've increased your ability. I could probably make her wait for another three days."

"But how am I supposed to improve my Earth Manipulation?" asked Smoke. "That's why I came here in the first place."

"Well, there might be some earth you can manipulate about two-hundred kilometers south of here," said Flora. "If you have some hidden abilities that could get you there faster, It's best if you use them, now."

Smoke was apprehensive, and did not want to glide away in front of her.

"I don't mean now," said Flora, as if reading Smoke's mind. "Do it where no one else will see you."

Smoke kept silent, and continued to study the young flower girl.

"Do whatever you think is best," said Flora and shrugged. "But if you do decide to try and train with Eleve, I suggest that you get back here in three days time."

Flora abruptly left and headed back to the seminary. "Oh, and don't worry about your dirus wolf. I'll take good care of him."

Smoke could not get a fix on Flora. He felt like he could trust her, but that she was keeping something from him as well.

"Well, Igniz? What do you think?" Smoke whispered to the metal orb on his chest.

Igniz let out a bright purple light, and Smoke took that as a sign to fly southward.
 
   * * * * * *  
 
   


After checking his map, Smoke found four of the OrkElf settlements marked by Colere and Esper in the general area. Thinking that if he needed to improve his Earth Manipulation, he might as well help some of the deprived OrkElves in the process. Smoke and his symbiote were gliding towards one of them now.

One hour and twenty minutes later, Smoke arrived in the supposed settlement. The pomegranate forest was the same as the one he encountered in Souer. When he ventured inside, however, he found nothing but rotten pomegranates stockpiled near the spring.

"Where do you think they could be?" Smoke asked Igniz. "Do you think they moved on, and joined with another settlement?"

The dark ember sprite hurriedly zoomed around the forest and found no sign of the OrkElves. Not even Smoke's Cunning of the Dire Fox sensed anything.

He knelt down next to the spring, and investigated the tracks. There, he realized what had happened.

"Blaise took them," said Smoke out loud. "There are no signs of struggle, but only an orderly march towards that direction," said Smoke, pointing to one of the many exits in this pomegranate forest patch.

Leaping directly from where he stood, Smoke and his symbiote headed to the next settlement. Yet, in the next one, it was the same. Only rotten leftovers of pomegranate fruits were left beside the spring in the center of the forest patch.

"Blaise has been really busy," said Smoke. "I wonder how many OrkElves Cynar and Blaise have now?"

Igniz's purple flames grew dim, as if saying he had no idea.

"Alright, Bud, just one more time," said Smoke. "If the next one is still empty, we'll just start training by ourselves."

Despite traveling at 150 kilometers per hour, it still took them twenty-minutes to arrive at the third supposed OrkElf settlement.

He had traveled farther than he wanted to from the seminary, but his curiosity of the abandoned settlements overcame him.

Softly landing in the outskirts of another pomegranate forest, Smoke's Cunning of the Dire Fox instantly picked up several OrkElves gathered at the center of the forest.

"Finally!" said Smoke out loud. "I knew Blaise couldn't get all of the settlements."

Quickly putting back his full-faced mask on, Smoke entered the forest patch with Igniz hidden inside his metal compartment.

As soon as he walked farther in, Smoke spotted several differences from Colere and Esper's settlement.

Here, he could see wooden fences joined together by vines.

'I don't think even the sand cheetahs could easily break through this fence,' surmised Smoke, as he knelt next to one and touched it.

"Who's there? State your business here!"

Looking up, he saw a middle-aged OrkElf, pointing his rake at him. He calmly raised both his arms and said "I mean you no harm. I got the location of this place from Colere and Esper, maybe you know them?"

"Colere and Esper, huh?" asked the burly OrkElf. "Yeah, I do. They had someone send over a couple of their used sand cheetah furs here. Saying, they don't need it as they recently had a great home put up in their settlement."

The OrkElf slightly lowered his rake and studied Smoke closely.

"You're not the DarkElf who helped them, are you?" asked the OrkElf.

"Yeah, that's me," said Smoke.

"Well, you can turn around and leave," said the OrkElf. "They might have needed your help, but we don't."

Smoke was about to reason with him, when he spotted a familiar silver Flame Knight appear from behind the middle-aged OrkElf.

"Relax, Paysan, I know this DarkElf," said Blaise. "Faux, what are you doing here?"

Smoke was glad his face was covered by his mask. Otherwise, Blaise would have seen his surprised and disappointed face.

"Well, I was going to check whether they needed help with their home," said Smoke. "But I think they have it handled."

"So, it really was you, who built the Souer Settlement!" said Blaise.

"Cynar guessed it might have been you. Thanks to their new home they refused my offer to join me," pleasantly added Blaise. He paused and patted the middle aged Farmer's shoulder.

"Paysan, relax. Why don't we invite him for dinner instead?" asked Blaise. "Faux makes a mean rejuvenison soup. It's made with the juciest venison."

"Blaise, how many times do I have to tell you, we're vegetarians," said Paysan.

"Oh, I can make a vegetarian dish!" exclaimed Smoke. He wanted to enter their settlement, interested to see their way of life.

"Really? What kind?" asked Paysan.

"Um. I can make you some medicinal carrot soup," said Smoke.

"Uck, I've had my fill of carrot soup, even if its medicinal. That's all we ever eat. That and mashed potato," said Paysan

"Wait? You don't eat pomegranates here?" asked Smoke.

"We still do, but only on occasion," said Paysan.

"Maybe, Faux could get a better idea of another vegetarian dish, if he sees your crops?" suggested Blaise.

"That's right," hurriedly added Smoke. "And even if I can't cook you anything new, what's one more mouth to feed?"

"That's already one mouth to many," said Paysan. "On the other hand, I'm sure that everyone would welcome the idea of tasting a new dish."

Paysan held his rake with his right hand, while scratching his head with the other.

"Alright, you can come, but the minute you do something inappropriate I'm having you thrown to the sand cheetahs!" said Paysan.

The moment Smoke stepped inside the tightly bounded wooden fence, a notification window popped up.
 
 
    
     
     
       
       	 + Entered Lagraine Settlement

  This OrkElf Settlement had been founded eight years ago. It is composed of mostly middle-aged OrkElves and boasts of having the most OrkElf children born from both OrkElf parents.
  
      
 
     
    
 
   
 
   
Smoke only paid half of his attention to the window, as he was astonished at the sight of cultivated lands in the settlement. Using the spring at the center of the forest patch, they had built a crude irrigation system to water their crops.

Suddenly, he was pulled away by Blaise. "Hey, what exactly are you doing here? And where's that dirus wolf we gave you?"

"Freifahrt's with a friend," said Smoke. "I needed to improve on my Earth Manipulation ability for the Magi Gagnant Tournament, and I thought that I could help some OrkElves while I'm at it."

Blaise studied Smoke's body language. "Really? You're really that kind of guy, huh? Well, I guess you are. After you helped out those people in Souer, what else could you be?"

Smoke shrugged and resumed walking after Paysan.

"Hey, Faux, did you know that Diebe Den was attacked by Orks?" asked Blaise, catching up with Smoke and Paysan's stride.

"When did that happen?" asked Smoke.

"About the same time when you, Cynar, and I went after Wertlosvati," said Blaise.

"How's everyone in the den? I hope no one got hurt," said Smoke.

"Yeah, it was really weird," said Blaise. "Only Cynar's gathered loot and the aristocrats were taken by Orks, but they left all of the OrkElves alone. Of course, the ones who were there said the Orks used a cloud of smoke to initiate their attack."

Blaise paused and stared at Smoke.

"None of them even had a chance to fight the Orks," said Blaise.

"Listen, Blaise, there's something that I've been meaning to tell you," said Smoke.

However, the OrkElf Flame Knight did not give him the chance to speak up.

"Yeah, I really hate those nobles!" exclaimed Blaise. "I even had a fight with Cynar about how well he's been treating that kid... what was his name again?"

"Jack?" asked Smoke.

"Yeah, that one," said Blaise. "It's like Cynar's gone soft on him. I guess it was good of the Orks to take those wretched aristocrats with them, but if I ever catch the one who did this—"

Blaise suddenly unsheathed his enchanted flaming sword, and sliced it menacingly through the air.

"Hey, what's going on back there?" Paysan asked them both.

"Nothing. Faux was just looking for something," said Blaise. He then picked up a random rock from the ground. "Oh, here it is," he said, handing it over to Smoke.

Paysan shrugged and continued to lead the way to their homes.

"Blaise, I'm really sorry to hear about losing your loot and the captured aristocrats," said Smoke. "But at least none of the OrkElves were injured."

Blaise scrutinized Smoke once more.

"Say, Faux, you're not here to recruit these OrkElves, are you?" asked Blaise. "You're not trying to build your own private army?"

Smoke strongly shook his head. "Of course not. If you've been to Souer then you should know that I genuinely just want to help them."

Desperate to change the subject, Smoke called out Paysan. "Say, what kind of crops do you have here?"

"Well, we have carrots, potatoes, radish, and bread root planted in our fields," said Paysan.

After hearing this, Smoke briskly searched inside his backpack and found that he still had a few sweet potatoes in there.

"What about, sweet potatoes?" he asked Paysan, breaking the root crop in two, for the OrkElf Farmer to see. "Do you have any of this here?"

"No," Paysan eagerly shook his head. "Why is it purple on the outside and orange in the inside? Does it really taste sweet?"

"Absolutely! Even if it's just poached it still tastes great," said Smoke.

"Why don't you cook some for us then?" asked Paysan.

"Certainly," said Smoke, and immediately went to work. He was led to a pot filled with water.

Blaise then knelt down next to Smoke. "Same as before? Cooking without fire," said the silver Flame Knight and chuckled. He drew out his Salamander Tongue, and slashed it across the firewood, setting it ablaze.

"Thanks," said Smoke. He washed the sweet potatoes, and then dumped all of them straight into the pot. He also added in some medicinal wheat grass, in order to enhance the effects of the sweet potatoes.

While waiting for his dish to finish, Smoke observed that the OrkElves in this settlement had already formed family units. They didn't look like refugees forced to be together.

Two children walked over to Paysan, as the middle aged OrkElf was cutting open a pomegranate. He then submerged it in a large clay bowl filled with spring water.

As Smoke had never seen this, he decided to watch what Paysan was doing.

"Oh, that caught your attention, huh?" Blaise asked Smoke. "Look closer, Faux, you may want to add this in your cooking repertoire."

"Hurry up, Pap, I'm thirsty!" said the little OrkElf girl, tugging on Paysan's sleeve.

"Pap, you said I get to drink first," said the older looking OrkElf boy, tugging on the other side of their father.

"Now, you two, you better behave. If you want to drink the pompom," Paysan said to the children. "Also, if you're good, I'll even let you taste what that nice DarkElf is cooking," he said pointing to Smoke.

A smile came across Smoke's face, but his mask prevented anyone from seeing this.

Next, the bowl were Paysan had placed the sliced pomegranates, were now filled with floating yellowish white membranes of the fruit. The OrkElf scooped these out, and placed them in a different container. He then began crushing the seeds which had sunk down to the bottom of the bowl. The spring water inside quickly turned a tarty purple texture. Paysan added more water to it and resumed mixing the seeds with the water. After two minutes, he served it to the children.

"Mm, that was yummy, Pap," said the boy.

"Pap, can I finish this bowl?" asked the girl.

"Hm. I was planning on giving it to Faux," said Paysan. "He's been staring at us for quite some time now."

"Oh, alright," said the little girl. She carefully brought the clay bowl over to Smoke and handed it to him.

"Here you go," said the girl. "Pap's pompom is the best in all of Zectas."

"Thanks," said Smoke, he raised the bowl to Paysan and drank all of it. He found it syrupy with a hint of piney taste, but strangely satisfying.

Then, a notification window popped up.
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'No way! Concentrated pomegranates restore mana!' surmised Smoke.

After he finished his share, Smoke handed the clay bowl to Blaise. In one gulp, the OrkElf in silver armor drank all of what was left.

"That was tasty," Smoke said to Paysan, "and I think Blaise likes it too."

"Yeah, pompoms are great alright," said the OrkElf Farmer.

Paysan's kids then ran off to play with other OrkElf children.

"You know, we learned how to farm for them," suddenly said Paysan.

"We made all of this for them," said Paysan, pointing to everything around.

"Many of us of here, started most of the OrkElf settlements," said Paysan. "When we were younger, we wandered through the cities until we were driven out by their prejudice and maltreatment."

Paysan pointed around the pomegranate trees. "It was here that we found peace, and it was here that we found hope. As we paired up, it was also here that we found love."

"However, we were well aware of our situation," said Paysan. "We knew that if we had children then, they would only come to hate the life they're living, and would only know suffering. The same way as we did."

"None of us wanted our next generation to experience the travesties of life we've experienced," explained Paysan. "Wanting a brighter future for them, all of us submitted ourselves to be Farmers in various cities," he said, and paused for a moment. "We envisioned our families and their descendants to have simple lives, but free from discrimination, suffering, and war."

"Yet, despite our best efforts, Blaise here arrived," said Paysan. "He told us that Sawtorn wasn't getting any better, but if we were to join their cause, then maybe the life that we envisioned for our small settlement could be experienced by all of the OrkElves."

Paysan smiled. "I would love to see that. A world where all OrkElves are free to live wherever they want," he said turning to Blaise.

'Looks like this settlement is joining in with Blaise too,' surmised Smoke.

"But I'm afraid I must decline," said Paysan. "We have worked so hard to get to where we are."

Paysan kept smiling at Blaise. "And we did all of that without using violence. If we were to use our strength, and force all of Sawtorn to recognize us, do you really think that will help their image of us?"

Blaise smiled back, and nodded at Paysan. "Thank you for your honesty, and I respect your decision. But I also believe that what Cynar and I are doing is the right way. I'm not saying yours is wrong, but I just feel that mine is better."

Blaise stood up and offered his hand to Paysan.

"Now, why don't you try these sweet potatoes," said Smoke, thinking on his feet to lighten up the mood.

Smoke used his Earth Manipulation, and created a modified strainer. He fished them out from the boiling water and ran them through the cold spring.

"Here, try some," said Smoke, handing them to Paysan and another to Blaise as well

"Mm. They are sweet!" said Paysan. "Do you have some more that we could plant?"

"Yeah, I have some," said Smoke. "I'll give them to you, if you'll allow me to do what I came here for."

"I can't agree until you tell me what it is exactly," said Paysan.

"I want to improve your settlement," said Smoke. "I don't want anything in return. I just want to contribute to your vision. As it has already become a reality today, I just want to help preserve it for your future generation."
 
    
 
    
 
   * * * * * *  
 
   


The next day, the orange rays of the breaking dawn glistened over the pomegranate leaves in Lagraine Settlement. It was a day like any other, but not for the OrkElves here.

"It was good seeing you, Faux," Blaise said to Smoke. "I'll tell Cynar of what you're doing."

"No, you don't need to tell him that I'm helping out OrkElves," said Smoke.

"Of course not. I was going to tell him that you're the reason my recruitment isn't up to schedule," said Blaise. "But I'm sure Cynar won't mind. You take care of yourself."

Blaise mounted his dirus wolf and exited the forest patch.

"Now, where to start?" said Smoke out loud.

He thought about improving their walls, but decided not to. It served its purpose of defending them against the sand cheetahs. He also felt that it could just trigger the curiosity of the Orks if they saw their improved walls.

Due to this, he concentrated on improving their homes instead. Realizing that there were several families here, Smoke thought that it would be better to make all of them individual houses. Unlike what he did for the OrkElves in Souer Settlement.

He counted a total of thirty families, and immediately started working on all of their homes. He made medium-sized clay houses, two stories high. Each house had four rooms with a large living room.

It took him almost twelve hours to finish. As the Zectas sun was about to set, Smoke made his main attraction for the children. He created a large spiral slide for the bigger kids, and a short straight slide for the toddlers.

As soon as he finished, he received what he was hoping, for a notification window.
 
 
    
     
     
       
       	 + Ability Advanced: Earth Manipulation
    (Active)
    Level: Master Level 1
    Experience: (0/100,000,000)

    You've reached the Master zone of this ability.

    Effect: Allows you to manipulate all of the earth in Zectas, except for the land of Gods.

  + Learned: Earth Manipulation II - Animate
    (Active)
    Effect: Allows the caster to encode instructions for motions, behaviors, and conditions on the caster's creations.
    Notes:
    > Consumes 10,000 MP per use
    > Caster needs to add additional MP for duration
    > Costs 500 MP/second of duration
    > It takes 600 seconds for ability to cooldown
    > Ability is canceled when the earth object is destroyed
    > Maximum range from caster to object must be at most 20 meters
    > Animated objects remain animated as long as the embedded MP lasts
  
      
 
     
    
 
   
 
   
'Finally, I did it,' thought Smoke.

Then, an unexpected window popped up.
 
    
 
    
     
     
       
       	 + Intimacy with Paysan and the other Settlers of Lagraine have risen to 'Trusted Friend'
  
      
 
     
    
 
   
 
   
Paysan then led the OrkElves towards Smoke.

"Thank you so much, Faux," said Paysan. "I've heard of the home you built for Esper and Colere, but this is so much better than what I imagined."

"Mister Faux, can we play in that thing, now?" asked Paysan's daughter, pointing to his special creation specifically for them.

"Sure, and it's called a slide," said Smoke, gently patting her tiny head.

"That slide thing of yours is really great," said Paysan. "Seeing the children smiling, really makes me proud of all the hard work I've put into this place."

"That you did," said Smoke to Paysan. "Anyway, I have to go."

"Wait, why don't you stay for one more night?" asked Paysan. "We'll cook you some of our best dishes."

"That sounds really tempting, but I'll have to pass," said Smoke. "Maybe, next time? I'll be sure to come by here again."

With that, Smoke ran towards the outskirts of the pomegranate forest. There, he used his Cunning of the Dire Fox to check if there was anyone near him. Sensing no one, Smoke leapt to the sky and glided to Souer Settlement.

"I need to tell Colere and Esper what to do with all their pomegranates, and I now have a plan on what to make for my video," Smoke said to Igniz, who was still hiding inside his orb compartment.
 
   * * * * * *  
 
   

Smoke sat in front of the large wooden doors in the secluded seminary up in the boondocks. It was the third morning after Flora brought him here.

EEEEKK TUDUG

Smoke heard the creaking sound of the large doors opening.

"Faux, you're here!" exclaimed Flora. "I thought you couldn't make it in time."

"Gee, thanks for believing in me," said Smoke.

"Oh, he's really here," said Eleve, who appeared behind the little red-haired HighElf.

Looking at the two of them, Smoke thought they looked like a lovely picture of a granddaughter and her grandmother, excluding their blunt mouths and hot tempers of course.

'I wonder if they really are related?' thought Smoke to himself.

"What are you staring at?" suddenly asked Eleve. "Get on with it."

Smoke bowed down before her, and went over to where there were plenty of earth.

"Listen, even if it's you asking, this will be his last chance," Eleve said to Flora. "I'm a firm believer of what I was taught, and that is not to teach those without talent."

"You really are disrespectful," said Flora. "Did you know that?"

Eleve guffed.

"Hey, boy, what in the world are you waiting for?" asked Eleve. "The great gods would return from their place of hiding, just to knock you on the head for making us wait."

Smoke took in a deep breath and used his Master Level Earth Manipulation. He molded a clay golem, after the image of his metallic golems. However, these ones were stouter.

"Well, at least he could do something now," said Eleve, unimpressed.

Then, Smoke used his Animate ability on the clay golem. He gave it a simple command to patrol twenty meters forward, and back again to its original position. The difficult part was setting in the instructions. When he practiced in Souer Settlement, he destroyed a large portion of Esper's wall. Of course, he fixed it before leaving for the seminary.

"Now, that's something you don't see everyday," said Eleve. "A walking soulless doll. Oh, wait a minute. They do seem vaguely familiar."

The elderly HighElf clapped her hands, and more than fifty Automaton Iron Knights stepped outside the seminary.

"Oh, come on, Eleve!" said Flora. "Imagine what he did in that short amount of time? He's now capable of making an Automaton."

"No, I find it unsatisfactory," said Eleve. "Faux, why don't you create a ring for me. About the same size as the one you saw in Votl City."

Unaware of Eleve's intention, Smoke obediently followed the elder HighElf's order. He created a circular ring in front of the seminary.

"It lacks décor and finesse, but this will do," said Eleve. "Now, if that clay golem of yours can defeat one of my Automatons, then I shall allow you to be a student of the Florissant Seminary."

"Thank you for this opportunity," said Smoke. "But can I have a bit of time to prepare my creation?"

"Certainly," said Eleve. "Normally, I would tell you to take all the time you need. But I'm afraid that you would actually use the entire day. So, you have ten minutes."

"That is very generous of you," said Smoke.

After roughly gauging the strength of the Iron Knights, Smoke concentrated on encoding all of the possible conditions he could add into his golem. He gave his clay creation an additional 240,000 of his MP, allowing it to fight for at most eight minutes.

"The rules will be the same as the Gagnant Tournament, right?" asked Smoke.

"Yes, yes. Now, get on with it," said Eleve.

With his battle strategy ingrained into his clay golem, Smoke raised it up with his Earth Manipulation and carefully placed it on top of the ring.

Eleve signaled one of the Iron Knights to step onto the ring as well.

Two Automatons stood on the ring, emotionless and blankly staring at each other.

"Begin!" yelled out Eleve.

At once, her Iron Knight unsheathed its sword, revealing it to be a claymore. It cleanly sliced its blade across Smoke's clay golem.

However, the blade only entered halfway through and got stuck in the middle of the golem's chest.

Smoke's clay golem then grabbed the Iron Knight's shoulders. Its hands melted and fused with each other, locking the Iron Knight inside it.

The clay golem then lifted the Iron Knight off the ground, and slowly walked over to the edge of the ring.

The Iron Knight struggled to free its claymore from the clay golem's chest, but its effort were futile. There was no stopping the clay golem from completing its programming.

Emotionless, the clay golem detached its hands and dropped the Iron Knight off the ring. Upon doing so, it completed its objective and crumbled from existence.

A blue light then flew out from the golem's rubble, and went directly to Smoke, returning all of the unused MP to him.

CLAP CLAP CLAP

"That was unexpected," said Eleve, as she continued to do a slow clap.

"So, how was it? Am I in?" asked Smoke.

"I am HighElf of my word. From now on, you will be a student of the Florissant Academy," said Eleve.

"Thanks," said Smoke, lowering his head before Eleve. "I am honored to be under your tutelage, and be trained in the ways of the Earth."

"Eh? What are you talking about? I'm not an Earth Magi," said Eleve. "I have studied under Magietrois Florissant, and have mastered her secrets of the Flames." 
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter Five:
 
   The Will of the Flames
 
   
Despite having a decent-sized room, Nash still felt cramped inside it. His Zectas game pod took a fourth of the space. Coupled with his newly hanged punching bag and computer table, he barely had enough room to do his stretching exercises.

'Maybe the garage was a better place for the punching bag,' he thought, while shaking his head in disapproval with himself.

He stretched out his arms and sat down in front of his computer screen. He clicked on his unedited video of Colere and Esper in Souer Settlement. The two OrkElf leaders were standing next to a large clay tank, filled with floating white membranes of pomegranates.

"What now?" asked Colere.

"Well, you remove the floaters completely, then begin pounding the seeds at the bottom," said Nash's voice in his DarkElf character.

"Alright, you heard the man," Colere said to Esper, and the two of them began removing the floating white membranes.

"Wait, Esper, can you ask another male OrkElf to take your place?" asked Smoke. "And make sure he looks like Colere."

"What now?" asked Esper. "Faux, you've been acting strange since you got here. First you have us perform this weird experiment, and now you want me to look for someone who looks like my husband?"

"Yeah, Faux, you're asking for the impossible," said Colere. "No one is as handsome as me."

"Oh! Really?" asked Esper. "Wait right here!"

After a few seconds, Esper returned with an identical-looking OrkElf to Colere. "Faux, his name is Wachs. Don't you think they could pass off as twins?"

"Definitely!" exclaimed Smoke. "Great job, Esper."

While fishing out the pomegranate's floating white membranes, Colere kept grumbling to himself. "He doesn't look like me at all."

"Now, Colere, I want you to call Wachs as Jinggu," began Smoke. "And, Wachs, I want you to call Colere as Sharur. You got that?"

"Oh, yeah, yeah. I've done that a hundred times," said Wachs. "You're one of those DarkElves who like to play pretend that we're OrkElves named Jinggu and Sharur."

Wachs paused. "Which am I, again? Sharur, right?"

"No, you're Jinggu. I'm the one you're suppose to call Sharur," said Colere. "But, Faux, what's this for?What does Jinggu and Sharur mean anyway?" 

"Well, in Wysteria, it means honorable and brave friends who are willing to die for you," said Smoke.

"Which one? Sharur or Jinggu?" asked Esper.

"Both," said Smoke.

"That doesn't make sense," said Colere. "How could they mean both when—"

"They just do, okay?" said Smoke, exasperated. "Now, please let's just continue with this experiment. I promise, you two won't regret it."

"Of course, you know we trust you," said Colere. "So, what do we do next?"

"Oh! You're really one of those DarkElves," interrupted Wachs. "Maybe you want Esper to be called as Sierra?"

"Now, who's Sierra," asked Colere, intrigued.

"Oh, it's one of those characters that the Sonstwelters like their OrkElves Mercenaries to be called. The most popular ones are Sharur, Jinggu, and then there's Sierra," explained Wachs. "Well, sometimes they also add another name. I think it was... Adder, yeah, that's it."

Wachs paused, and turned to Smoke. "Also, there's one more request those DarkElf Sonstwelters make... They usually want us to call them Smoke."

"Actually, that's not a bad idea," said Smoke. "Why don't you also call me that during this experiment?"

"Call you what?" asked Colere.

"Smoke," said Smoke.

Colere turned to Esper, and she shrugged in response. The burly OrkElf then turned to Wachs. "Is this some Sonstwelter thing?"

"I don't know, but they really seem to get a kick out of being called Smoke," said Wachs.

"Fine, Smoke," said Colere. "So, what do you want us to do now?"

"Right, clear out those floating membranes, and then pound the seeds with these," said Smoke, handing them over-sized clay-pestles.

"You need to make sure that all of the seeds are completely crushed," said Smoke.

Colere and Wachs silently obeyed Smoke. They proceeded to smoother the seeds in the bottom of the clay tank. The water turned purple, sticky, and syrupy.

"How long do we need to do this?" asked Wachs.

"Until all the seeds are squashed, and ten more minutes after that," said Smoke. He got closer and threw minced medicinal plants into the purple mixture.

After thirty-minutes, their pompom was ready for tasting. Smoke used his Earth Manipulation to create a functional tap and added it to the end of the tank in advance. He placed one of his clay jars under the tap, and poured himself a jar full of pompom.

"Here, try this, Sharur," Smoke said to Colere, handing him the jar.

Colere stared into the purple potion and back to Smoke.

"Well, here it goes," said Colere, drinking it all in one gulp. "Mm. Ah! That was great, Fau— Smoke. It's really delicious."

"Doesn't it? I call it, rejuvpots," said Smoke.

"Why don't you try one, Jinggu?" he said to Wachs, handing him a newly filled jar. "Not only will it restore your Life but your mana as well!"

"Are you serious?" asked Wachs, he intentionally cut himself on his palm and then drank the rejuvpots. "Whoa! It really did restore my health."

"Who knew pome—" began Wachs, but Smoke quickly covered the OrkElf's mouth with his hand. "Jinggu, now now. I don't want you tell them what these things came from."

"Eh? Tell who? It's just us here," said Wachs, staring at Smoke, confused.

"Anyway, it's enough that we learned how to make this item from the famous OrkElf Alchemist, Esper!" said Smoke. "Too bad that she had to leave Wysteria and head for Sawtorn. I don't know what city she's in, but she promised to come back to Wysteria soon."

"Wysteria? Are you alright?" Wachs asked Smoke. "You know that we're really near Vo—."

Smoke shut Wachs up with a gag over the OrkElf's mouth.

"Now, Sharur, just make sure that you take extra care of those pots," Smoke said to Colere. "They cost about 5,000 zecs each. It sounds expensive, but that's already cheap considering they restore both HP and MP."

Colere looked confused, but obediently followed Smoke's lead.

"Of course, Smoke, I'll get right on that," said Colere. "I'm really going to miss that beautiful Alchemist. I wish she stayed with us a bit longer."

"Stop it, Sharur, you don't have a chance with her. Did you forget how powerful of a Warrior her husband was?" asked Smoke.

"Oh, right. He did indeed look powerful," said Colere.

Smoke forcibly blinked his eyes multiple times, to indicate where he planned to end his video.

"That was great, guys," Smoke said to Colere and Wachs. "Now, I want you to fill up this clay pots with the pompom juice."

Smoke then signaled Esper to join them. "I'll make about 20,000 pieces of these pots," he said, and then handed her 50,000 zecs.

"Since you can't wear an actual Alchemist's robes, use that money to go to the Tailors and order clothes that would look like it belonged to one," explained Smoke to her. "You sell them near the market district and near the arena."

Esper obediently nodded.

Due to PVP events being held in the arena, Smoke decided to place Esper there. Potions which would restore both HP and MP in one drink was extremely rare, expensive, and useful.

"Don't worry about the first couple of days," said Smoke. "The sales will be slim to none, but just stick with it and I promise you people will come to buy it."

"Alright, Fau— I mean Smoke," said Esper.

"Oh, it's alright, you don't have to call me Smoke anymore," said Smoke. "You can call me Faux, again."

"Sonstwelters are really weird," Wachs said to Esper and Colere. Both OrkElf leaders nodded without hesitation.

"But remember, don't sell more than 1,000 pieces in one place," said Smoke. "You can sell 1,000 pieces to a person. But after that, you need to tell them that you need to make some more."

"Why should they do that?" asked Wachs. "They'll have all 20,000 clay pots filled and ready."

"The reason for that is to entice the public's demand," explained Smoke. "So, what you do is, find a different location in the city. Preferably somewhere in the same district, but the opposite direction."

"And you're sure that will work?" asked Esper.

Smoke saw the excitement in her eyes. It was clear how much she wanted to make a great profit for their settlement, and Smoke knew that this was a great way to get it.

"Alright, you two, I'm counting on you to make great sales," said Smoke. "Oh, and make sure there isn't a pomegranate in sight when you sell those potions."

"You got it, Faux," said Colere.

"Leave it to us," added Esper. "Hm, Faux, how much is our split on this? Are we fifty-fifty?"

"Sixty-forty, but we'll talk about the specifics later," said Smoke.

After watching the unedited video, Nash then immediately began cutting out the unnecessary parts. Due to them being inside the earth-doughnut structure, the pomegranates trees were completely hidden in the video.

'Although, Colere and Wachs looked like vagrants, I think their clothes could pass off as undergarments,' thought Smoke.

It took him over thirty-minutes to finish his video edit, which left him less than thirty-minutes to get a quick power nap before logging back in.

Nash locked his computer screen, and collapsed on his bed. Without looking, his hands automatically found his alarm clock, which he set for thirty minutes.
 
   
 
 
   * * * * * *  
 
   

With about five weeks left until the tournament, Smoke was patiently waiting for the elderly HighElf to begin their training. During his stay in the seminary, Smoke was asked to remove his earth-mask. This, he readily complied, as the only other people there were Eleve and Flora.

Yet, despite the urgency, he did not mind. For what he was truly after was a clue on the Magietrois, and what could be a better source than one of their direct students?

Squatting on tatami floors reminded Smoke of his time in Saruras Village. He wondered how the Simiavulgs were doing. Especially, Saru, the albino Simiavulg who greatly helped him learn the ways of the Manatl.

Suddenly, his thoughts were disrupted as Eleve called him out.

"Go on, drink some more, Faux," Eleve said to Smoke.

Against his will, Smoke finished one more cup.

"By the way, where's Flora?" asked Smoke, noticing the flower girl's absence since he got back online.

"I sent her on an errand," said Eleve. "Seeing as she's the one who brought you here, then she should be the one to do all of the leg work."

"Leg work?" asked Smoke, confused.

Eleve took a sip from her cup, and sternly stared at him.

"Forget about Flora," said Eleve. "Are you here to train for Magi Gagnant Tournament or not?"

Smoke silently nodded.

"Then, I have a few questions for you," she said. "And for this to work, I only ask you to be honest. You don't have to tell me the whole truth, just as long as you answer the important points of my question."

Smoke felt Eleve's gaze intensify as she spoke.

"Can you do that or not?" asked Eleve. "Cause if you can't, then we might as well stop now."

"I can do that, I can be honest," said Smoke with all sincerity. He had no intention of lying, as he felt that she had the capability of detecting false statements.

Eleve raised her eyebrow. She took in a deep breath and gently placed her tea in front of her.

"First things first, I'd like to know what you want to learn here? Is it to improve your Earth Manipulation ability? Clearly, this is what you had expected. Or do you want to learn the will of the flame?"

Even during the times he was logged out of Zectas, Smoke was thinking about this topic.

"To be honest, I have another elemental ability," said Smoke. "I can also control Lightning. It's nowhere near the level of my Earth Manipulation, but I believe given time I could master that as well."

Without a word, Eleve swiftly picked up her teacup and threw it straight at Smoke's forehead.

"Ouch! What was that for?" asked Smoke, rubbing his forehead.

"Are you playing dumb? Or are you just stupid?" asked Eleve. "Don't you know that Earth and Lightning are opposite elements?"

"I do know that," said Smoke. "But there's a certain percentage where I could still get a decent amount of power from both of them," he reasoned out.

"Tell me this then, which has the higher chance of winning," began Eleve. "Someone who has completely mastered one element or the other who has two but doesn't go near the level of mastery?"

"Well, that depends," said Smoke. "The one who mastered an element could have a low life bar. He could be placed in a trap. Or one out of the two elements could be a counter element of the— Ouch!" he suddenly cried out, as another teacup came crashing into his head once more. "Stop that! You know you can just tell me I'm wrong."

"Now, where's the fun in that?" asked the batty old Highelf. "Did you count how many conditions you said in that one argument?"

"What does have to do with anything?" asked Smoke, still rubbing his head.

"Well, my dear, that just tells you how low your chances of winning are in a straightforward fight," said Eleve. "Let me tell you right now, if you want to become a decent Manipulator of the elements, then drop Lightning."

"But isn't one of the members of the Magietrois a master of Lightning?" asked Smoke.

"Yeah, one of them is, but I never met her," said Eleve.

"Yeah, about that, how did you meet Magietrois Florissant?" asked Smoke. "What was she like?" He probed with caution, concerned that asking several questions about her teacher would piss the touchy old lady.

Eleve fondly smiled.

"I was about nine or ten, when I first saw her. The Magietrois Florissant then was young, about thirty-five. It was the 919th Magi Gagnant Tournament, and before the finals started, she stepped onto the stage and called forth a phoenix. It was the most mystical creature I have ever seen," began Eleve. "Its flames were red as scarlet, but they did not feel hot, not even warm."

Eleve's eyes dazzled, recounting the memory of meeting her master for the first time gave her the most winsome smile.

"When she was done performing, she got off the ring and suddenly went straight to me, out of everyone in the crowd," said Eleve. "She asked me whether I was enjoying my monotonous life or if I was interested in being her disciple."

Eleve blushed.

"Me, being very young and naive, was completely enamoured by her beauty and power. She made me feel so special, and I regrettably said yes," she said smiling.

"You said you regretted it, but why do you look so happy?" asked Smoke, and gave her a grin.

Eleve guffed.

"Well, Florissant promised me a life of wonder, excitement, a life filled with magic," she said. "But when I got here, it was even more dull and boring than back home. Everyday, it was the same thing. Read books, memorize spells, soul meditation, and mantra chanting," explained Eleve, shuddering away the unpleasant memory.

"At first, there were over a thousand girls. They were all about my age," said Eleve. "But when I turned eleven, there were only a hundred of us left."

"Wait! Florissant didn't eat them or devour their souls did she?" asked Smoke, alarmed.

"Of course not! Florissant was kind to all of us," said Eleve, disapprovingly.

"You say that like it's a bad thing?" asked Smoke.

"She was so kind in fact, that it made me feel irrelevant," she explained. "She knew all of our habbits, traits, and even our dreams. When I turned twenty-one, there were only three of us left. The others were convinced that they had learned enough, and left to help the outside world with their gifted talents."

"So, why did you stay?" asked Smoke. "And how's Magietrois Florissant doing now?"

Smoke leaned in closer, hoping to learn more about the Flame Magietrois.

However, Eleve raised her eyebrows and sternly stared at him. "Anyway, I've said enough. I've digressed for far too long."

"So, will you drop your Lightning Manipulation or not?" she asked again.

"By drop do you mean stop using it?" asked Smoke, taken aback.

"No! I mean unlearn the ability altogether," said Eleve.

Stunned, Smoke could not reply and his mouth fell open.

"I'll give you thirty-minutes to think about it," said Eleve. "I'll be back by then. If you do decide to keep the Lightning Manipulation, I will have to ask you to leave the Florissant Seminary."

Eleve stood up and left him alone in the room.

"Wait a minute, are you serious? Is this some sort of test?" asked Smoke, but did not hear a reply from the batty old HighElf.

'Should I do this?' he asked himself. 'We were still talking about her meeting with the Magietrois and suddenly she changes the topic to me losing an ability.'

Smoke moved his chin closer to his chest and said. "Igniz, do you think this could be a trap? The last time I trusted someone who claimed to be a Magietrois, I lost my Transmutation ability."

The metal orb on Smoke's chest showed no changes.

"Do you think I pissed her off? You know, asking about Magietrois Florissant?" asked Smoke.

Igniz let out a bright purple light. Smoke could only guess that his symbiote just shrugged in response.

"Right, I should make this decision myself," said Smoke. "After all, I only have myself to blame for my own actions."

Smoke stood up and ran after Eleve. Despite walking slowly, she was already several meters away from him.

"I'll do it!" he shouted. "I'll drop the Lightning ability."

Eleve stopped, turned around and smiled at him. "Very good."

Suddenly, she instantly vanished and reappeared in front of him. Her hand touched his forehead and he was pinned against the wall.

A red progress bar appeared with 'Lightning Manipulation' written on it. Smoke instantly felt a searing pain on his skin as if Eleve's palm was burning him. His instincts told him to fight back, but he forcibly restrained himself.

A notification window popped up as soon as the progress bar completed.
 
    
 
    
     
     
       
       	 - LOST ABILITY: Lightning Manipulation
  
      
 
     
    
 
   
 
   
Smoke thought that Eleve was going to let go of him now, but then she pushed even harder. A new progress bar with the same red color appeared. He tried to look at what was written on it, but he could not read it.

Instead, a notification window popped up.
 
    
 
    
     
     
       
       	 + Learned Ability: Fire Manipulation
    Active
    Level: Beginner Level 1
    Experience: (0/1,000)

    * Strength and duration of the constructed object depends on:
      the user's knowledge of the object
      the user's Fire affinity
      the level of this ability
    * Range increases as level increases

    Effect: Manipulate fire within 10 meters
    MP Consumption: 200 MP/second
  
      
 
     
    
 
   
 
   
Eleve then released him, and he unintentionally slumped to the floor.

"Good choice," said Eleve. "Now, let's begin."
 
    
 
    
 
   * * * * * *  
 
   


Squatting on white marble floors in the center of the largest training room of the seminary, Smoke and Eleve were staring at a single lit candle. The chamber was devoid of light, but Smoke could feel a subtle breeze.

"Tell me, what is it that you wish to accomplish with this training?" Eleve asked Smoke.

He thought about telling her that he was looking for the Magietrois, but decided to give the other reason.

"I'm here to gain the power to defeat Ouragan," said Smoke.

Eleve snorted, but quickly suppressed herself.

"Since you're intention is to fight against a Prime Wizard in the next few weeks, I will have to use the more unconventional methods in training you," said Eleve. "If I feel like you can't go on, I'll tell you immediately and that will be the end of it."

"Don't worry, that will never happen," sadi Smoke.

"We'll see about that," guffed Eleve. She then pointed to the candle's flame.

"The specialisation of the Fire element delivers good and sustained single target damage, as well as incredible cleave capabilities," said Eleve. "Also, Masters of the Fire have little to no mana issues."

Smoke respectfully nodded, as he was intent on learning his newly acquired ability and its mastery.

"As a Fire Elementalist, you will have access to a broad range of spells," she said. "Some are applicable for both singular or multiple target situations, while others are exclusive to one."

With a steady flame, the luminance of the the candle quintupled, as Eleve projected out four more floating lights of the same flame.

"In multiple target situations, the strategy you will use will depends on several factors," said Eleve. "Such as their resistance to Fire, their physical and magical defense, their health points, and your mastery of the element." she said, while suddenly extinguishing the flames one by one.

"Why don't you try what I just did?" she asked Smoke, pointing to the candle.

Smoke bowed down before attempting the exercise. He directed both his palms at the flickering fire. His mastery of the Earth and his experience with learning the Lightning element helped him manipulate the flames.

Slowly, the single flame flickered and two more flames floated beside it.

"That's not bad," said Eleve. She then threw a minute fireball from her hands, and it hit Smoke right in the face.

"Ouch! What was that for?" asked Smoke, rubbing his nose. Since he entered the seminary, he found himself getting more injuries than learning anything.

He had experienced strict teachers before in Saruras Village when he was learning his Manatl, but this was the first time to be under a physically abusive instructor.

"Just curious if you could deflect it," passively said Eleve. "You'll need to learn that."

"Why do you do that? Was Magietrois Florissant like this when she trained—" began Smoke, but a small fireball appeared from behind him and sent him flying across the training room.

"Talking about Magietrois Florissant is now off the table," said Eleve. "You, who are not her disciple, have no right to talk about her. If you broach the topic again, I will kick you out, understand?"

"Yes, yes, of course," said Smoke, raising himself up from his sprawled position. Despite the small fireball, it still dealt 10,000 damage points.

"Now, repeat the exercise again," said Eleve.

At once, Smoke ran back to his spot in front of the candle. He closed his eyes and took in a deep breath before splitting the flames into three. Sure enough, Eleve sent one of her minute fireballs at him.

Yet, this time, Smoke was able to deflect it while still maintaining the floating flames beside the candle.

They carried on with this exercise for the next two hours. Gradually, Eleve increased her miniscule fireballs to four, and Smoke could deflect two of them. With this exercise alone, he increased his Fire Manipulation ability to Beginner Level 5.

"That's enough," suddenly said Eleve. "Next, Do you know what a Fire Triangle is?"

Smoke silently shook his head. He decided it was better to stay quiet than act like he knew anything about it.

"The fire triangle represents the three prerequisites needed for a fire to exist. All three requirements must be present at the same time to have a Fire. The fire will continue to burn until one element is removed," explained Eleve. "And these three requirements are fuel, heat, and oxygen."

The elderly HighElf then pointed at the candle. "Just like that wick being burned, that plays the role of fuel. Heat or spark is when we lit it, and of course oxygen is around us. The optimum amount for oxygen to burn anything is 21%, the exact percentage of the oxygen we need to breathe."

With a wave of her hand, Eleve then snuffed out the light of the candle. She then let out an even larger flame on top of her right palm.

"Now, why do you think I can make this fire burn?" she asked Smoke. "I'm not burning my flesh, but the flames are still there. What am I using as a substitute for the three requirements?"

Smoke's body leaned in closer, as he pondered on Eleve's question.

"For oxygen, of course, it's the air. For fuel, I'm guessing that you're using your mana," answered Smoke. "But I don't know what you used for spark."

"I'm using my Gahum," answered Eleve. "Gahum is not simply mana. It is everything and nothing at the same time. It is the special catalyst that controls all elements. It changes the element into something else."

"Gahum can be used for both creation," said Eleve, summoning a small salamander next to the candle.

"Or for destruction," she went on, and the salamander turned into a fiery ball of flames as it devoured the candle into nothingness.

The training room went pitch black. Then, Eleve created a floating flame in the place of where the candle was.

"Now, why don't you try it," said Eleve.

Once more, Smoke respectfully bowed down, and faced his opened palms. He concentrated all of his mana into it, but nothing came out, not even a small spark.

"Of course nothing will come out, you idiot," said Eleve. "You still don't have the Gahum of Fire."

"The Earth element is convenient, because it is always there before you manipulate it, right?" said Eleve. "But what did you do when you used your Lightning Manipulation?"

"I had to use a special equipment to produce Lightning," answered Smoke.

Eleve nodded, scratching her cheek and chin. "I guessed as much."

"Well, there are several ways to acquire the Gahum of Fire," said Eleve. "You can go on a quest in Votl City, the one where Fire Mages receive an engraved Flame Ring socketed with an ember stone."

Smoke's face cringed at the thought of submitting himself to apprenticeship to be a Fire Mage, simply to acquire some ring.

Eleve saw his reaction and slightly smiled.

"Then, there's also the accumulation of the Fire Gahum within your own body," she said with the same stern expression.

"How do you do that?" asked Smoke.

"Hm... You could eat ten-thousand fire fennel flowers," said Eleve. "They have flaming petals that when consumed bonds with your inner organs."

"But that would take too long, as they are very scarce," said Eleve, dejected. "There is another way, but that one is next to impossible."

"What's the other way?" eagerly asked Smoke.

"You could go hunting for ember sprites, but these things are extremely rare and skittish," said Eleve. "They run and disappear as soon as they sense the presence of other species. Even if you do find one, they will only join those who are great leaders, and I'm doubtful that you will pass that."

Smoke's eyebrows instantly raised. "Really? Are you sure?"

"Positive. At least, that's what Magietrois Florissant told me," said Eleve and shrugged. "I've only ever seen them in books."

Staring at his metal orb compartment on his chest, Smoke was slightly hesitant to let his symbiote out. However, he quickly dismissed his doubt after he saw a slight purple glow from Igniz.

"To be honest, I have an ember sprite," said Smoke. "In truth he is my symbiote."

He then opened the metal orb on his chest and released the dark ember sprite.

"No! It can't be," said the old HighElf excitedly. "That's an ember sprite, but it's purple? Wait, Is that what the book called a dark ember sprite?"

Smoke humbly nodded as Igniz flew around the dark training room.

"You might have just changed my opinion of you," said Eleve. She suddenly paused and her eyes brightened. "Could this be why she chose you?"

"Who chose me?" asked Smoke, confused.

"Don't mind an old lady's babbling," she said. "Anyway, what about your symbiote? What kind of abilities have you learned with it?"

"Igniz is a he," reflexively snapped Smoke. "Please stop calling him as if he was a mere object."

"Oh, sorry," said Eleve. "Looks like you can be a bit touchy when it comes to Igniz, huh?"

An astonished Eleve stared at the blitzing dark ember sprite in the room. "He truly is a fascinating creature, isn't he?"

"Telefax Vision and Symbiote Vision," suddenly said Smoke. "Those are the only two abilities that I've learned with Igniz."

Eleve smiled. "You're in luck! Wait right here," she said and teleported out of the training room, leaving a fiery afterimage of herself.

Smoke then turned to Igniz. "At least you don't have to hide anymore," he said. "Hey, wait a minute! Was that the reason you wanted to reveal yourself?"

Igniz pretended not to listen to Smoke. Instead, the dark ember sprite energetically flew around the training room, as he enjoyed his newly gained freedom.

PLOP

Eleve suddenly reappeared in the same spot where she was squatting. In her hands was a bulky book with special leather bindings.

"I've been wanting to see this tome put to good use," she said to Smoke. "Faux, please take this."

She handed the book to him, and a notification window popped up immediately after.
 
    
 
    
     
     
       
       	 + Learned Ability: Symbiote Synergy
    Active
    Level: Beginner Level 1
    Experience: (0/1,000)

    Synergized Fusion with your symbiote on the cellular level.

    * Acquire the Physical attributes of your symbiote
    * Acquire the Elemental attributes of your symbiote
    * Acquire the Gahum of your symbiote

    Notes:
    > The entity with the higher Intelligence gets main control of the body.
    > Dying in synergized form means permanent death for the symbiote.
  
      
 
     
    
 
   
 
   
After the book vanished, Eleve eagerly ordered Smoke. "Go on, use it already. Merge with Igniz!"

"Wait, before I do, I want to know more about the ability?" asked Smoke. "What exactly happens to Igniz when we're merged? Does it lessen his lifespan? Am I slowly absorbing his abilities, or even worse his essence?"

Eleve chuckled and hysterically slapped her knees. "Stop being overdramatic. Your symbiote is going to be fine… probably. Now, go on and just do it. I thought I wouldn't see this in my lifetime."

Igniz flew down near Smoke.

"Well, what do you say?" Smoke asked his symbiote. "Are you up for this?"

Letting out a bright purple flame, Igniz nodded his head in agreement.

"Alright! Let's do this!" shouted Smoke, and used their third symbiote ability. "Synergized!"

The moment Smoke activated the ability, Igniz's small flaming body was absorbed into Smoke's. Fumes started coming out of his skin. Until, two dark purple flames came out from his palms.

"I can't believe it!" said Eleve, shaking her head and loudly clapping her hands. "You actually pulled it off."

However, a notification window popped up in front of Smoke.
 
    
     
     
       
       	 - You have received the Burned Status. Losing 500 HP/second.
  
      
 
     
    
 
   
 
   
Smoke's life bar was steadily being depleted, and Eleve instantly noticed this as well.

"It seems your Synergized form is still not complete," said Eleve. "You will have to work on it until it doesn't hurt you anymore."

A carefree Smoke nodded. Despite the steady decrease in life, he was still widely grinning. He tried letting out several fireballs, and at once eight purple fireballs came out of his palms.

"Whoa!" exclaimed Smoke.

'The fireballs were even stronger than the ones from Igniz,' thought Smoke.

"Good, now let's really start your training," said Eleve, resuming her serious tone and even sterner appearance. "Here in Florissant Seminary, we believe that repetitive actions leads to mastery."

"Normally, you would spend numerous days, memorizing spells and incantations," explained Eleve. "Yet, due to time constraints. It would be best for you to practice being autodidactic."

"Autodidactic? What's—" began Smoke, but he was instantly cut off as Eleve teleported Smoke and herself into a survival mission.
 
    
 
   * * * * * *  
 
   


"Where are we?" asked Smoke, looking around. A purple flaming Smoke stood next to Eleve, who teleported them to a small grassland in between two forest patches. His life bar was steadily being depleted.

"We are in one of Florissant's special gaming grounds," said Eleve. "There is a high chance that you might die, but I thought it would be okay since you're a Sonstwelter."

"But that won't be good for Igniz," said Eleve. "So, I suggest you cancel your synergized form and do this yourself."

"Gee, thanks for thinking about my well being," replied Smoke with a hint of sarcasm, and obediently ended his infused state with his symbiote. A purple flash suddenly appeared and Igniz was happily flying next to him.

"Of course, Faux. Like I said, I've changed my opinion of you," reminded Eleve. "Now, that I know you have a dark ember sprite."

"So, shall we get started?" said Eleve.

Without waiting for Smoke's reply, she pulled him closer and pointed to one of the forest patches.

"There are foraging santelmos to your left, and voracious servals to your right," she said to Smoke. "Of course there are other creatures in those forest, but those two are the monsters that I want you to focus on."

"Why?" asked Smoke for clarity.

Eleve grinned at him. "Let's just say that something special happens when you kill enough of them."

Smoke's eyes instantly livened with excitement. "I need to kill ten thousand of them before that happens, right?"

"Hey, how did you know that?" pouted Eleve.

"You know, for an elderly HighElf, you sure don't act your age sometimes," suddenly blurted out Smoke. "I mean you act on opposite ends of the spectrum," he quickly added to appease her.

"Hmmp. Don't you know that deep down, all of us are just kids? We never truly grow up," she reasoned out, while her wrinkled face still pouted. "At least that's what I learned from her."

"From Flor—" said Smoke, but quickly stopped himself as to not ensue the wrath of the sensitive HighElf.

"So, can you tell me what abilities I can get from the servals and the santelmos?" asked Smoke.

"Well, aren't we cocky?" pointed out Eleve. "It's not yet a guaranteed that you can get their abilities, because this gaming grounds has a time limit. One can only stay here for eight days straight once a month."

"You should have told me in advance," angrily said Smoke. He quickly did some rough calculations in his head. "Considering our wasted time, this means I have to kill at least sixty of these monsters in under an hour for the next eight days straight. That's one monster per minute."

"I'd say that's about right, and you can only choose one of them too," said Eleve.

Smoke was troubled because this meant that he would not be logging out for Zectas for the next two days in the real world. He would be violating the health rules of the game.

"Hurry! Tell me which one is easier to kill?" asked Smoke.

"That depends on your abilities," answered Eleve. "The santelmos are plentiful and don't attack unless provoked. Whereas, the servals are scattered and vicious."

After hearing Eleve, Smoke ran for the forest filled with santelmos. He had no idea what a santelmo or a serval looked like, but he decided to go with the less aggressive monsters.

"You'll need one of these monsters abilities in order to take the next step!" shouted Eleve to him.

Using his Hyper Jump ability, Smoke reached the forest patch in two minutes.
 
    
 
    
     
     
       
       	  - Entered Fourrage Forest

  - The creatures of note in this forest are stone deers, stag moose, and santelmos.
  - Suggested level for entering this place is 200.
  
      
 
     
    
 
   
 
   
Smoke ignored the notification window, and immediately set out to find the santelmos. Only seconds into the forest patch, and he spotted twenty of them.

They had humanoid bodies covered in orange flames, and were almost two-meters tall. Most of them were picking up rocks in the forest. They threw them into their mouths as soon as they picked one up, swallowing it in one bite.

Smoke took out two black lightning rods. He was aware that he no longer needed to increase his Lightning Affinity.

However, after dropping his weighted chain and sickle against Ultimo, this was his only remaining weapon that could inflict great melee damage.

Right from the start, he used Lightning Strike on the fire monster. A blue flash of light enveloped the forest. The targeted santelmo's life bar displayed (360,000/400,000 HP).

A flying Igniz overhead blasted his fireballs at the santelmo, but displayed an attack damage of zero.

"I think you have to sit this one out," said Smoke to Igniz.

Immediately, the other santelmos gathered near it, ran far away. Whereas, the injured santelmo's flames became hot red.

It charged at Smoke, but its speed was noticeably slow. Smoke engaged the monster and delivered blow after blow worth 4,000 to 4,500 damage points.

The sluggish santelmo could do nothing against the experienced Smoke. He danced around the red fiery monster, unscathed.

Smoke spent the next two minutes attacking the monster until he finally reduced its life bar to zero.
 
    
 
    
     
     
       
       	 + You have dealt a fatal blow to the santelmo.
+ You have killed the santelmo.
+ You have gained 380,000 exp.
  
      
 
     
    
 
   
 
   
'That's not bad,' thought a delighted Smoke, picking up the loot of the santelmo.
 
    
 
    
     
     
       
       	 + Acquired coal.
  
      
 
     
    
 
   
 
   
Despite easily defeating the santelmo, his state of mind quickly dampened. He realized that he could only kill thirty of these santelmos at best, and he already used his Lightning Strike ability.

Recognizing that he needed to increase his damage output, Smoke grabbed the black and silver metallic rocks from his backpack, and threw them to the ground. He used his Electromagnetic Golem Offering and created two minions to his aid.

Next, he used his Master Level Earth Manipulation. He molded a clay golem after its predecessors. Yet, this one was slightly thinner. He hoped that this would make it move faster.

Then, Smoke used his Animate ability on it, giving it a simple command to attack any flaming humanoid monsters like the santelmo.

After completing his golems, Igniz orbited around Smoke, as if asking if he could do something to help.

"Sorry, Bud, but these guys are Fire elementals," said Smoke. "You can't do anything against them."

He then switched out his twin lightning rods for his power chainsaw bow. He only needed to run a few meters before he spotted another group of the santelmos.

Firing four arrows, the same number of red santelmos were charging straight for them. Smoke faced one of them, while his metallic and clay golems challenged the other monsters.

The metallic golems moved like sloths, but their speed were evenly matched against the fiery santelmos. The red flaming monsters damage on his minions only amounted to 500 points, while the monsters could dish out 1,000 points with their strong punches.

On the other hand, his animated clay golem moved slightly faster. This gave it an edge of parrying the santelmo's attacks before delivering a counterstrike.

By the time Smoke killed his santelmo, the golems had damaged their opponents' life bars by at least 24,000 points.

Smoke then proceeded to help them finish off with their respective santelmos. Together with his minions, it took him five minutes to eliminate four santelmos. He had gotten close to the one minute per monster condition. Yet, his mana was only at 16% and was steadily being depleted.

He would have wanted to create a second clay golem, but the Animate ability required him to spend 500 MP/second to retain its form. With his current mana regeneration at 268/second, he could only keep his clay golem for another three minutes.

Deciding to maximize his clay golem's duration, Smoke attacked five santelmos at once. Yet, this proved to be a miscalculation on his part, as the clay golem was the one targeted by two flaming monsters.

One of the santelmo's red hands grabbed hold of his clay golem's neck and arms, giving the second santelmo the opportunity to strike at Smoke's undefended earth minion.

Desperate to save his clay golem, Smoke disregarded the santelmo attacking him, and targeted the one attacking his golem instead.

Smoke was attacked from behind, but only suffered 150 damage points. Wielding his twin lightning rods with blitzing speed, he killed all five santelmos in six minutes. Yet, he suffered 10,000 damage points and his clay golem's duration ended.

"This won't do at all," said Smoke out loud.

Turning around, he quickly headed for the Fourrage forest's exit. His metallic golems slowly dragged their feet as they followed him.

Using his Hyper Jump ability, Smoke reached Eleve in a matter of seconds. Only Igniz could keep up with him, as his sloth-like minions were left behind.

"Faux? It hasn't been even an hour and you're already calling it quits?" asked Eleve.

"No, I just wanted to clarify something first," said Smoke. "Since I'm a Sonstwelter I can leave to go to my world, but if I do that will I be able to return here?"

"I'm not sure on this one, but I think you should be able to," said Eleve. "Provided you didn't die of course."

"Of course," said Smoke, smiling.

"Why are you happy? When you're clearly behind schedule?" asked Eleve, confused.

"I think I was just pressured by the idea of killing one monster per minute for the next eight days straight, that I couldn't see the answer clearly," explained Smoke. "But I think I'll try the more aggressive servals. Maybe, I'll have more luck with them."
 
    
 
    
     
     
       
       	  - Entered Harceleur Forest

  - The creatures of note in this forest are badger, dogs, badger dogs, lemurcats, and servals.
  - Suggested level for entering this place is 200.
  
      
 
     
    
 
   
 
   
'Lemurcats, huh?' grimaced Smoke as he remembered the tiger-like monsters with the face of a lemur. They looked ridiculous because of their faces, but were formidable opponents. He and Saru, the albino Simiavulg, were almost killed when they faced four of them at once.

'I'm sure Saru would have died if Ledur didn't rescue us,' thought Smoke.

After seeing the notification window of the forest, Smoke decided to back out of the forest. He quickly grabbed for an ancient bison jerky and bit a big chunk out of it.

'Golems would be useless against them. The badger dogs could already kill them, what more if lemurcats were added to the mix, and I don't know what these servals are like,' pondered Smoke.

Igniz flew above Smoke's head, but not too close as to upset his thinking.

Taking a peek inside his backpack, he saw that he still had fifty jars of pompom juice. One jar could restore 50,000 MP. He wondered if he should use it here, since he only needed to rest twenty-four minutes to restore his mana bar to full capacity.

"Alright, Igniz, why don't you scout above the trees?" he said to his symbiote who was eagerly waiting for instructions.

At once, the dark ember sprite entered the forest.

His Cunning of the Dire Fox could already sense more than a hundred monsters near the entrance, but Smoke wanted to get a visual of the monsters' locations.

Using Symbiote Vision, Smoke saw one of the lemurcats attacking three badger dogs at once. Then, he spotted a flash of orange-light whizz past them.

While the lemurcat was chasing after the badger dogs, three more blitzing orange-lights passed near their area.

As the three-meter lemurcat was about to lunge on one of the badger dogs, the four orange-lights smashed into the tiger-like monster and pinned it to the ground.

Igniz stopped directly above them, giving Smoke a better view of what was happening. The blitzing orange-lights finally showed their true shape. They were half-meter orange flaming cats with black spots and pointed ears. These monsters were only slightly larger than your average house-cats.

One of the servals went straight for the lemurcat's jugular, while the other three went for the joints on its limbs. The lemurcat's life bar rapidly went down to (84,250/250,000 HP).

Their flaming bodies greatly damage the lemurcat, but the large monster would not give up without a fight. The lemurcat clawed off the serval on its neck, and revealed the serval's life bar (150,000/180,000 HP).

'That's a lemurcat for you, one attack and it already got in 30,000 damage,' thought Smoke, shaking his head.

However, that was the only attack the lemurcat could do. The four servals torched the massive tiger-like monster's life bar to zero.

'So that's what a serval looks like,' surmised Smoke. He then sent a message to Igniz, telling his symbiote to head towards the center of the forest.

Along the way, Smoke saw similar scenarios scattered throughout the forest. He could see badger dogs being hunted down by lemurcats. Whereas, the servals, who hunted in a pack, chased after anything in sight.

'Looks like I was wrong about the lemurcats being the strongest monsters in this forest,' thought Smoke.

Then, at the center of Harceleur Forest, Smoke saw a reversal. Six servals were surrounded by four lemurcats.

The simultaneous attack of the lemurcats scattered the servals' formation. In a single glance, Smoke understood that even two servals were outmatched by one lemurcat. The flaming monsters that fought one-on-one with a lemurcat were devoured in a matter of seconds.

Smoke canceled his Symbiote Vision and jumped straight up. He equipped his Digger's Wand and opened his Wings of Cologus, gliding directly to the center of the forest.

"Igniz, to me!" he ordered his symbiote when he got closer.

The dark ember sprite did not need Smoke's instruction. Igniz orbited closer to Smoke creating a large fiery comet as he traveled around him.

Unified, their large flaming mass burnt the branches of the trees blocking the center of the forest patch as they fell through it.

CRASH

Smoke used his Comet Crush ability, making a deep impact on the ground, stunning both lemurcats and servals in the area.

While the monsters were immobilized, Smoke pointed his wand downward and created a deep pit. Bewildered, all four lemurcats and the surviving servals fell in.

Smoke expertly glided and landed on the edge of his pit. He then turned to Igniz. "You just aim for the lemurcats, while I'll finish off the rest."

Both lemurcats and servals desperately attempted to climb out of the pit, but none of them could do it. They all fell back down.

Igniz hurriedly hurled his fireballs at the lemurcats trapped in the deep hole. Whereas, Smoke used his earth-spikes to attack servals from a safe distance.

After five minutes, multiple notification windows popped up.
 
    
 
    
     
     
       
       	 + You have dealt a fatal blow to the lemurcat.
+ You have killed the lemurcat.
+ You have gained 200,000 exp.
  
      
 
     
    
 
   
 
    
 
    
     
     
       
       	 + You have dealt a fatal blow to the serval.
+ You have killed the serval.
+ You have gained 150,000 exp.
  
      
 
     
    
 
   
 
   
He ignored the similar windows as they kept popping up.

After killing all of the monsters at the center of the forest patch, Smoke turned to Igniz. "This is it, Bud!"

Equipped with the Digger's Wand, Smoke started widening the pit. His Cunning of the Dire Fox alerted him of hostile monsters nearby, but none of them came close to attack him.

Undisturbed, he targeted several trees that were caught inside his pit. He had Igniz burn them with a sea of firewalls. He spent the next hour doing just this until he finally had a massive hole in the ground.

"This should be big enough," he said to Igniz. He signaled his dark ember sprite, and together the two of them headed into the trees.

With his power chainsaw bow out, Smoke hit all of the monsters within range. Badger dogs, lemurcats, and servals alike, none were discriminated by their attacks.

Due to their larger size, Smoke could easily target the badger dogs and lemurcats, but the servals were a different story.

Luckily, Igniz's flame attacks annoyed the fiery house-cats and turned the servals' flames into an angry red, making the fiery cats chased after Smoke as well.

Despite being tailed, he calmly traversed the forest patch in a clockwise manner. His Cunning of the Dire Fox indicated that there were close to seven-hundred monsters chasing after him.

The lemurcats were fast, but they were not close to Smoke's speed. Only the servals could catch up to him. Their attacks dealt 600 damage points, quadruple the damage of the santelmos.

Injured, Smoke relied on his well timed Hyper Jumps to evade the servals. He ran around the Harceleur Forest for fifteen-minutes more before heading for the center.

He stopped using his Hyper Jump ability, and braved the back attacks of the servals. Smoke incured a damage of close to 30% of his maximum life bar.

All of the pursuing monsters were gaining in on him. Yet, Smoke did not change course. When he got to the center of the forest, he dove straight into the pit that he had dug earlier.

The servals immediately behind him, leapt without second thought. This made the other monsters do the same.

Smoke then opened his hooded cloak and glided safely upward. Yet, the monsters on the end started to slow down. He pointed both his palms at them. He slightly raised the ground, creating an inclined plane which slid the monsters into his pit.

Igniz then started creating a sea of firewalls, but only the badger dogs and tiger-like monsters were damaged. Whereas, earth-spikes protruded in and out on the bottom of the pit, damaging both lemurcats and servals.

One Smoke's sharp earth attacks skewered several monsters in one go, inflicting the Bleeding status on them.

The trapped monsters used their claws to climb up, but Smoke's earth-spikes suddenly protruded from the walls and sent the monsters hurtling down.

As Smoke and Igniz began killing the monsters inside the pit, several notification windows popped up once more. He planned to ignore them until they killed the last one, but one of the windows would not be denied.
 
    
 
    
     
     
       
       	 + Level UP!

You have 10 stat points ready for distribution.
Your HP has increased by 6,100.
Your mana has increased by 6,100.
Fame has increased by 1.
  
      
 
     
    
 
   
 
   
Smoke smiled. Seeing that particular window could never be a bad thing. Yet, he kept on piercing the captured monsters with his earth-spikes.

It took him thirty more minutes to kill all of the monsters. He then eagerly checked the summary of the notification windows.
 
    
 
    
     
     
       
       	 + Killed badger dogs: 695
+ Killed servals: 217
+ Killed lemurcats: 88
+ Total experience points gained: 58,820,000
  
      
 
     
    
 
   
 
   
It took him one-hour and thirty-minutes to kill two-hundred-seventeen servals. At this rate, it was almost like he could kill two servals in under a minute.

However, his mana bar was completely depleted, and his life bar was left with 60%. Not to mention that his satiety bar was already at a dangerous level. He dove into the pit and started brewing a rejuvenison soup.

While his meal was still cooking, Smoke started collecting the loot dropped in his trap.
 
    
 
    
     
     
       
       	 + Acquired lemurcat hide.
+ Acquired badger dog meat.
+ Acquired serval foot.
  
      
 
     
    
 
   
 
   
"No rare items at all," he grumbled to himself. He grumpily sat down and began drinking his rejuvenating concoction.

While the soup may have helped with his HP, he needed to spend another twenty-minutes for his MP to be fully restored. With his satiety, life, and mana bar filled, Smoke leapt out of his deep pit. He winked at Igniz, and together they headed out on the other side of the forest.

The two of them repeated the same process for the next seven hours, giving him a total of 2,540 servals and one more level up.

His current level was now at 112.

"If this training is just grinding, then I could do this easy," said Smoke to Igniz, while the two of them were resting near his brewing rejuvenison pot.

"I really appreciate the boost in experience as well," said Smoke.

Deeply contemplating at his character window, Smoke stared at the unused 40 points that he had not used in his last four level ups.

"What do you think? Should I use all of them on Int?" he asked Igniz. "After all, I am playing the role of a Mage at the moment."

Igniz replied with his typical purple-flame shrug.

"Fine," said Smoke, annoyed. "I'll do all of the thinking myself."

He clicked all of the unused stat points into Intelligence.

"There, it's over," he said, hesitant. "But I know that this would be really useful."

He looked at Igniz and raised his eyebrows. "What? Not convinced?" he asked Igniz. "Alright, let me check. Regen Window."
 
    
 
    
     
     
       
       	 HP Regen:  20/second
MP Regen:  283/second
  
      
 
     
    
 
   
 
   
A wide grin appeared on Smoke's face. "See? What did I tell you!"

With this, his MP regeneration could now completely compensate for his Earth Manipulation or Fire Manipulation and then some.

As a daily habbit, Smoke then proceeded to do the exercise that Eleve taught him. He directed his palms at the flames under the pot, and began creating up to eight flickering flames. He spent one more hour of this tedious exercise before stopping.

"Okay, I think I'm gonna call it a day, Bud," he said to Igniz. "You're free to attack the badger dogs, but don't try the lemurcats, okay?"

Smoke then logged out of Zectas, as he planned on getting a quick power nap of an hour in the real world.
 
    
 
    
 
   * * * * * *  
 
   


After discovering his method, Smoke spent the next five days honing his luring techniques. He had slightly increased his pursuers to almost one-thousand-five hundred.

During this period, not only did he collect thousands of lemurcat hides, badger dog meat, and serval foots, he also gained two more levels. This time, he allocated all of the stats to Intelligence.

Another eight hours passed, and it was time for him to take his scheduled power nap, but he did not. He was only short three-hundred servals to reach the coveted ten-thousand mark.

"Still up for one more round?" he asked Igniz, to which his ember sprite nodded with excitement.

They gathered the monsters in the Harceleur forest once again. Within these past few days, the two of them had already mastered the in and outs of these woodlands, and the respawn points of its creatures.  

It only took them thirty-minutes to gather a horde of a thousand pursuers. Despite the redundant process, the monsters still fell for their trap, as none of them could live to warn the others who were freshly respawned.

A sea of firewalls and sharp earth-spikes ushered the badger dogs, lemurcats, and servals to their deaths.

After fifteen more minutes, the anticipated notification window popped up.
 
    
 
    
     
     
       
       	 + Learned Ability: Serval's Glow
    Passive
    Level: Beginner Level 1
    Experience: (0/1,000)

    After killing 10,000 servals, you have understood how they use their Fire Gahum.
    Effects:
    > Increases Fire abilities by 0.2%
    > Initiates Kindling
  
      
 
     
    
 
   
 
   
One of Smoke's eyebrows raised. "Does this increase my attack damage? Fire Resistance? What does this exactly mean?" he asked out loud.

"Igniz attack that lemurcat with a fireball," he suddenly said to his symbiote.

At once, Igniz obeyed. Yet, before the purple fireball could hit the tiger-like monster, Smoke used his Fire Manipulation and redirected the fireball to the badger dog beside it.

A big hole with burn marks appeared on the stomach of the badger dog, and it fell down shortly afterwards, dead.

"It looks like it increased Igniz's fireball damage, but is that all there is to it?" he asked Igniz, to which his symbiote shrugged.

'I better ask Eleve what this ability really is,' thought Smoke to himself.

"You know, you're not a very great conversationalist," he said to Igniz.

As there were still several monsters inside the pit, he decided it was time to return to the elderly HighElf.

Before he left, he luckily remembered that monsters which would give secret abilities, would also drop rare items.

He excitedly turned around and finished off the remaining monsters in his trap with much gusto.

Smoke scoured for the item covered beneath piles and piles of lemurcat hides, serval feet, and badger dog meat.

Then, as he walked slightly away from the center of his trap, he felt something awkward beneath him.
 
    
 
    
     
     
       
       	 + Acquired rare boots: Scorching Serval Shoes
  
      
 
     
    
 
   
 
   
"Another footwear, just can't catch a break," grumbled Smoke, as he watched an emblem of the fire serval prominently displayed on the shoes. He was hoping to get greaves or another accessory since he already had his Lunar Gravity Boots.

He then inspected the serval shoes to compare them.
 
    
 
    
     
     
       
       	 Scorching Serval Shoes (Footwear)

  A rare footwear from the fiery serval. It is made from three materials serval fur, obsidian lining, and mithril.

  +20 Intelligence
  +30 Movement Speed

  Equipment Ability:
    *Trailblazer (Active)
    > Leaves a trail of flames behind you
    > Additional Increase of 100 Movement Speed
    > Consumes 1,000 MP/second
  
      
 
     
    
 
   
 
   
Smoke stared at the Scorching Serval Shoes window. 'Wait a minute, this could go well with my Hyper Jump ability,' he thought. 'The Lunar Boots are great for aerial movement, but this is better for fighting on the ground.'

He eagerly switched out his footwear and immediately used its active ability, Trailblazer, as he headed for Eleve. Smoke's eyes felt the surge of wind, similar to when he was gliding at top speed.  

Spotting the ancient red-haired HighElf, Smoke began to stop. However, he tumbled down and rolled three times before coming to a halt.

"I guess that's one way to make an entrance," said Eleve.

Igniz was flying fast after him, as Smoke unintentionally left him behind the forest.

Smoke supported himself up with his right hand and looked at the flaming trail he left behind. After three seconds, the fire on the ground died out, but it left black scorch marks on the earth.

"This wouldn't work for a surprise attack," he said out loud.

"No, no it wouldn't," added Eleve. "But I am impressed that you managed to gain one of the sacred fire monsters' abilities, and with two days to spare."

"Well, grinding monsters is relaxing for me," explained Smoke. "But I don't think this ability isn't that useful," he said complacently, as he compared it to his Cunning of the Dire Fox, Agility of the Horned Rabbit, or even his Armor Break of the Armored Armadillo.

"Faux, Faux, Faux, why do you make me think less of you?" questioned Eleve. "Now, I'm wondering whether that dark ember sprite of yours is defective or not. What does it see in you?"

"Have you used the ability?" asked Eleve.

"Yeah, of course," replied Smoke.

"Then why aren't you impressed?" asked Eleve. "It was only a couple of days ago, when your life bar was getting drained in your synergized form."

"Oh, I should have used it that way," shamefully said Smoke.

Eleve slapped her face with her palms. "Come on! Why this guy?" she suddenly shouted to the heavens.

"I just rushed here and didn't have enough time to experiment on the ability and—" began Smoke, but was silenced by Eleve.

She then turned to him and said. "Forget about it! Just try the Serval's Glow again. This time, use it with your Symbiote Synergy."

Smoke respectfully bowed down, and signaled Igniz to merge with him. His symbiote flew straight into his body.

FLASH

Purple flames came out of his exposed skin. His face, hands, and arms were all covered in it.

"Well, check your life bar," ordered Eleve.

"You're right, I'm not losing any HP anymore," said a smiling Smoke. He increased Igniz's flames to a higher intensity, but his life bar was unaffected.

"Now, let's move on to the next phase," said Eleve, and she abruptly teleported both of them to the next location.
 
    
 
   * * * * * *  
 
   

With Igniz flying close to Smoke, he pulled Freifahrt's reins, hard. "Whoa, calm down," he said to his mount and patted its furry head.

They were traveling on a thin ledge overlooking a steep mountainside, and the dirus wolf kept wanting to turn back.

While Smoke was soothing the perturbed mount, an annoying voice came from behind them.

"It shouldn't take us this long to get there!" exclaimed Flora. The young HighElf stood up from Smoke's rickety cart.

"I could have gotten here faster if I was alone," he said to Flora. "Why did you have to come anyway?"

"I told you, Eleve doesn't trust you to find this place by yourself," she answered.

"Well, couldn't she have teleported us here?" asked Smoke.

Flora nodded her small head. "She could, but where's the fun in that? Besides we've only traveled for half a day."

She directed her voice to the dirus wolf. "But at this pace, we'll get there by dawn."

"Hey, don't be like that," interjected Smoke. "Freifahrt's doing his best, and why do we have to go down this mountain? Can't we go somewhere, where there are proper roads?"

"We could, but then we won't be facing the monster that Eleve picked for you to fight," said Flora.

"By the way, where was she headed?" Smoke asked her.

"She had to be somewhere important. Just don't mind things that doesn't concern you," answered Flora. "Also, this isn't a mountain, it's a volcano."

"Really?" asked Smoke. Due to the lack of smoke and sulfur, he surmised that this was inactive.

"Well, you heard her, Freifahrt, this isn't a mountain," said Smoke. "So, you better hurry up."

His dirus wolf quickened its pace and they reached the bottom of the dormant volcano in twenty minutes.

A group of fifteen orange santelmos greeted them. The fiery humanoid monsters were merrily eating the rocks on the ground.

Some of them would pause and observe Smoke, but seeing as he did not attack them, they resumed eating their fill of volcanic stones.

"These are just santelmos," said Smoke. "She should have told me she wanted me to get their abilities in the first place."

Smoke turned to Flora. "Tell me, do you know if this place is similar to the special gaming grounds?"

"What do you mean?" she asked.

"Is there some sort of time restriction on how long we can stay here?" asked Smoke.

"No, not that I know of," answered Flora. "Anyway, if you're planning on killing santelmos, I suggest that you don't bother."

"Why is that?" asked Smoke.

"Because that's not the monster that Eleve wants you to vanquish," she said and pointed to a narrow passageway on the side of the volcano. "You're to venture in there. Your mount and I will stay here. Otherwise, it could be dangerous for us."

Smoke nodded and dismounted Freifahrt. "Okay, but what kind of monster am I facing?"

"It is called Paradox, the monster with many faces," said Flora. "Eleve asks that you get its dropped item, and that you must defeat it with your synergized form," she said, pointing to Igniz.

"Using any other ability or equipment may cause you to fail this test," she quickly added.

"Okay, but what does this Paradox monster look like?" asked Smoke.

"You'll know when you see it," answered Flora.

"Fine," said Smoke, and signaled his symbiote to him. "Igniz, let's do this."

Smoke activated the Symbiote Synergy ability, and the dark ember sprite vanished as he was absorbed into Smoke's body. Fumes started coming out of his skin.

"I'll be back, but I'll make you  something to eat while you're waiting," said Smoke. He took out firelogs from the back of the rickety cart and prepared it for them. He placed a pot filled with venison and water.

He stood back and grinned at Flora. "Everytime I'm about to cook, this is what I've always wanted to do."
CRACKLE 

A small purple fireball came out from his palms and ignited the firelogs to a warm fire.

"That's weird," said Flora. "Doesn't Igniz just do that for you?"

"Yeah, he does, but this time I'm the one doing it," reasoned out Smoke. "Never mind. What's weird is your reaction to Igniz. Eleve got all excited when she found out, but you acted like it was nothing."

"That's because Eleve already told me," said Flora. "You should have said that you wanted me to act surprised and I would have."

Smoke shook his head in disbelief. "Anyway, I'm going. Make sure to feed some to Freifahrt, okay?"

"Yeah, yeah. I know how to take care of myself," said Flora.

His visibility quickly vanished after entering through the slender passageway. Smoke got the sudden urge to say. "Flame on!" and low purple flames came out from his hands and head. He felt like a superhero straight out of a comic book.

With the aid of his Cunning of the Dire Fox, he sensed a group of sixteen monsters up a head. Thankfully, the cramped tunnel was quickly becoming wider.

Then, a notification window popped up.
 
    
 
    
     
     
       
       	 - Entered Bock Haben Paradox

  - The creatures of note in this cave are santelmos, olms, and paradox.
  - Suggested level for entering this place is 250.
  
      
 
     
    
 
   
 
   
As soon as he stepped outside, Smoke disregarded the window. He found a massive cavern with an underground lake. He estimated it to be as large as an arena, if not larger.

The place was well lit as a group of red santelmos were engaged in combat with one large blue water elemental. The aquatic monster towered over the santelmos at a height of three-meters.

The water elemental let out several water-whips which struck the santelmos' vital parts.

Eight of the santelmos brushed off the water-whips and punched the water elemental's body. The life bar of the water elemental was revealed (121,200/400,000 HP) and its name, Paradox.

Paradox grabbed one of them with its large hands and lifted the monster up, towards its face. Its mouth then grew wide, obscenely out of proportion to its body. It swallowed the santelmos whole.

The other flaming monsters came in and attacked Paradox with their powerful punches. They were slow to move, but their numbers worked to their advantage and allowed them to make contact. Yet, the aquatic monster did not even flinch as it took in the damage.

Instead, Paradox grabbed another santelmo and wolfed the monster down in one gulp.

'This should be easy, with a life bar of only 400,000 HP,' thought Smoke. 'Might as well join in and help those santelmos.'

He pointed his palm at Paradox, and charged all of his mana in front of it. A large purple fireball was slowly taking shape.

Yet, before Smoke could launch his attack, his eye caught the sudden movement of a giant monster coming out from the lake.

It was a monster he was most familiar with. A subspecies of a water dragon with the ability to attack with Lightning, an olm.

Looking at the thick tube-like body of the monster with two black rods coming out of its ears, Smoke remembered his time when he fought against Aral.

Thankfully, this olm was significantly smaller than the one he previously killed. As Smoke was wondering what the olm was doing, a flash of blue light illuminated the cave when it suddenly launched a Lightning Strike on Paradox.

'No! That olm is killing my prey!' thought a worried Smoke.

BTOOM

The Lightning Strike resonated around the cavern. A cloud of dust picked up, obstructing his view of Paradox.

He could not see anything, but his Cunning of the Dire Fox sensed that his targeted monster was still there.

When the dust settled, Paradox's life bar displayed (400,000/400,000 HP). However, this time, it was no longer a water elemental. Instead, it had a rocky figure, similar to Smoke's golems.

Paradox launched a boulder from its right hand, and struck the olm on its head, revealing the olm's life bar (250,000/300,000 HP).

Now embodying the form of an earth elemental, Paradox fired another boulder on a humongous stalactite on the ceiling, directing it to fall on the olm's head.

The stalactite pierced through the olm's cranium and split its head into two. Paradox then sent a barrage of rock bullets on the dying olm, and reduced its life bar to zero.

In its earth elemental form, Paradox opened its mouth in the same manner as when it was a water elemental, and ate the severed head of the olm.

The surviving santelmos were still in their aggravated state, as their flames flickered with blood red.

They simultaneously attacked Paradox. The first hit did zero damage and only morphed Paradox back into a water elemental.

It was only after that when the santelmos inflicted a damage of 400 points on the versatile monster.

Paradox did nothing to stop their attacks, and allowed them to pile on the damage, as if to taunt them of their difference in power. It was not until its life bar displayed (350,000/400,000 HP) that it grabbed one of the santelmos and gobbled it up.

Smoke hurriedly resumed making his charged fireball. He concentrated all of his mana to the front of his palms. It took him ten seconds to form a fireball half the size of his body.

Watching from above, Smoke stepped closer to the edge of the ledge, in order to get a better aim at Paradox.

BAKOOM

Smoke's massive purple fireball hit Paradox squarely on the back. However, another dust cloud picked up as a result of the sudden blast.

The dust cloud blocked his vision of Paradox. Then, his Cunning of the Dire Fox picked up four water-whips heading his way.

Trying to avoid them, he leapt down from where he stood and fired several fireballs at the general direction of the now aquatic monster.

He caught a glimpse of Paradox's life bar as it displayed (335,000/400,000 HP).

"Really?" said Smoke out loud. He knew that his fire attacks would have lesser damage on Paradox, but he did not think it would only amount to this much.

Then, ten water-whips emerged from the aquatic monster. Smoke tried his best to dodge them, but four water-whips hit their mark.

Smoke was damaged for 5,000 points on each attack, revealing his life bar to be (259,254/279,254 HP).

An onslaught of water-whips came his way. Smoke kept backing away, but there was not enough room in the cavern to escape the extra-long whips.

Cornered, Smoke parried with numerous fireballs, deflecting the water-whips from directly hitting him. He thought he was getting the hang of Paradox's attacks, only to realize that the monster was actually still feeding on the surviving santelmos.

After it finished, the water-whips doubled in number. Smoke thought about using his Manatl, but decided not to as it could risk changing Paradox's element and restoring its life bar to full capacity.

Thinking on his feet, Smoke used his serval shoes and ran circles around Paradox.

Its water-whips could not keep up with Smoke's blazing speed. Moving in a clockwise motion, he encased Paradox in a circular red firewall.

As fire from the Trailblazer ability began to fade, Smoke fed it with his mana and turned the flames to purple. The ring of flames became a full-fledged dark inferno.

Smoke then stepped behind the flame barricade and began attacking Paradox with fireballs from all directions. His Fire Manipulation was still at Intermediate Level 2, but he was already capable of firing up to thirty-two fireballs at once.

An enraged Paradox countered with water-whips cracking out of the firewall on random locations, but Smoke could easily detect the long range melee attacks of the whips.

His fireballs could only damage Paradox for 200 points, but the numerous and steady barrage brought the monster's life bar to (215,800/400,000 HP).

Whenever Paradox tried to leave the center of the flaming ring, a myriad of fireballs attacked it from that direction, and pushed the monster back to its origin.

"Kayaaaaaata!" cried out Paradox in anger.

The screams of the monster only fueled Smoke's attack, as the fireballs slowly increased in size.

Paradox stopped attacking with its water-whips. Instead, it used hundreds of them to prop itself up. The monster could now see beyond Smoke's firewall and spotted his exact location.

However, Smoke did not know this, as he only relied on his Cunning of the Dire Fox. An ability which informed him that Paradox was still at the center of his flames.

Then, Paradox raised sixteen of its water-whips to its shoulder-level. The water-whips instantly began to take a different shape. It was that of a javelin.

Oblivious to the incoming projectiles, Smoke kept on attacking the center of his firewall, which only had water-whips propping up Paradox.

Suddenly, he heard Flora's voice coming out from the elevated entrance of the cavern. "Faux! Above you!"

Smoke looked up and saw the water javelins coming his way. He was able to dodge half of them, but received a damage of 72,000 points. His life bar was reduced to 64%.

'It can do that as well?' thought Smoke in disbelief, as it looked up at the raised Paradox.

Smoke aimed his fireballs upward and resumed blasting Paradox.

Yet, the monster did not mind Smoke's attack. Instead, it looked up at Flora. This time, it raised thirty-two water-whips and turned them into javelins aimed straight for the HighElf girl.

Desperate, Smoke redirected his fireballs to intercept the water-javelins, but his fireballs only turned to steam and did not reduce the javelins' speed.

Flora stood still, as if frozen in her place as the javelins flew closer towards her. Several javelins pierced her body, and she fell down from the ledge of the cave's opening.

Smoke tried jumping in order to glide to her, but his serval shoes did not have the same leaping ability as his Lunar Boots.

Instead, he used his shoes' Trailblazer ability, and ran as fast as he could to her. Sadly, he was too late as he saw her body settled on the cave floor, pierced by a stalagmite.

Before Smoke could get to her, Flora's body turned to ash. The ashes scattered, as if a sudden gust of wind blew through the cavern.

Angry, guilty, and frustrated; Smoke was left speechless. Instead, he turned around and extended both his arms towards his ring of flames.

Smoke charged up to sixty-four fireballs from all directions. They were slowly growing in size, but not evenly.

Instead of a spherical growth, Smoke's flames became elongated. They grew thinner and thinner.

Elevated by its water-whips, Paradox began moving out of Smoke's firewall. It launched another round of water-javelins at Smoke, to which Smoke easily evaded by using his Hyper Jump ability.

Leaping to Paradox's blind spot, Smoke launched his charged fire attacks at the monster. He modified Paradox's technique, and turned his fireballs into fire-spears.

All sixty-four of them hit the aquatic monster's back. Each fire-spear damaged it for 1,500 points, for a total of 96,000.

Despite heavy damage of Smoke's new attack, Paradox was still left with (89,800/400,000 HP).

"Ahakahakahakahak," sniggered Paradox. The aquatic monster raised its water-whips and was about to counterattack, when it spotted Smoke's second volley of fire-spears overhead.

A notification window then popped up in front of Smoke.
 
    
 
    
     
     
       
       	 + You have dealt a fatal blow to Paradox.
+ You have killed Paradox.
+ You have gained 1,500,000 experience points.
  
      
 
     
    
 
   
 
   
He was surprised to see such a high experience reward from a monster with such a low life bar. Yet, he quickly dismissed the idea. He realized that Paradox did have the ability to fully restore its life whenever attacked by a different element.

Instead of heading for Paradox's remains, Smoke went to see where Flora's body was. Nothing was there, not a single trace of the red-haired girl was left behind.

Dragging his feet, Smoke went over to pick up Paradox's loot. It was a red metallic mask with golden flames etched into it.
 
    
 
    
     
     
       
       	 + Acquired rare mask: Paradox Pyro Face
  
      
 
     
    
 
   
 
   
'Guess this must be what Flora meant when she said Paradox had many faces,' somberly thought Smoke.

Depressed, Smoke canceled his synergized state and separated with Igniz.

He then showed it to his symbiote and said. "We got the mask, but how do we tell Eleve about Flora?" 
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter Six:
 
    
 
   
  
 

The 999th Magi Gagnant Tournament
 
   


Cuddled on the sofa, Nash and Sherry held hands as they watched a documentary on puffins. The two of them shared the simple pleasures of being a couple and enjoyed their isolation from everything else in silence.

Yet, as Nash reached out to grab the cold lemonade from the coffee table, Sherry felt his discomfort.

"What's wrong?" she asked. "Still bothered about Flora's death?"

"Sorry, I know we already talked about it, but it's all I can only think about," answered Nash.

He then pointed to the tv screen. "Oh, look, the mommy puffin finally got her baby to eat by herself."

BZZT

Sherry turned off the television. "You should no better than try to change the subject," she said and patted his back.

"I just don't get why she entered the cave," said Nash. "She was the one who said it was dangerous to go beyond the entrance."

"Well, you did say she was a special flower girl, right? She was the reason you met Eleve in the first place," said Sherry, as she tried to console him. "I don't know what Eleve will do to you, but like you said, it's best that you tell her directly."

She then stood up and offered her hand to him. "In fact, you should head home and tell her right now."

"Wait, you haven't told me how everyone in Verbrannt is doing," said Nash.

"Not much has changed," replied Sherry. "Jinggu is still missing. Adder and Ledur are still out training their special units."

Suddenly, Sherry released his hand and lightly slapped his shoulder.

"Wait! There is one thing," she said chuckling. "Mamelon went hysterical on your latest video. She kept laughing at those OrkElves you had pretend to be Sharur and Jinggu. She said you must have been pretty desperate to hire such wretched-looking OrkElves."

Nash let out a forced grin. "Wachs was bad, but Colere was very good."

"See, I thought I'd get you to laugh at that one," said Sherry. "But you won't feel better until you confront Eleve."

This time, Nash gave her a sincere smile. "Alright, I'll do that. Thanks again for listening," he said and hugged her tightly.

"You know I kind of miss your Werebear form sometimes," he said, as he squeezed her in his arms. "But the feeling quickly disappears when I feel your real body next to me."

Sherry giggled and lightly slapped him on the cheek. She forced herself out of their embrace and said. "Your cheesy lines won't work on me!"

Then, she gave him a quick peck on the lips and said. "Now, go already!"

"Alright, alright. I'm going," said Nash, grinning widely.

He then grabbed her hand and said. "If ever you're in trouble or just want to hang, just call—"

"Yeah, yeah, yeah. I know, I know," said Sherry and forcefully pushed him out of her house.

Nash no longer resisted and voluntarily walked out on his own.

When he stepped outside, she called to him once more. "Hey, maybe this will inspire you to get back into the game, I'm already level 116."

"What?!" exclaimed Nash. He tried to ask how she raised her level more than he did, but was met with a shut door instead.

Nash shook his head while smiling. "I knew I shouldn't have said my real level!" 

Now, he had two reasons for sprinting back home.
 
 
    
 
   * * * * * *  
 
   

Squatting in Florissant Seminary's supposed tranquil meditation chamber, Smoke felt that the atmosphere was anything but serene. Eight lit candles surrounded them and their flames were angrily flickering, rising in height and temperature.

Eleve's stern gaze felt like her eyes were burning a deep hole in his chest. Even Igniz's slowly flying around, as if trying to coax the old HighElf, was uneffective.

"So, let me get this straight. Flora ran inside the cavern to warn you and you couldn't do anything to save her?" she asked condescendingly.

"Yes, that's what happened," humbly said Smoke.

"She was so special," began Eleve. "In all of the flower girls of the Magi Gagnant Tournament, she was the one I connected with the most."

Suddenly, the flames of all the candles in the chamber rose to the ceiling. He still felt the searing heat, despite his high resistance to fire.

"Eleve, I'm really sorry. I didn't mean—" began Smoke, but he was cut off. Several flaming swords entered his body. His life bar was instantly reduced to 30%.

"You're lying!" suddenly shouted Eleve. "There's no way that Flora is dead! Tell me where you hid her!"

Igniz attacked the elderly red-haired HighElf with his fireballs, but she easily deflected them. Instead, she attacked him with a flaming sword as well and pinned him against Smoke's body.

"I guess the saying about bad luck with dark ember sprites was real after all," said Eleve.

"Eleve, don't!" begged Smoke. "Kill me, but please don't kill Igniz."

As they were talking, Smoke's life bar went below 25%, thus activating Horrabelle's cursed Decay Aura. He began losing 100 HP per second.

"What is this?" asked Eleve, stepping away from him. "You've been cursed?"

Eleve then canceled the flaming swords, which left a scorched Smoke sprawled on the floor. The flames of the flickering candles turned pure white and went to him, restoring his life bar to full capacity.

"Thank you," said Smoke, but then the flames returned to its flaming sword appearance.

"I'll tell you what, I won't kill you," began Eleve. "If I did, you'd just come back after four days."

Igniz was about to attack her again, but Smoke held his symbiote at bay. "Wait up, Bud. We can't fight her."

"You really feel guilty for Flora's death, huh?" she asked. "If she really is dead. Frankly, I don't believe you. So, I'll put you to the test."

She pointed her palms at both Smoke and Igniz, which activated a notification window.
 
    
     
     
       
       	 - Eleve has forcibly activated Synergized
- You do not have enough Fire Affinity to withstand this spell
- You do not have enough Intelligence to withstand this spell
- You cannot cancel forced Synergized state
  
      
 
     
    
 
   
 
   
Purple smoke came out of Smoke's skin, indicating that he had merged with his symbiote.

"What is this? What are you doing?" asked a worried Smoke.

"I can't technically kill you," she said with disgust. "But I can make sure that you'll be wishing you were dead."

PLOP

Eleve and Smoke teleported out of the Seminary and onto a small island, with a land area of less than one square kilometer.
 
    
 
    
     
     
       
       	 - Entered Pincer Island

  - Monsters who appear on this island are extremely aggressive.
  - Suggested level for entering this island is 150.
  
      
 
     
    
 
   
 
   
"The next piece of land isn't for another three-thousand kilometers," said Eleve. "Teleporting is the only way off this island. That, or death."

A confused Smoke looked around the barren island and found nothing but a rocky ground with sea surrounding it.

"If you tell me that Flora is really alive, then I'll let you go and I'll even let this off as a mean joke," said Eleve.

"What do you want from me?" asked Smoke. "You want me to lie?"

"I want you to tell me the truth," said Eleve. "Tell me she's alive, and you were just lying about her death!"

"I can't do that!" replied Smoke. "I'm really sorry I couldn't do anything to save her, but she really is dead."

"Fine!" screamed Eleve.

She then attacked the sea from all directions with a myriad of fireballs. Steam began to rise from where her attacks landed.

After a minute of unceasing fireball attacks, she stopped and turned to Smoke. "I'll come back after five days, if you're still alive, then that means that Tlaltezin declared your innocence. If you're dead, then your symbiote won't be coming back to this world again."

PLOP

With that the ancient HighElf vanished, leaving a disdained teleporting sound and a fiery fragment of her stern body.

"Igniz, I don't know if you can hear me from within," he said to his chest. "But I'm going to try logging out of Zectas. Maybe, that will cancel this forced Synergized state we're in."

Smoke logged out, and hurriedly logged back in. However, purple fumes were what greeted him when he opened his eyes in the realm of Zectas.

'Damn it!' he thought angrily. "Damn you Eleve! Damn you!" he cursed at the heavens, but no one was there to listen. He was alone on the barren island, or so he thought.

Suddenly, his Cunning of the Dire Fox picked up close to twenty monsters from the surrounding water. Slowly, red humanoid crustaceans walked out of the sea. Water dripped down from their scaly armored bodies.

With one look, he could tell that they were tough. These crab-men had one pincer larger than the other and walked upright. He tried logging out, but was met with the notification window he had expected.
 
    
 
    
     
     
       
       	 - You cannot log out during battle!
  
      
 
     
    
 
   
 
   
"Guess this must be the start of the test," said Smoke out loud. He then grabbed his chest and spoke to Igniz. "Don't worry, Bud, I won't let you die."

Opening both his palms, Smoke used his Fire Manipulation to create a ring of purple fire around him. He began attacking the humanoid crab monsters with his fire-spears coming out from the flames.

After the aquatic monsters were hit, their life bars and names were revealed, clawful (177,640/180,000 HP). His fire-spears could only do a little over 2,000 damage points.

Smoke grinned. He unleashed a torrent of fire-spears at the surrounding monsters and was steadily withering down their lives.

However, the clawfuls would not back down. Sixteen of them broke through his firewall. They moved fluidly like boxers. These monsters led with their smaller pincers for rapid jab-like attacks, and then suddenly lunged out their larger ones, as they took a swipe at Smoke.

Thanks to his Cunning of the Dire Fox, he was able to dodge six of the attacks, but the other ten made contact with his flesh, as their larger pincers tore through his armor. Due to his synergized state being weak against aquatic monster attacks, each pincer-punch dealt 4,000 damage points.

Surrounded, Smoke used his Earth Manipulation to raise himself onto a platform. Only three clawfuls were able to cling to his rising escape. Using earth-spikes, he stabbed their bellies and dropped all of them down.

Finding sanctuary on his earth-platform, which rose to a height of nine meters, he looked down and assessed his situation.

'I can't use my fire attacks on them,' he thought.

From high above, he began attacking the clawfuls with earth-spikes, dealing 6,000 damage points. In a matter of seconds, he killed one of the aquatic beasts.
 
    
 
    
     
     
       
       	 + You have dealt a fatal blow to the clawful.
+ You have killed the clawful.
+ You have gained 130,000 exp.
  
      
 
     
    
 
   
 
   
After swiftly dealing with one of the boxer-like crab-men, he grinned and felt good about himself. Yet, he suddenly felt a churn in the pit of his stomach. Something felt wrong, as if his gut told him to stop attacking the monsters with earth-spikes.

He wondered if it was Igniz trying to tell him something.

'This wasn't suppose to be easy. It's suppose to be a test whether I am innocent of Flora's death,' he thought. 'I should focus on only using Fire Manipulation.'

He took out a ruby mask etched with golden flames. The Paradox Pyro Face, which he got after Flora died.
 
    
 
    
     
     
       
       	 Paradox Pyro Face (Mask)

  A rare mask dropped by Paradox. It is made from two minerals serval fur, obsidian lining, and mithril.

  +10 Intelligence
  +10 Vitality

  Equipment Ability:
    *FiRetention (Passive)
    > Reduces Fire MP consumption by 25%
    > Strengthens Fire creations by 25%
  
      
 
     
    
 
   
 
   
While Smoke was inspecting the ruby mask, the clawfuls began helping each other scale his earth-platform.

'Oh, looks like these crabs know how to work together,' he thought.

Fixed on using his Fire Manipulation, he donned the Paradox Pyro Face. He then engulfed the barren island in a sea of purple flames. The damage from the firewalls were less than 300 points per second, but every accumulated damage mattered.

It took him the next forty-five minutes to kill all twenty clawfuls on this tiny island. He leapt down and quickly collected their loot.
 
    
 
    
     
     
       
       	 + Acquired clawful pincer
+ Acquired crab meat
  
      
 
     
    
 
   
 
   
Yet, when he was done looting, he felt an ominous presence. He felt he was being watched by someone from a higher position.

He quickly looked around, but could not see anyone, nor could his Cunning of the Dire Fox sense anything.

However, he quickly dismissed this odd feeling of being observed when he picked up close to a hundred clawfuls coming to shore.

Using his claws of Chiropterra, he scaled back up his earth-platform and prepared for the clawfuls' attack.

"Who ever you are that's watching me, just come out and face me like a man!" he yelled in all the direction of the island. "I'm ready for you anytime!"

Yet, there was no answer.

Feeling uncertain whether someone was really there, he focused on the invading clawfuls. He unleashed his fireballs and turned them into fire-spears, as he launched them at the aquatic monsters. Despite his unceasing use of Fire Manipulation, his mana regeneration well compensated the deficit.

It took him close to two hours to finish off the monsters.

When the battle was over, he quickly logged out of Zectas. Only to return a few seconds later.

'Phew! At least I confirmed I could log out before they come surfacing,' he happily realized.

He stretched his hands to the skies, as he prepared for the next wave of clawfuls.

Smoke remained on top of his earth-pillar, ready to attack with his flames. He filled the barren island with a sea of his purple firewalls as soon as the red armored crab-men surfaced.

"Crabababababa!"

"Crababababababa!"

He heard their mocking laughter as they easily walked into his flames. They were damaged, but it was not enough to deter them from scaling his earth-tower.

He began attacking them with his fire-spears, but this wave of clawfuls were more than he could handle. Twenty of them, with life bars of 80%, were briskly clawing their way to the top of his earth-tower.

Alarmed at their steady advance, Smoke focused his attention towards them. He targeted them with fire-spears, but the clawfuls simply hid their heads behind their large red crustacean shoulders.

Desperate, Smoke was inspired to improve his fire-spears. He concentrated on one single flaming spear and turned it into the shape of a sword. The same one Eleve used to attack him earlier. He found the flaming sword to be stronger and more maneuverable. With just one, he manipulated it to orbit around his earth-tower. It pried off the clawfuls' pincers and threw them down to his firewalls.

With his right hand, Smoke controlled the fire-sword, and with his left he let out a steady stream of fire-spears on the clawfuls below. It felt like making circles in the air with his right hand, and squares with his left. Sweat drenched his clothes, his satiety bar was quickly draining. His new found method for fending off and attacking the clawfuls were effective, but it took a high toll on him.

Somehow, he survived the wave with only two crab-men reaching up to him. He suffered 10,000 damage points, but he quickly threw them down the platform before receiving anymore.

Spent, Smoke squatted on his earth-tower, quickly devouring the crabmeat and drinking pompom juice to replenish his mana bar.

The next few waves were equally hard, if not harder. The struggle was real. It was not until the seventh wave, when two pleasant notification windows popped up and made him smile.
 
    
 
    
     
     
       
       	 + Ability Level Up: Fire Manipulation
    Active
    Level: Intermediate Level 3
    Experience: (0/3,000,000)

    * Strength and duration of the constructed object depends on:
      the user's knowledge of the object
      the user's Fire affinity
      the level of this ability
    * Range increases as level increases

    Effect: Manipulate fire within 30 meters
    MP Consumption: 197 MP/second
  
      
 
     
    
 
   
 
    
 
    
     
     
       
       	 + Ability Level Up: Serval's Glow
    Passive
    Level: Intermediate Level 1
    Experience: (0/1,000,000)

    After killing 10,000 servals, you have understood how they use their Fire Gahum.
    Effects:
    > Increases Fire abilities by 10%
    > Initiates Kindling
  
      
 
     
    
 
   
 
   
'Looks like this test could be a blessing in disguise, after all,' he thought happily.
 
   * * * * * *  
 
   

Smoke spent the next few days fighting against the same aquatic monsters. A normal person would have died of boredom due to the monotony of the waves of clawfuls. Yet, Smoke found the redundancy therapeutic and calming. He fed on their dropped meat and simply accumulated their pincers until he got the encumbered status. When that happened, he simply left the pincers altogether. He logged out when it was time to take his scheduled power naps, and returned promptly to repeat the whole arduous process.

With the constant going up and down the earth-pillar, he decided to create a staircase for him to climb on. This also allowed the next wave of clawfuls to climb after him. The stairs forced the clawfuls to line themselves up. He allowed this to happen, as the aquatic monsters were not good with the steps.

Using his Master-Level Earth Manipulation, he had built a death-tower specifically for the clawfuls. It had two staircases for the aquatic monsters to climb on. Whenever they began to ascend, he engulfed them in flames and assaulted them with fire-spears. 

As his kills on the monster numbered by the thousands, he was hopeful that something good would pop up. When he killed the ten-thousandth one, nothing happened, not even a rare drop. The good thing that he got from all of this was that his Fire Manipulation increased to Intermediate Level 9, Serval's Glow raised to Intermediate Level 6, and he rose by one more level.

Smoke was now level 115.

Also, during this entire period, Smoke's feeling of being watched never vanished. Whoever or whatever was watching him, never appeared before him, but he could always feel their eerie gaze upon him.

PLOP

Suddenly, Eleve appeared out of thin air, as the agreed upon date finally arrived.

Smoke quickly leapt down to greet her. He removed his ruby mask and bowed down, lowering his head to the ground. "Greetings, Eleve. I hope this proves my innocence and truthfulness."

"We will see," she said sternly. She then pointed to his earth-tower. "What's that thing supposed to be?"

"I used it to fight off the clawfuls during my exile here," answered Smoke.

"You expect me to believe that you did not leave for your world and stayed there? Didn't you only return to Zectas, today?" questioned Eleve.

"Technically, you didn't tell me I couldn't do that," reasoned out Smoke. "But that's not what I did. I really stayed here and fought off thousands of clawfuls."

"Fine! Then, prove it!" dared Eleve. "Destroy your tower and fight a hundred of them at once."

"Wait, I thought you said that if I'm still alive when you return, that your god Tlaltezin would vouch for my innocence?" asked Smoke.

"I did say that, but I need to see it with my own eyes," said Eleve. She then fired her fireballs at the sea, causing it to swell with steam.

As expected, the crab-men emerged from the salty waters.

"Let's do this!" he energetically cried out. "F-Y-I, a wave of these clawfuls consists of more than fifty. The ones you aggravated now are about a hundred," he said to Eleve with a determined look.

CRUMBLE

Eleve turned around, as the sounds of falling rocks occurred behind her. Smoke destroyed his earth-tower at the center of the island. He placed his ruby mask over his face, as he prepared himself to face these aquatic monsters with only his Fire power.

Activating his shoes' Trailblazer ability, Smoke encircled the island in a ring of fire. He then poured out his and Igniz's synergized power into the fire and turned it into a wall of dark flames.

He repeated the same process, but this time he created a smaller ring close to the center of the island.

"I suggest you stay here close to me," said Smoke to Eleve. "Unless you want to attack these clawfuls and help me out?"

PLOP

Eleve instantly teleported next to him.

"Faux, I swear by Tlaltezin, that if you defeat these monsters by only using Fire, I will accept Flora's death and hold you in no way responsible," said Eleve, placing her hand over her heart.

"I'll hold you to that," said Smoke.

Then, the clawfuls easily walked past through his first layer of dark flames. Their life bars reflected the smallest of damage, less than 1%.

The outer flames began protruding sharp spear-heads, thirty-two of them in total. When the clawfuls got in the middle of the two flaming rings, the fire-spears launched with deadly accuracy and dealt a bonus damage from their back attacks.

The clawfuls cringed in pain from the flaming spears. Some turned around, while others knelt down, using their larger pincers to support their heavily-armored bodies.

Smoke attacked with another volley of thirty-two fire-spears, which most of the clawfuls blocked with their pincers.

However, sharp fire-swords protruded out of the dark flames in the inner ring. They blocked the path of the clawfuls that tried to step closer towards him. 

"You copied my flaming swords," said Eleve, as she noticed the similarity.

Managing eight flaming-blades was Smoke's current limit. The fire-swords slashed across the clawfuls' red crustacean carapace.

The aquatic monsters frantically looked at both firewalls, confused. Despite his two blazing weapons, the clawfuls numbers continued to increase, as more of the monsters stepped through the outer ring. Smoke relied on his basics. Sixty-four fireballs, the size of Igniz's own body, steadily spewed out from the outer ring towards the inner one.
Slowly, the hard red-shells of the clawfuls were being blown off by his basic attacks. The constant assaults of fireballs and fire-spears, coupled with the hindering fire-swords, trapped the clawfuls in between the two rings.

Sweat poured out of his pores and drenched his clothes. Yet, this were not caused by the heat of the flames, but rather by the sheer concentration he exerted to simultaneously control this fiery inferno.

Remembering to give his enemy false hope, he did not set the middle grounds on fire. He feared that if he did, the aquatic monsters would be forced to push through his flaming sabers, straight towards him.

In the span of only twenty minutes, he had killed about half of them. Yet, his mana bar of 393,093 MP was now left with less than 10%. Even the 25% reduced mana consumption from Paradox's mask and his 345 per second mana regeneration were not enough to keep up with all of his unceasing fire strikes.

Needing to replenish his MP, Smoke paused the torrent of fireballs. He quickly fished for a jar of pompom juice and drank it all in one gulp, but this only restored his mana bar by 30%.

Determined, Smoke spent the next twelve minutes tearing out the carapace of the clawfuls and attacking their openings with his fire. Thus, he finished the last scraps of the clawful wave.

An exhausted Smoke slumped down on the middle of the singed island. He clutched his chest, as he thanked Igniz who was merged inside him.

CLAP CLAP CLAP

Eleve's slow clapping confused him. He was unsure if she was being sarcastic or not.

"As Tlaltezin wills, I, Eleve Dawkins, find you to be truthful and innocent on the unfortunate circumstance of Flora's death," somberly said the elderly HighElf, as she tried to keep a straight face.

However, she still collapsed on the ground next to him. 

"I can't believe it, she's really gone," she said with a deep melancholy.

Smoke patted her shoulders. "I just want you to know that it was a quick death. I don't think she felt that much pain."

"If only I didn't have that event, then she wouldn't have—" Eleve stopped herself and began sobbing. "I would have been there instead of her. Flora's always been too kind for her own good."

"She was," said Smoke with a smile.

Eleve smiled back, and stood up. She fluffed off the soot from Smoke's fire attacks on the ground.

"Faux, it's time," she said to him.

"Time for wha—" he was rudely cut off, as Eleve teleported them both back to the seminary.
 
    
 
    
 
   * * * * * *  
 
   

"We're finally back, Freifahrt!" exclaimed Smoke. He rode bareback on his dirus wolf with a rickety cart in tow, riding towards the amethyst city.

They stopped in front of Votl's city gates, where four Warriors stood, clothed in the city's emblem of three mountains. They wore black leather armor with long bastard swords on their sides.

'These guys look stronger than the previous Guards,' he thought.

"Halt," ordered one of the Warrior Guards.

"Whoa, boy, it's time to show them our papers," said Smoke to his mount, patting the dirus wolf's head.

He got off his mount and displayed his brown Earth Elementalist attire, but with a slight improvement. His entire ensemble were all accented with fire-red linings. This went well with his ruby mask, etched with golden flames, the Paradox Pyro Face.

"What's your purpose for entering the city?" asked the other Warrior.

"I'm Faux, a participant of the Magi Gagnant Tournament," answered Smoke.

"Wait a minute, you can't be him," said a weaker looking Warrior, who came out from their guard post. "I met Faux before, he looked like a beggar in his torn brown robes."

Smoke recognized him as the guard who stopped them on his first time here. Then, he remembered that this was also the place where he first saw Flora.

"Hello, I'm the same guy," said Smoke, in his friendliest tone. "I was here with some children back then, and Lord Avilo came to vouch for me, remember?"

"Faux? What happened to your shabby brown clothes? And that mask?" eagerly asked the guard. "It looks really expensive."

"It's a memento of a good friend," replied Smoke.

"Hm, after looking at you more closely, you do still have that tattered look about you," said the guard. "Let him in boys."

"Shut it," said the stronger looking Warrior, and pushed the guard to the side. "You're not the boss of us."

The Warrior in black clothes then turned to Smoke. "Show me your papers."

"Of course," said Smoke, handing in his participation document for the tournament.

"Alright, you can pass," said the Warrior in black.

Traveling with purpose, Smoke directed his dirus wolf straight to a decent sized shop called Perdant Wares.

TIDING TING

Looking up, Smoke saw the newly installed bell and smirked.

'Leave it to Perdant to copy other shops,' he thought to himself, amused.

"Welcome, welcome, honored guest," said a plump old man sitting on the counter. "My name is Perdant and I'm the owner of this humble shop. How can I help you today?"

Smoke removed his ruby mask, revealing himself.

"Master Smoke? I'm sorry, but I didn't recognize you with your new clothes," said the old Merchant. "And that red mask, it's really something. There's a league of difference from your old one. It's only been a few weeks, but it's like you've completely changed."

"Let's just say that I found a great place to learn magic," said Smoke and grinned. "Anyway, I've come to hear the update on our investment and on my request. I've been waiting to hear a message from you, but nothing ever came."

"I apologize, but I was afraid to contact you," began Perdant. "I feel that my dealings have performed poorly and would warrant your anger. Of course, I'm prepared for any absolution you see fit."

Smoke gulped. "How much did you lose?" he asked as calmly as he could muster, clenching his fists as he prepared himself to hear the old man's answer.

"Well, you left me with fifty-million zecs, right?" asked Perdant.

Taking a deep breath, Smoke nodded.

"In these past few weeks, I regret to inform you that I only raised it to fifty-five-million," said Perdant.

As soon as he heard, Smoke let out a sigh of relief. He thought the old Merchant had squandered all his money.

"Don't worry. I'll do better next time," said Perdant. "And the other reason why your profit is so low was because of this."

The plump man gave Smoke a scroll. "I couldn't believe how much the Spy was asking for it, but I believe that it's exactly what you wanted."
 
    
 
    
     
     
       
       	 + Acquired Scroll: Ouragan's Info - History,  Abilities, and Strategies
  
      
 
     
    
 
   
 
   
"Nice! Any amount of zecs should be worth it for the latest information on Ouragan," said Smoke.

COUGH COUGH

The old Merchant let out a forceful cough as he gulped hard. "Um, actually, that scroll might not be so up-to-date."

"Really? When was this information gathered?" asked Smoke.

Perdant replied with hesitation. "It may have been three—"

"Three weeks, huh? That doesn't seem that long," said Smoke.

"Or, three months," quickly added Perdant. "The Spy assured me that he hasn't seen the old man do anything new, apart from what's written on those scrolls."

Purple flames came out of Smoke's hands, as he clenched them tightly.

He took in a deep breath, as he tried to calm himself down. "How much did you spend on this scroll exactly?"

"It cost quite a bundle," began a nervous Perdant. "They guy asked for three million zecs, but I haggled it down to two."

Smoke hugged himself tightly and dug his nails into his skin, as he tried his best not to burn down Perdant's entire store to a crisp.
 
    
 
   * * * * * *  
 
   

The deafening sounds of three-hundred-thousand people all chattering at once echoed throughout Pulper Stadium. Despite the hot blazing sun on a cloudless day, the crowd was exhilarated to see the start of the 999th Magi Gagnant Tournament.

"You really think you can beat Prime Wizard Ouragan just because you upgraded your robes and got that fancy looking ruby mask?" asked Avilo Dawkins, the royalty ninth in line to the throne of Vitzytl Kingdom.

"I'm sure Faux has done more than just that, Lord Avilo," said Jack. "Daniel and Geisel send both their regard. Sadly, they can't make it to the tournament as they went back to Vlahui City," added the boy, whom he rescued from the OrkElf named Cynar.

"It's fine," replied Smoke. "I didn't even think you guys were going to watch."

"Of course we'll be watching, Sir Faux, all of us have our own candidates," said Mouche, Avilo's elderly HighElf steward. "I'm personally rooting for Xantana to win. Of course, Lord Avilo is betting on Prime Wizard Ouragan. Only Jack here seems to think that you have a shot of winning this."

Avilo then chuckled. "Too bad Jack doesn't know your pairings," said the young HighElf noble. "Your first round opponent is Trottel, the Prime Wizard of Vlahui City."

"What?!" asked a surprised Smoke. "I didn't know there were other Prime Wizards besides Ouragan. What about the Prime Wizard of Votl City?"

"Silly, Faux, there is no Prime Wizard here," answered Avilo. "Why would we need one, when Magietrois Florissant is here to protect us?"

"Oh, I see," said Smoke, as the realization sunk in. "But what about this Trottel? What kind of Wizard is he?"

This time, it was Mouche who answered him. "He is the youngest Prime Wizard out of the three. Fortunately for you he focuses on Lightning."

"Regardless of the elemental advantage, a Prime Wizard is still a difficult opponent," said Avilo. "So, don't let your guard down, Faux."

"Are you being serious, or are you just playing with me?" asked Smoke.

"Hey! I told you that I'd support you all the way. Except when you're facing against Ouragan," calmly replied Avilo. "But that doesn't mean I think you'll win."

Smoke shook his head and grinned at him, albeit his face was covered by the Paradox mask.

Avilo and the other Zectians had their own persons of interest, but Smoke had his own as well. He checked on Xantana's, Ouragan's, and Chrysopelea's places in the tournament.

Chrys and Ouragan were in the same western bracket, while Smoke and Xantana were on the eastern one. If Smoke defeated Trottel, he would be waiting to fight against Xantana or her opponent named Fanfaron, a High Wizard specializing in Wind.

After a few minutes, the announcer's face appeared on the jumbovision screen.

"King Kajou, Queen Ella, my Lords, my Ladies, and the rest of Vitzytl Kingdom, I welcome you all to the 999th Magi Gagnant Tournament!" cried out the Announcer.

"The rules are simple. They are the same as the one in the prelimina—" began the announcer, but Smoke paid him no mind. The fact that the King and Queen of Vitzytl Kingdom was here caught his attention.

Using his Telefax Vision, he looked around the important looking seats in the stand. There, he was surprised to find the ugliest King. A small hairy man with brown facial hair and a crown on his head sat on the King's throne. Yet, next to him was a vision of beauty. Smoke was taken by surprise to see such an attractive Queen. Next to them were two children, a boy and a girl who took after their mother's looks.

'I wonder what the King of Chayotl looks like,' thought Smoke, reminiscing about Wysteria's own Kingdom. 'Guess this tournament must be a big deal.'

The Announcer's booming voice brought his focus back on the jumbovision. "Right off the bat our first contestant is our favorite to win, the Prime Wizard of Vona City, Ouragan!"

CLAP CLAP CLAP CLAP WOOT WOOT CLAP CLAP CLAP

The deceitfully old looking HighElf landed softly at the center of the ring. The High Wizard wore his trademark sky-blue robes, blue pointed hat, and equipped a small elder wand on his right hand. While his black cape waved dramatically with his created wind.

The announcer's voice tried to drown the crowd's cheer. "And he's up against a raising super nova, Danarga the Enchanted Maiden!"

His opponent then climbed on the other side of the ring. She was a beautiful Enchantress, wearing green revealing tights. As soon as the battle started, she summoned a tree ent and even used charms to increase its powers. All this in order to attack the flying Aero Wizard, but none of her attempts could hit him. After playing around in the air for some time, Ouragan let out his strongest gust of wind and knock both the Encantress and her tree ent off the ring. It took him only two minutes to finish her off.


After he won, Ouragan looked towards Smoke's direction. As their eyes met for a brief moment, Smoke did not hesitate to stare right back at him. 

'Is he angry at me or something?' wondered Smoke. He had no clue as to why the Prime Wizard would give him such a look. 

Then, the Announcer's voice boomed once again. "As expected! Ouragan advances to the semi-finals! And he does it with such ease!"

CLAP CLAP CLAP CLAP WOOT WOOT CLAP CLAP CLAP

Sounds of cheer erupted. The crowd always cheered loudly whenever Ouragan was up, and this time was no exception. Even though his battle was short, the audience still loved his performance anyway.

"Next up, let's go to the eastern bracket. The hottest Pyro Magi Xantana, versus the proud and dashing young lord Fanfaron!" cried out the Announcer.

Fanfaron, a young Aero Magi dressed in green robes, was at a clear disadvantage against Xantana. She mercilessly abused her elemental advantage. With Fanfaron's each attack, she countered with a much stronger fireball. Her flame attacks grew triple in size as they were fanned by Fanfaron's power. In the end, she defeated the youth in under ten minutes.

"There you have it folks! The hot Xantana advances to the semi-finals! And she's just warming up!" screamed the announcer.

CLAP CLAP CLAP

The sound of clapping and cheering was definitely softer than Ouragan's, but a loud applause came from where Smoke sat. Next to him was Mouche, Avilo's steward, as if the old HighElf was clapping for dear life.

"Next, let's go back to the western bracket. The proud flying Sonstwelter Chrysopelea, versus the electrifying High Wizard Lightoric!" shouted the announcer.

Right from the get go, Chrys copied Ouragan's move. He flew upward and stayed out of range from Lightoric. The old High Wizard's lightningballs could not hit Chrys' swiftness in the air. However, Chrys was not playing around. When the wind picked up, Chrys immediately let out his strongest gust of wind, and pushed Lightoric off the ring.

CLAP CLAP CLAP

"Chrys is in the semi-finals! Although, it was clear that his moves looked extremely familiar!" cried out the Announcer. 

Focused on the Announcer's voice, Smoke felt like the guy was screaming at the top of his lungs. "Finally, it's time for our last participants for the semi-finals. The unknown Earth Elementalist Faux, versus the powerful Prime Wizard of Vlahui City, Trottel!"
 
    
 
    
 
   * * * * * *  
 
   

On the large circular ring, an older tiger Lioumerean of about forty stood across Smoke. His long orange hair with black and white stripes flowed freely below his shoulders.

A poised Smoke with open palms was waiting for Vlahui's Prime Wizard to make a move. Despite having heard the Announcer start off their fight, none of them were attacking.

"You're a fan for the theatrics, huh?" Trottel suddenly asked Smoke.

"Don't know what you're talking about," he answered. He contemplated whether to initiate the first attack, as he had planned to play it defensively.

"Your mask," said the Lioumerean Prime Wizard, pointing towards his face. "Why do you need it? Is it a solution to your problem? Because the problem is your face?"

Trottel chuckled at his own joke.

Deciding to wait for Trottel to make the first move, Smoke calmly stared at the hysterical Lioumerean. Albeit, slightly confused why he was laughing.

"Alright, alright. Let's get on with it," said Trottel, raising both his hands. "I was looking forward to a challenging first round. Too bad it was against some, Amateur."

Sparks of lightning flickered out from Trottel's fingertips. The Lioumerean casually formed his fingers into the shape of a gun and fired several shots of lightning-bullets from it. Blitzing electrified projectiles leapt out towards Smoke.

With the aid of his Hyper Jump ability, Smoke reflexively dodged the initial onslaught. Yet, there was no end to Trottel's lightning-bullets. Four earth-pillars immediately rose from the floor of the ring and blocked the incoming attacks.

"Your Earth powers are no match for me!" taunted Trottel, as he kept on firing the same lightning-bullets into one earth-pillar.

Normally, this pin-point attack would have destroyed any barrier, but Smoke's pillar stood sturdy. All of this was credited to the bullets being made of electricity, which was grounded into the floor of the ring.

Then, Smoke's Cunning of the Dire Fox lost Trottel's presence. Less than a split-second later, it sensed the Prime Wizard again, but this time he was standing directly behind him.

Lightning-bullets flew out of the Lioumerean's finger tips, but they did not reach their target as Smoke had put up a full concave earth-dome.

"Aww! Won't you come out and play?" jibed Trottel. "I promise you'll get a jolt out of it!"

Vlahui City's Prime Wizard then proceeded to fire his lightning-bullets at Smoke's earth-dome. Two minutes of the same attack did nothing to Smoke's earth defense.

Sensing that Trottel was on the northern side of the ring, Smoke created an exit of his earth-dome on the opposite side.

Carefully, he stepped out and was about to launch his counter attack.

However, an electrical flash crept up from behind.

BZZZTT BZZT BZZT BZZZT

A large ball of lightning, three-meters in diameter, grazed him on his left shoulder. He was blown towards his earth-dome, crumbling all of it down.

A storm of lightning-bullets hit Smoke's back. The grounded DarkElf took all of the electrical attacks.

Sprawled on the floor, his life bar displayed 78%. Then, Trottel stopped attacking him, and moved in closer.

"Pfft! Even though my element was supposedly weaker than yours," sneered Trottel, pointing his fingers in the shape of a gun at Smoke. "You still couldn't do anything against me!"

Smoke slowly lifted his face up to look at the tiger Lioumerean.

"Heck! This was easier than a stroll around the plaza," added Trottel. "Capital E-Z— Aucck!" He was cut short as a large boulder, the size of his body, struck him from behind.

Trottel's arms and legs were pushed backward against Smoke's massive boulder. The Prime Wizard of Vlahui City was forcibly thrown above the ring.

From his grounded position, Smoke pointed his hands at the boulder and changed its trajectory. Its height increased even farther. He sent the tiger Lioumerean ten meters in the air, only to send him straight back to the ground in one fell swoop.

CRUMBLE CRUMBLE CRUMBLE

The jumbovision picked up the distinct sound of Smoke's boulder fragmenting. He canceled his boulder before it would smash Trottel to a pulp. He did not want to accidentally kill a Prime Wizard in front of a full stadium. His boulder, however, still did its job.

The screen of the jumbovision focused on an unconscious tiger Lioumerean lying outside the ring.

Then, the Announcer's voice crackled across the stadium. "Um. I don't exactly know what happened, but it seems that Earth Elementalist Faux got in a lucky shot and dropped Prime Wizard Trottel off the ring... I guess this means that Faux is miraculously moving on to the next round."

No one in the stadium clapped, not even his friends Avilo, Jack, or Mouche. They stared at Trottel and back at Smoke, and back at Trottel again, shock at how quickly the battle ended.

Smoke struggled to get up and clutched his injured shoulder, while he limped off the stage.

An astonished Jack and a confused Avilo quickly went to help him down. Old Mouche also started running, but the HighElf was not fast enough to keep up with the two young nobles.

"You sure got lucky with that one, Faux!" exclaimed Jack, carefully grabbing Smoke's right arm and helped him walk. "But you know what they say, Luck is also an ability!"

Trottel's followers hurriedly ran to him and placed him on a stretcher. Healers circled around the Vlahui Prime Wizard, as they exited the stadium posthaste.

"Don't give him false hopes, Jack," said Avilo, who walked beside them. "One can only be so lucky in one tournament."

Smoke lightly laughed. "Who knows? Maybe lady luck will stay by my side throughout the entire event?"

'Good thing, that guy was chatty,' thought Smoke. 'Otherwise, he could have ruined my plan.'

In order to make his other opponents lower their guard on him, Smoke intentionally allowed himself to be injured.

The damage was minimal to say the least. In fact, he could walk fine and was only pretending to limp as well.

"Hmmp! Even with all the luck in the world, you still won't be able to defeat Ouragan," argued Avilo.

"Don't be too sure on that," said Smoke. "We won't know the outcome, until it actually happens."
 
    
 
    
 
   * * * * * *  
 
   

After a short ten minute break, the Announcer's voice boomed anew. "Despite Faux's lucky break, I'm sure that Chrysopelea and Prime Wizard Ouragan will give us a more entertaining fight!"

Ouragan, an old High Elf in blue robes, stood on the left side of the circular ring. Whereas, Chrys, a young DarkElf Sonstwelter with goggles, was in a fighting pose on the opposite end.

The audience in the front-row seats were suddenly blown back their chairs, as a strong surge of wind came from the ring.

Both Ouragan and Chrys disappeared from sight, as the two of them were already in the air soaring above the cloudless sky.

"I'm sorry that our jumbovision could not keep up with this long distance battle," apologized the Announcer. "But I'm sure the victor of this bout will be clear soon enough!"

Smoke, who sat together Jack, Avilo, and Mouche, was looking up. He used his Telefax Vision to get a better view of their aerial battle.

In the sky, Ouragan was sending surges of wind-cutters at Chrys, which the young Sonstwelter easily blocked by putting up his own air-shield.

'Looks like the scroll Perdant bought was on the mark,' surmised a pleased Smoke. 'He really does open with his wind-cutter attacks.'

Chrys then zoomed out from where he was hovering and tried to flank Ouragan's left side. He copied the Prime Wizard's wind-cutter attacks, which Ouragan easily evaded with his swift flying.

'Chrys is doing a pretty good job against Ouragan,' thought Smoke, somewhat surprised.

"It appears that Ouragan has the upper hand, and is running circles around the young challenger," suddenly said the Announcer. "Yes, Folks, Chrysopelea is defenseless against the mighty Prime Wizard's wind-cutter attacks!"

Smoke quickly turned to face the Announcer, who was staring up at the sky. He realized that the Announcer could not see them, and was only making things up.

'I guess Ouragan opening with wind-cutters was common knowledge,' he thought, slightly worrying about his two-million zecs investment.

"See! What did I tell you, Faux?" suddenly said Avilo, slapping him hard on his supposedly injured shoulder.

"Tsk, the Announcer is just lying," replied Smoke.

"Oh, don't be like that," coaxed Avilo. "Just because you're scared of fighting Ouragan, doesn't mean the Announcer is wrong."

Smoke ignored Avilo and focused his attention on the aerial battle. Chrys was zooming around Ouragan, which created a barely visible trail.

Then, the wind-trail left behind turned green. As Smoke was wondering what kind of attack Chrys was about to do, a foul stench descended upon the entire stadium. Unfortunately, the paradox mask gave no protection against such a repugnant smell. 

Seconds later, Jack, Avilo, and Mouche were inflicted with the Poisoned status.

"What's going on here?" asked Avilo, clutching his chest with his right hand.

"I think it's caused by one of the contestants attack," said Jack.

Having a high resistance to Poison, Smoke was not inflicted with the affliction.

Then, the Announcer's voice echoed throughout the arena. "Ladies and Gentlemen, please do not panic. There is no cause for alarm. Magietrois Florissant will cure us from this ailment."

Not a second later, an orange phoenix flew across the coliseum. It left a trail of an orange flame and covered the entire area in a dome-like barrier. Then, golden dust sprinkled down to the entire audience.

At once, everyone was cured of their Poisoned status and were completely healed, even the noxious odor disappeared.

Quickly searching for Magietrois Florissant, Smoke looked around the entire complex but could not locate the phoenix's caster.

'Don't worry, I'll see you soon enough,' he thought to himself, positive of the tournament's outcome.

Looking back up, Smoke could no longer see Ouragan. The only thing visible in the sky was a flying Chrys and circular green clouds.

Zooming in on Chrys, Smoke saw him grinning widely.

'The Poison must be even more concentrated up there,' theorized Smoke. 'Too bad that won't do anything to Ouragan.'

Then, the green clouds were suddenly swirling faster and faster. Smoke originally thought that it was another part of Chrys' attack, but seeing the worried expression on the fellow DarkElf's face told him otherwise.

"That appears to be a poison-cloud attack coming from Chrysopelea," informed the Announcer, as the screen displayed a slightly closer view of their aerial battle. "I certainly hope Prime Wizard Ouragan is not affected by the Poison."

Three seconds later, the green clouds completely dispersed from the area, and an unscathed Ouragan appeared in its place.

"What did I tell you, Folks! As Expected of Ouragan!" exclaimed the Announcer, his voice resonated from the jumbovision.

'Looks like Chrys didn't know that Ouragan has high Poison Resistance,' mused Smoke, pleased that his Ouragan info was indeed correct.

"Hey, Faux, you don't expect me to believe that you can actually see them from here?" said Avilo, and tapped on Smoke's arm. "Why aren't you looking at the jumbovision screen like the rest of us?"

"Wind-wyvern," blurted out Smoke. "Ouragan is about to use his wind-wyvern attack."

"Oh, so you've brushed on Ouragan's moves, I see," said a pleased Avilo. "That's good, but I don't think he would use it against another Wind specialist."

Smoke then turned to Avilo. "Didn't he use it against an Aero Magi named Schwätzer, about four years ago?"

"Oh, yeah, he did do that," said Avilo, nodding with his knitted eyebrows. "But why would he use a finishing move this early?"

"Maybe Ouragan got pissed at Chrys' poison attack," suggested Smoke. "Especially since the whole audience was inflicted by it."

A few seconds later, a clear shape of a wyvern made of air blasted Chrys off the sky. The Sonstwelter was plummeting fast, but he soon recovered and flew back up to where Ouragan was waiting for him.

"That's what you get for not doing anything against Prime Wizard Ouragan's wind-wyvern attack!" cheered Avilo.

"Chrys' barrier just couldn't stand Ouragan's attack," explained Smoke.

Jack then tugged on Smoke's arm. "Faux, you can really see them from here, can't you?"

Facing Jack, only his smiling eyes were seen as he nodded at the young noble.

KATHUD

Everybody quickly turned to the center of the ring, the source of the loud sound. The circular ring was broken into several fragments, with a big hole at its center.

Then, Ouragan slowly descended towards it. When he landed, he shouted to the announcer. "He's technically inside the ring, but I don't think he will be getting up anytime soon."

"I beg your pardon, but who is inside the ring?" asked the Announcer.

"Chrysopelea! I blasted him down just a few seconds ago, didn't you see that?" asked Ouragan loudly.

"Oh, of course! As expected of Prime Wizard Ouragan!" exclaimed the Announcer. "Like I said, Folks, the winner of this match will be decided quickly. Prime Wizard Ouragan proceeds to the finals!"

"And may I say, that all of us watching are pleased with the results!" added the Announcer.

Smoke stared at Ouragan, bewildered at what move he used to finish off Chrys. While he was doing so, the old HighElf caught his gaze and grinned at him.

Ouragan then floated out of the stadium.

As Smoke was staring at the back of the old Prime Wizard, the Announcer's voice rang again. "Due to the unfortunate circumstance of our ring being destroyed, we will have to delay the next match for another two hours."

A unified groan was heard all over Pulper Arena.

"If you want to leave, please feel free to do so. The tickets you hold will still be useable then," added the Announcer.

The announcement ended as soon as Ouragan disappeared from Smoke's sight. Just then, he felt a cold wind breeze through him, and he felt the familiar ominous feeling of being watched from pincer island once more.
 
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter Seven:
 
    
 
   
  
 

A Prize in the End
 
   

Red flowers which looked like trumpets lined the famous mountain range. Their sweet scent added to the grandeur of these highlands. Overlooking the vale from above, the beauty of the serene mountains that bordered Veneficatl Valley came at a price. One wrong move and it could spell death for anyone who traveled on its perilous steep roads.

Yet, Sierra's smiling face conveyed the sense of belonging instead of fear. As she breathed in the view from above, it reminded her of the time when she and her mother would take treks up the mountain.

Looking back to observe her army following her, she smiled at them. She thought that they also shared her sentiments.

'I knew taking this route was a great idea,' she thought to herself, thinking that her men would build fond memories of the tall mountains.

Currently, thousands of mounted Druids, Acolytes, and Mercenaries were huddled together on it now, as they hurried to cross it.

To protect themselves from the cold, everyone of Sierra's army clutched on to their fur-cloaks tightly. The chilly winds blew hard against the shivering travelers on this precipitous pathway, and did its best to hinder their advance.

"Brr. Why do we have to be here? Look at my skin! It's turning blue," complained Ardu, riding on top of his own ruby bear. His breath was clearly seen through the cold air, "I was getting used to the warm weather in the Kitsune Forests too."

The young man, who could fully Transmogrify into a brown Werebear asked the female ruby rider beside him. "Do you even know where we're headed?"

"No clue. All I heard was that we were going to meet up with Mamelon's group," replied Vrai, while she strongly rubbed her shoulders to warm them up.

The two youthful Zectian leaders followed some distance after the red-haired HighElf. They were positioned in the middle of her ten-thousand strong army. They could not see her clearly through the crowd, but her ruby bear helped them spot her.

As a symbol of leadership, it was only Sierra, Phen, Rear, Ardu, and Vrai who were given the ruby bear mounts.

Suddenly, two other ruby bear riders were riding against the flow of the army, and one of them quietly called out their attention.

"Shh!" said Rear, with one finger covering her mouth. "They say that the red mountains dislike noisy travelers. They don't need to hear your complaints."

Sierra's Werewolf Lieutenants, Phen and Rear were headed for the tail of their army. They were instructed to oversee a safe passage through the red ridges.

"If you're cold, just Transmogrify a portion of your arms," said Rear, and pointed to Phen's arm which displayed a thick gray Werewolf fur.

"Um. We still can't do partial Transmogrifications," sheepishly answered Ardu. "But don't worry, we're not skimping out on our daily exercises," he quickly added.

"Alright," said Rear with a disappointed tone. "But I don't want to hear anymore complaints about this mission. The two of you should know better than to question Sierra's command."

Ardu fell silent and shamefully lowered his head.

"I wonder just what kind of mission this is," blurted out Vrai. She turned to Phen and Rear, who merely shrugged at her. "I mean, just what kind of mission would require our ten-thousand strong army and Mamelon's manpower of five-thousand?"

Phen and Rear did not respond and went straight to the tail of their formation. Sierra's army silently continued their travel through the red mountains for the next three hours, until they reached the plains of Veneficatl Valley.

Sierra spread out her arms, and signaled her army of Druids and Mercenaries to fan themselves to her sides. At once, her lieutenants led the front and commanded their own divisions. A total of five groups were formed.

"We'll set up camp here," loudly ordered Sierra for everybody to hear. "Vrai and Ardu, you two are in charge of our food. Phen and Rear, secure the grounds. Mamelon should arrive sometime before noon."

"Let's go, Rear Scout Team!" ordered Rear, and took her platoon of 2,500 Mercenaries and 70 Druids to the eastern and northern side of their basecamp.

Whereas, Phen silently signaled his own group of 2,500 Mercenaries and 30 Druids to the southern and western area. He had lesser Druids in his team, as only those that could understand his silent commands worked well with him.

Ardu and Vrai immediately began delegating their assigned work. Half of their Mercenaries were tasked to set up walls, traps, and early warning devices, while the rest were divided into two more groups. One were tasked to put up tents and the others were assigned to cook a meal that could fill more than ten-thousand people.

As they worked on their assignments, they nibbled on bison jerkies to sate their hunger.

Meanwhile, Sierra was staring into a map of the valley. Her gazed drifted to the rising sun, where a supposed cave filled with Darius' promise awaited them.

At eleven in the morning, Mamelon and her group of more than five-thousand people arrived from the west. They had come from the opposite side of the red mountain ranges.

Sierra stood in front of their basecamp to welcome them.

"Sorry, we took so long," called out Mamelon from on top of her bronze jackal. "We ran into some trouble along the way." She said strongly and grumpily looked at Virer and Courant, the Flame Knight and Electro Knight, who rode directly behind her.

"I told you, Cheri had me questing for fairy trumpets!" reasoned out Virer. He stuck out red flowers which went well with his crimson full plate armor. "That's why I had to collect over three dozens of those red flowers growing on the mountainside."

"And Aime asked me to get her a pair of copper goat horns, indigenous to the red mountains," added Courant. He displayed two yellowish-horns which blended magnificently with his bronze armor. "Who would have guessed that the copper goats would cause a rockslide?"

Courant shrugged, raising the horns over his head.

WAPAK

The two horns were suddenly hit by aqueous spikes, and knocked out of Courant's hands.

"What the— I had to go to a lot of trouble to get that!" exclaimed the Electro Knight, dismounting to pick up the horns.

"Alright that's enough, Guys." replied a smiling Sierra, diffusing the tension between Mamelon's second-in-commands. "Anyway, you're just in time for an early lunch. Ardu and Vrai may be lacking on their Transmogrify training, but they've greatly leveled up their cooking!"

"I told you, Two, not to get involved with those Zectians," reprimanded Mamelon.

"Hey! We don't tell you to stop fawning over Ilad, do we?" pointed out Virer. "Besides, doing quests for Cheri really pumps up our Intimacy, and I really need those numbers to be high. You know, in order for me to—"

"Too much information, Virer!" said Mamelon, stopping her friend from explaining further.

Sierra laughed. She missed being with other Sonstwelters. Sure, Phen, Rear, even Ardu and Vrai were also fun, but something was missing when she was with other Sonstwelters.

As they headed to where the food was, Mamelon called out to Sierra.

"So, our lowest ranked Mercenary is now at level 102," began the Aqua Knight. "But I have to tell you something, that I feel should be said face to face."

Sierra's eyebrow crossed. "Go on," she said, intrigued.

"My men have increased their levels, but we suffered a terrible tragedy. Because of it, I only have 4,325 Mercenaries left."

"What? How could lose so many men? What happened?" asked Sierra.

"We were ambushed by Duke Burmistrz's men," somberly said Mamelon. "We were suppose to be in a safe area, and were hunting dirus wolves to capture, but Macher and his Cavalry Knights suddenly came out of nowhere and attacked us."

Sierra tightly squeezed her fists at the mention of Macher's name.

"He had about 3,000 Cavalry Knights with him, all of them riding dirus wolves," said Mamelon. "That's why we met them there, because they were also hunting for more mounts."

"How long ago?" asked Sierra.

"About three weeks now," said Mamelon.

"He's already grown his private army by that much, huh?" said Sierra. "We can assume that his numbers will only grow even more."

"Sierra, there's one more thing," said Mamelon. "When Macher came to attack us, the reason many of the Avendre were unable to escape was because Sagen and his guild joined up with Macher."

"Sagen? That name sounds so familiar," said Sierra. "Who is that again?"

"He was the guy that went against Ilad on the Swordsman to Knight Tournament," answered a peeved Mamelon. "He even tried to eliminate us during the Mounted Race. But something must have happened to him, because he never got to finish that race."

Sierra grinned. She remembered how she and Smoke's private army ambushed them before they could ambush Smoke.

"Really? I guess he never learned his lesson," said Sierra. Her knuckles cracked as she tightened her fist.

"Yeah, but he got a lot stronger," said Mamelon, disturbed. 

She paused, as she let out a deep sigh.

"Luckily for us, most of us had already gathered mounts for the Avendre Mercenaries," further explained Mamelon. "Most of the Mercenaries rode by threes, but the bronze jackals and aardwolves could easily carry their weight."

Mamelon paused before going on. "And the main reason we escaped, was because of those who were left behind. The Avendre Mercenaries' sacrificed themselves and made sure to hold off Macher and his men."

Sierra fell silent, pissed at the fact of Macher's treachery and Sagen's return.

"But don't worry," added Mamelon. "We've learned our lesson. Macher and his men won't get another chance like that again."

"That's good," said Sierra, forcing a smile. "Good job, on keeping the casualties low."

Sierra then turned to Mamelon's surviving Avendre Mercenaries. "After seeing their comrades sacrificed themselves, these hardened men should be really helpful in this quest," said Sierra.

"Yeah, what exactly is this quest, anyway?" asked Mamelon.

"Well, Smoke asked Darius on how we could improve ourselves for the coming war," began Sierra. "He told him that there were certain relics that could prove helpful to us."

Mamelon nodded as she followed Sierra's lead and sat down on the prepared table for them.

"But Darius told me that acquiring the relic alone isn't the only prize," said Sierra. "He said that when we do clear the dungeon, the second reward will appear on its own."

"Um, one thing I don't get is why we're just doing this now?" asked Mamelon with a confused look. "Why didn't you and Smoke do this before he left?"

"Let's just say that clearing this dungeon wasn't possible for us until now," explained Sierra. "I also don't know the exact details except for the location of the relic."

"And... where is it?" asked Courant.

"Right over there," said Sierra, pointing to the east. "It's about two kilometers away."

"Then, why did you build the base so far away?" asked Virer.

"It's a precautionary measure," answered Mamelon in Sierra's place. She then turned to Sierra. "Is the dungeon really that dangerous?"

"I have no idea," replied Sierra, and shook her head. "But even with my new Job and our collectively increased levels, Darius said that we might only have a 30% chance of completing it."
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Knowing how hard the battle ahead was, Sierra decided to leave five-hundred Mercenaries in their basecamp. These were the ones who were still lacking on improving their offensive capabilities. As such, she decided for them to shift their specialty.

She told them to focus on First Aid and Healing Potion creation. She also left ten Acolytes with them to supervise their progress into becoming Medical Mercenaries.

After they considered the terrain inside the cave, Sierra suggested that they all leave their mounts behind.

Finalizing the final adjustments, Sierra, Mamelon, and their respective armies were stationed outside the cave's entrance.

"So, our Mercs will come in after your druids, right?" Mamelon asked Sierra.

"Right, they'll join in after we've confirm—" began Sierra, but was interrupted by one of her Druid scouts.

"Gargantuan Goblins! Gargantuan Goblins!" cried out the Scout.

Six monsters with heights of three-meters chased after him. These rough black skinned goblins were the final transformation of the gobble goblins.

"Avendre, form the scattered boulders formation!" briskly ordered Sierra.

At once, Sierra's Mercenaries formed groups of ten. Loud clanky sounds were heard, as they lagged their long metallic-spears and black tower-shields into a tight formation. Then, their shields interlocked with one another, forming a rectangular metallic-box with their long spears protruding. Their bulky equipment made them slow. Yet, after two months of repetitive exercises, it took them less than three seconds to get in formation. Each group were approximately ten-meters from the next one.

With purpose, the Druids began casting their Thorns ability on all of the Mercenaries. A flash of white thorns momentarily appeared which covered their boulder-like formation. Next, they pointed their wooden-ferules towards the Gargantuan Goblins and cursed them with the Contrition status. These gigantic monsters would receive increased damage for the next five minutes.

Whereas, Sierra began to cast Archon's Blessing on herself. She was quick to respond, but she was still curious to see Gargantuan Goblins here in the Veneficatl. Especially inside the cave that Darius recommended.

CLASH

Her thoughts were refocused on the battle at hand, as the two fastest Gargantuan Goblins smashed their fists into the huddled Avendre. Despite this, the goblins' monstrous strength, the Avendres' shields held firm. Only the life bars of the goblins were shown as they took the return damage.

Then, the Avendre facing the two monsters extended their long spears even farther. They attacked the goblins close to them, and pierced their rough skin.

"That's quite impressive," said Mamelon, complementing the clear growth of Sierra's men. "But I trained my men to take the initiative," proudly added the Aqua Knight. "Engage them with Wedged River!"

Together with the Elemental Knights, Mamelon's Avendre Mercenaries charged the Gargantuan Goblins. They were equipped with two-handed great swords and swung them as if they were made of paper.

The four Gargantuan Goblins were each swarmed by a thousand of Mamelon's Mercenaries. Using a wedged line formation, each one of the Avendre struck their great swords at the monster's limbs. Yet, after delivering the blow, they continued to run past the goblin, which allowed the person behind them to execute their own attack.

After taking four simultaneous attacks, the targeted Gargantuan Goblin could not recover in time to launch its counterattack. All the monster could do was take on a defensive pose, as another set of blades sliced through its rough skin.

The Avendre who finished their attacks quickly scrambled to the back of the wedge formation. There, they were healed by the Shamans, in case they were injured during their strike while waiting for their turn to repeat the same process again. Like a rushing river, which smashed anything that blocked its path.

In less than fifteen-minutes, Sierra and Mamelon's men killed all six Gargantuan Goblins.

"Do you remember how much we struggled to fight against them before?" Mamelon said to Sierra.

"I do, but what bothers me is why these monsters are here," she replied.

Sierra then turned to her Werewolf Lieutenants. "Phen, Rear, Transmogrify and enter the cave. I need you to scout it, but don't go farther than five-hundred-meters into it."

Phen nodded. Straightaway, he transformed himself into a gray Werewolf.

"Understood," replied Rear and followed suit, transforming herself into a black Werewolf.

These two Werewolves had grown larger than their former selves. Now, they could almost stand toe to toe with Ardu and Vrai's Werebear forms.

While Phen and Rear left for the caves, the injury reports came in. No one was seriously hurt, but their healers did their rounds anyway.

Five minutes passed before Phen and Rear returned. Sierra called for Mamelon, so they could hear the scouting reports together.

Then, the two Werewolves returned to their Druid forms.

"The main entrance branches out into nine different passageways," began Rear. "We tried entering one of them, but encountered no monsters after five-hundred-meters."

"How big are the passageways?" asked Sierra.

"About three-meters wide and four-meters tall," replied Rear. "They were fairly large tunnels."

"Are there any sources of light?" asked Mamelon.

"Now that you mention it, there was none," said Rear. "But it didn't really bother us since we could see in the dark when we're transformed," she explained.

"We'll need torches," said Mamelon. "We can have the Flame Knights light up their lances, but that consumes a lot of mana."

"No, wait. I can have my Druids use their staves," said Sierra, and took her ferule. She raised it above her head, as its tip illuminated with a bright light.

"So, we'll divide our men, then?" asked Mamelon.

"Correct, but how many do you trust to take the lead?" asked Sierra.

"They're a bunch of numbskulls, but I trust Virer and Courant with my life," replied Mamelon.

"With Myself, You, Courant, Virer, Phen, Rear, Ardu, and Vrai that leaves us with one more person to explore the tunnels," said Sierra. "Mamelon, don't you have anyone else from your side?"

The voluptuous Aqua Knight massaged her temples with her fingers. "Well, there is Earat and Louche, but I wouldn't trust them to lead an expedition by themselves. The last time they went on one, they got cornered by aardwolves."

"Guess I better call Hazard," said Sierra. "You said he was ready, right?" she turned to Phen.

The male Druid silently nodded in response.

"Please call him here," ordered Sierra.

"Who's Hazard?" asked Mamelon, confused.

"He's an Avendre Mercenary, who has some history with Smoke," replied Sierra. "He was stubborn and wanted to prove how wrong Smoke was, but he turned around after Smoke saved him from being killed by a tree ent."

Sierra smirked. "Now, he's proven to be quite dependable. Also, this should be a perfect opportunity for him to step up."

A strapping young Zectian with black hair walked up together with Phen. Hazard had significantly grown in the last few months both physically and mentally. Like his cousin Jeter Peon, who died during their defense of Centzo City, Hazard was now an Avendre Commander.

"General Sierra, you called for me?" asked Hazard.

"Yes, I'd like you to lead an entire division by yourself."

"An entire division of Avendre Mercenaries?" confirmed Hazard.

Sierra shook her head. "No, there will be Druids and Acolytes under you as well."

Seconds later, Sierra gathered Mamelon, Virer, Courant, Phen, Rear, Ardu, Vrai, and Hazard to discuss how they will storm the cave.

After a full hour of discussion and brainstorming, Sierra and her comrades had came to a consensus.

"Alright, does anyone have anything else to bring up before we enter the dungeon?" asked Sierra.

Both Courant and Virer's hands went straight up the air.

"Um. If you don't mind, can we delay the siege for tomorrow?" asked Courant. "Or about twelve hours at least."

Virer strongly nodded his head in agreement.

"Yeah, yeah, same here," said Virer. "Twelve hours from now would be perfect."

"What is it now?" asked Mamelon, annoyed.

Courant and Virer pulled both Sierra and Mamelon away from the Zectians.

"You see, we have to do exams today," explained Courant. "And the two of us really need to take it if we want to maintain this college gig."

'So, they're still in college,' surmised Sierra.

Mamelon let out a deep sigh before she turned to Virer and Courant. "Fine, let's make it five in the morning. But the two of you better make it back on time."

Biting her lower lip, Sierra was not pleased with the idea of changing the schedule. Tomorrow was Smoke's tournament. She had planned on visiting him at his house before fighting Sawtorn's top Mages.

"Sierra, are you okay with that?" Mamelon asked her, snapping Sierra back to her senses. "Sorry if I overstepped, but it should also give our Zectians a good night's rest before venturing in."

"That's fine," replied Sierra. She realized that Smoke would have easily done the same.

'Besides, I could just watch a rerun of it from his POV,' realized Sierra, as Smoke had invited her to join him on his next video edit.

"Thanks for understanding guys," said Courant.

"Don't worry, we'll be here on time," assured Virer.

The two Elemental Knights bowed down and logged out for the day.

"So, are you a college student too?" Sierra asked Mamelon.

"Oh, no. I'm already working," replied Mamelon.

"Then, it's just Courant and Virer who are still students?" asked Sierra.

"No, those two just recently became college instructors," replied Mamelon.

Sierra's mouth opened wide in disbelief.

"I know, right? I wouldn't believe it myself if I didn't know them in real life," said Mamelon. "Although, they rarely go to their lectures. They were given a final warning from their superiors for not attending their own classes."
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With her right hand on her illuminated ferule, Sierra ran her free hand across the slimy cracked surface of the walls. She could feel dents in the moss-lining which covered the entire tunnel. Even though they were only walking for half a kilometer, they still had not encountered any enemies. Yet, despite the lack of struggle, she still found herself short of breath.

A slight breeze would move in and out of the tunnels, but it was seldom. All of Sierra's members encountered the same problem as her, limited by the thin air inside the damp tunnels.

As their long spears, restricted their movement in the tight passageway. The Avendre Mercenaries were equipped with tower-shields and their specialized broad swords. Although much shorter, the added feature of these swords proved to be promising.  

When they moved farther in, a notification window popped up.
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"Leaders, status report," ordered Sierra over the open voice conversation between them, as she waited to assess the road ahead.

"Mamelon here. We're about three-hundred meters into our tunnel, but we haven't encountered any hostiles."

"Same here," reported  Virer. "But my men and I are all having trouble breathing. I had the Druids and Shamans check for potential poisonous gas, but they didn't detect any."

"I've scattered the Druids for a maximum coverage of the light," replied Vrai. "But other than that I'm in the same boat as Virer and Mamelon."

Sierra waited for the rest of the leaders to give out their report, but no one else replied. She understood if Phen wouldn't call in, but Rear would definitely give an update.

"Courant, Ardu, Rear, Hazard?" called out Sierra over the conference call. "Are you guys okay?"

"Kind of busy at the moment," replied Hazard over the line. "My side is experiencing a mob of green slimes, and they're being produced by black slimes."

The Avendre Commander paused, as they heard him scream out commands. " Sorry about that. Our poison resistance could handle the green pests, but a third of my men have been inflicted by the black slime's Poison. They're even stronger than the slime monsters from Mandragora Forest."

"We're facing skeleton summoners on our end," replied a gasping Courant. "They're summoning lesser skeleton warriors. But it's not a problem as we've already occupied most of the tunnel."

"My men are under glacier attacks from six great water elementals," said Rear. "The defensive boulder formation of the Avendre are holding, but these monsters are also summoning lesser water elementals as we speak. We're having a hard time reaching them, as we're being blocked by these lesser water elementals."

'Phen must be encountering some trouble as well,' thought Sierra.

As she was about to ask more information from them, mud golems seeped out from the cracks of the tunnel. At a height of less than two-meters, these monsters were the smallest golems she had ever encountered.

"We're under attack!" exclaimed Sierra. "Shamans, stay at the center. Druids, prioritize on support. Use overgrowth to disable the golems. Avendre, we're all counting on you for the offense!"

Honing her senses to use her Animal Instinct ability, she detected that all of her members were surrounded. She counted at least a thousand mud golems.

Sierra smashed her ferule into the nearest mud golem's skull. She expected to see it break, but her staff was absorbed into the monster's head instead of damaging it.

While struggling to free herself, she casted overgrowth on the mud golems near her. Roots sprang out from the ground, breaking the tunnel's floor. The overgrowth forced their way into the golems' legs, preventing them to move in on Sierra's members.

"Let go of my staff!" cried out Sierra, placing both hands on her ferule. She thought about Transmogrifying into a Werebear, but decided not to. The Mercenaries needed to step up and fight in their stead.

As more of her fellow Druids' ferules were stuck inside the mud golems' bodies, the damp tunnel began to darken.

Wanting to brighten up the place, Sierra concentrated more mana into her ferule.

CRACK CRACK CRACK

Then, the mud golem's face began to harden, and showed wide gaps on his head. Light began to show from between the openings.

With one final pull, Sierra freed her ferule from the mud golem. The Avendre Mercenaries behind her simultaneously plunged their broad swords into the earth-monster, draining its life bar to zero.

"Druids, maximize the lights of your ferules!" ordered Sierra.

For five seconds, their tunnel became as bright as day. Then, all of the mud golems' bodies began to dry up, and their movement became stinted.

The Avendre lashed out their broad swords with precise attacks on their assailants, and shattered the dried up monsters to pieces.

"Hoo haa!" cried out the Avendre in a triumphant cheer.

However, their victory was short lived. Another batch of mud golems immediately seeped out from the cracks in the tunnel.

Knowing the monsters' weakness, the Druids immediately let out another beam of light. The Avendre launched another round of slashes on the dried up golems, while the Shamans traveled about and cured the slightly injured members.

Once again, they let out another shout of preemptive conquest, but once more their hurrah quickly faded. As soon as they dispatched the mud golems, another wave of them would appear.

Suddenly, a voice cracked over Sierra's open conference window.

"Sierra, we've killed at least four waves of these lesser water elementals in our tunnel. But it looks like there's no end to them. Unless we can reach those big monsters summoning," reported Rear. "What are your orders? Should we Transmogrify and deal with them?"

"Same here," chimed in Hazard.  "It's just an endless wave of monster after another."

One by one, the other leaders all gave out a similar update.

Sierra did not want to rely on their Transmogrified forms. The main purpose of this Quest was to get the relic, but the other one was for their Mercenaries to prove themselves. She stared farther down into her passageway. Squinting her eyes, she noticed a faint red and blue lights moving at the end of it.

"Can anyone else see the red and blue lights at the end of their tunnels?" she asked over the conference.

"Yes!" bellowed her fellow leaders in confirmation.

"Alright, leave your men behind. Let them continue fighting the respawning swarms," ordered Sierra. "If we leave these pests alone and push forward, we could be mobbed and be blocked in."

Everyone of the tunnel leaders gave out their affirmative responses.

"Take a maximum of two healers with you, and maybe five to ten Mercenaries," she quickly added.

Sierra then called one of the Avendre Commanders near her and gave him his new mission.

Following her own command, Sierra dashed out and left her division to fend off the mobbing mud golems. She took only one Druid, a Shaman, and five Avendre with her.

Smashing the mud golems to the side with her ferule, Sierra and her selected companions ignored the monsters as they raced onward.

Yet, after passing the seven-hundred meter marker, she instantly noticed their absence. The mud golems ceased to come out of the tunnels.

"Everyone, run faster!" encourage Sierra, as she led them towards the red and blue lights.

The tunnel exited to an immense cavern, with a sole stupendous creature at its center. She reflexively extended her arms and ferule, stopping her comrades from moving forward. 

The monster towered over four meters. Its face was covered by a root-like beard, and its hands and legs were similar to that of a rotten trunk. Its skin was that of a drenched bark, dripping with sap. Its deep-socketed red eyes glowed eerily, the same red lights that Sierra spotted from the far off distance earlier. On its head were a pair of stag moose antlers, which protruded out from the side.

Right beside the monster, was a shining blue sword, glistening with overflowing power. Yet, a light-blue barrier enclosed upon it.

'That must be the relic,' guessed Sierra, as she focused her eyes on the weapon.

Slowly, the chunky monster turned around to face the other Vigilantez who arrived at the scene. Only Mamelon, Virer, and Courant had reached the extensive cavern.

"You, Four, have done well to reach me," suddenly said the heavyset monster, enunciating each word clearly.

'It's Intelligent,' surmised Sierra. She was already worried that her Overgrowth ability would not work on the monster with roots for a beard, but her concern doubled knowing it could speak.

"Was it you who gave the order to keep my subordinates occupied?" the monster of the cavern turned to ask Mamelon. "No! It was not you," it said, as it answered its own question.

However, before it could say anything else, Virer unleashed a flurry of fire-lances at the monster. Its life bar and name were revealed, Leshak (1,499,000/1,500,000 HP).

The Flame Knight's fiery attack fizzled against Leshak's drenched bark-like skin.

"Feisty, aren't we," said Leshak. "But no, you're not the one as well," it said. A wet root suddenly came out from the ground, sending Virer flying to the cavern wall.

THWACK

A hard sound of Virer splatting on the wall echoed throughout the cavernous chamber. Leshak aimed four sharp roots at the downed Flame Knight, but Sierra hurriedly used her own Overgrowth ability and set up her own wall of roots.

"Yes!" exclaimed Leshak, turning only its face around and stared at Sierra. "You're the one I'm after."

Sierra cringed at the sight of Leshak's twisted head all the way to its back, but she felt her hair stand on end when she saw the thick brown-fur cape covering its behind. Several skeletons protruded out of it.

"But I'll save you for last," Leshak said to Sierra.

Suddenly, running towards Mamelon, Leshak caught the Aqua Knight off guard. It grabbed her with its massive root-like hands and plunged her to the ground.

Half of Mamelon's body disappeared as Leshak squashed her with its arms.

Sierra illuminated her ferule to get a better view of where Mamelon was, as she did not want to accidentally hit her friend.

On the other hand, Virer unleashed another round of his fire-lances at Leshak's back.

The cavern monster responded by letting out a thick fog, blocking their view of itself and Mamelon.

"Virer, stop! You might hit Mamelon," cried out Courant, who was patiently waiting for an opening.

The Flame Knight held back his attack, but still pointed his flaming lance at the smog.

Then, Mamelon emerged out of it.

"Mamelon, are you alright?" asked Virer, as the Flame Knight rushed to her side. The Shamans who were with him, quickly healed her.

The Aqua Knight silently nodded. She tried to speak up, but seconds later, another figure came out from the mist.

Again, it was Mamelon, completely wearing the same equipment as the one who had stepped out earlier.

"Wait! Who is the real Mamelon?" asked Virer, backing away from the Mamelon who stood next to him. With trembling hands, he pointed his flaming lance at her.

The Mamelon next to Virer opened her mouth and tried to speak up, but no sound came out. She strongly pointed to herself, as if trying to signify that she was the real Mamelon.

However, the second Mamelon did the exact thing. She turned to Sierra and Courant raising her hands, as if showing that she was on their side.

"Mamelon, you need to speak up!" exclaimed Sierra. "Tell us who's really you!"

But none of the Mamelons could comply. They continued with their pantomime. Both trying hard to convince them that they were the real one.

The second Mamelon slowly walked over to Courant and lifted her armor's full-faced mask. Her angelic face and blond hair were revealed for everyone to see.

The first Mamelon hurriedly did the same and showed her face to Virer. Both of the Mamelons had the same features.

"What kind of monster can completely copy someone?" asked Virer out loud. "Even Mamelon's body proportions are right!"

"It must have used some kind of Silence curse on Mamelon, preventing her from talking," said Courant from across the cavern.

"I agree," said Sierra, slowly moving in closer to the Mamelon next to the Electro Knight. Her men were poised to attack as they followed behind.

Then, the second Mamelon who was now standing next to Courant, suddenly punched him in the face. The monster pummeled Courant to the ground, draining his life bar to 70%.

Before Sierra and her comrades could react, the disguised Leshak created another mist. Hiding both it and the Electro Knight from Sierra's view.

Thinking on her feet, Sierra signaled Mamelon and Virer to surround the mist. A total of fifteen Avendre Mercenaries, five Druids, and six Shamans were ready to engage in battle.

As they expected, two Electro Knights with the same life bars stepped out from the fog.

"Attack them both!" ordered Sierra.

One of the Courants raised his arms and took on a defensive stance. He desperately shook his head, as he tried to tell them that he was not Leshak, but not a peep came out.

On the other hand, the other Courant reacted by swinging his arm at the nearest Avendre. Fortunately, the Mercenary hurriedly jumped backwards, barely escaping Leshak's clutches.

"There! That's Leshak!" she shouted, pointing at the aggressive Electro Knight. "Avendre, ranged attacks!"

The Mercenaries threw their broad swords at Leshak, revealing that their weapons' handles were attached to long, sturdy ropes. Their swords embedded into the monster disguised as Courant, and it slowly reverted back to its own hideous body.

Sierra then turned to her fellow Druids. "Increase the light on your ferules! Dry up Leshak's saps."

While the Druids followed their instructions, Sierra used her Contrition ability on Leshak, which made the monster susceptible to more damage. She then buffed Virer with Archon's Blessing, doubling the damage of his next attack.

"Virer, wait for my signal," said Sierra.

While waiting for Virer's attack, Mamelon and Courant lunged their elemental lances at the entangled Leshak and kept attacking from a safe distance.

The Mercenaries did little damage to the gigantic tree-like monster, but they did manage to restrict its movement.

Leshak tried to grab one of the Avendre, but was quickly pulled back on the opposite direction by the Mercenaries' rope-broad-sword.

Trapped, Leshak let out another fog, but this time it quickly faded. Instead of seeing a monster skewered by broadswords and bounded by ropes, they saw a bleeding Mamelon in its place.

"Don't let it go, Men! That's not me!" yelled the real Mamelon.

"You know what's really scary about this place?" asked a bounded-up Leshak while in Mamelon's form. "I'll show you anyway, even if you didn't ask!"

"Underlings to me!" yelled the transforming monster.

Sierra, and her comrades vigilantly watched the tunnels' exit. Seconds turned into a full minute, but still no one came out.

"They must be stuck or something," said Leshak. "Or maybe, they didn't hear me?

"Most of them are hard of hearing," defensively said Leshak. "Let me try this one more," added the monster quickly. "Underlings, to me!"

Then, they heard dozens of footsteps running out from all of the passageways.

"Bwakakakaka! Here they come now!" proclaimed Leshak.

A gasping Hazard was the first one to come out.

"The Poison slimes suddenly started charging," began Hazard. "Luckily the Druids and the Shamans Healing abilities have kept the monsters at— What's that thing?" he stopped mid-sentence as he pointed at Leshak.

Shortly after, Vrai, Ardu, Phen, and Rear appeared out of their own tunnels.

"You!" angrily shouted Leshak, pointing his root-like fingers at Sierra. "You and your men just got lucky! If you only ordered a full on attack, you would have been swarmed by—."

Sierra did not allow the monster to finish, as she called out to Virer. "Do it now!"

Virer leapt up and unleashed the largest fire-lance he could muster. It was twice his body size and plummeted straight towards the entangled Leshak.

BTOOM

"Arrgh!" screamed Leshak in pain. The monster's tree saps had dried out, turning it to a flammable substance.

Tugging hard on their ropes, the Avendre Mercenaries quickly pulled out their broad swords.

"Druids, use Starfire!" ordered Sierra, as she pointed her own ferule at the plant-like beast. The light emanating on top of her staff glowed even brighter. Then, a series of bright white-lights fired out from her ferule.

Leshak's scream resonated throughout the cavern. Desperate, it let out another fog, but Sierra and her men quickly backed away.

Only Leshak's flaming body was slightly seen through the smog.

"The monster can copy anyone it touches," warned Mamelon. "Avendre create a barricade while we continue our attacks."

Although it was not visible, Leshak still had a massive life bar.

Numerous starfires and elemental lances flew through the air as they targeted the flaming silhouette.

"Keep it up, Guys!" encouraged Mamelon.

After ten minutes of continuous ranged attacks, the flames inside the smog died out. Yet, they still continued their onslaught, as all of them knew they were still far from killing the monster.

"Mamelon, is there an Aero Knight on your side of the cavern?" called out Sierra, without once stopping her starfire attacks.

"Yeah, Jaseur arrived a couple of minutes ago," replied Mamelon. "He came togeher with Vrai."

"Jaseur, clear the smog!" ordered Sierra.

A strong spiral wind attack pierced through the smog, exposing a clear line of sight between them.

Peering into the opening, Sierra saw Leshak's lifeless body, but a troubling feeling instantly overcame her.

Sierra called the Aero Knight. "Jaseur, one more time!"

"Of course, I was just adjusting the distance of my wind-lance," replied Jaseur.

WISS WISS WISS WISS WISS

Several wind-lances pierced through the smog, and broke the visual obstacle apart. After it was cleared, the hollow shell of the giant with stag moose antlers and roots for a beard stood still in its place.

Slowly, the gathered Vigilantez stopped their ranged attacks.

Then, they heard Hazard shout for joy. "We did it! We did it! We've cleared the dungeon."

Sierra shook her head. Hazard had grown to be obedient, but his impulsive nature was still a problem. She cautiously walked towards Leshak's body in order to scrutinize it.

As the Zectians began to cheer with Hazard, Sierra realized that this shell was indeed not alive. However, she also noticed one crucial missing piece. There was no notification window of them killing the monster.

"Everyone, Leshak is still alive, this is just an empty shell!" shouted Sierra, as she quickly scanned through her men.

Mamelon then released a water-lance up in the air. "All of you attack with your abilities," she said. "I've noticed that Leshak isn't able to copy that."

At once, all of the Druids, Shamans, and Elemental Knights filled the cavern ceiling with their active abilities.

"Avendre stand down and lower your swords," said Sierra.

As they only had no special ability to show their true identity, the Avendre Mercenaries lowered their weapons.

"Avendre, state your name and the units you belong to," said Sierra, thinking that the silenced Avendre would confirm that one of them was Leshak.

"Commander Hazard, I belong to General Sierra's Unit," replied Hazard, as he led the series of Mercenaries calling out their names and units.

It took two minutes for all of the Avendre to call out their name, and all of them were able to do so. During this time, no attacks were done to Sierra and her men.

"Where's Leshak?" Mamelon asked Sierra.

"I don't know, but we better get the relic and get out of here," said Sierra.  She looked down on one of the passageways, she saw that the men who they left behind were still fighting for their lives against the never ending respawning mob. "Before our members run out of mana and stamina," she quickly added, fearful for the welfare of their men.

Sierra walked over to the blue-sphere blocking the relic and touched it.
 
    
 
    
     
     
       
       	 - You have been Teleported into a one on one battle against Leshak!
  
      
 
     
    
 
   
 
   
 
 
   * * * * * *  
 
   


Looking around, Sierra found herself floating inside a blue bubble. She could freely move towards any direction. Her illuminated ferule poised to unleash a flurry of starfires at a moment's notice.

"Relax, relax," said Leshak. The monster's voice came from above. Yet, the tree-like monster had changed its shape. It had transformed itself into a man, but its stag moose antlers remained protruding out of its head.

Sierra did not reply and flew straight towards the now smaller Leshak, charging with her ferule pointed at the monster.

BOOMP

An invisible forcefield suddenly stopped Sierra's advance.

"I told you that won't work," said Leshak. "This place let's us battle our Leadership ability, and maybe slightly increases the power of my underlings."

"Of course, with these odds, I don't think that I'll have any trouble defeating you," added Leshak.

Sierra took a neutral position and studied Leshak's expression.

"As you know, there are nine tunnels all leading to the relic," began Leshak. "The winner is the side who has more forces in all ten sections of this dungeon within the next hour."

"You're wondering why I told you the mechanics?" asked Leshak. "That's how confident I am that you won't beat me!" he said mockingly.

A map of the tunnel suddenly appeared in front of her. There were several dots of red and green scattered on it, with color coordinated percentages in their respective areas. She recognized the green to be her allies, as there were a few of them at the cavern of the relic.

Another window popped up, as it displayed the summary of the various sections.
 
    
 
    
     
     
       
       	 > Verleitung Sections

Tunnel [1] => GRN [45%] RED [55%]
Tunnel [2] => GRN [48%] RED [52%]
Tunnel [3] => GRN [40%] RED [60%]
Tunnel [4] => GRN [43%] RED [57%]
Tunnel [5] => GRN [50%] RED [50%]
Tunnel [6] => GRN [51%] RED [49%]
Tunnel [7] => GRN [39%] RED [61%]
Tunnel [8] => GRN [46%] RED [54%]
Tunnel [9] => GRN [49%] RED [51%]
Relic Chamber => GRN [100%] RED [0%]

Time Left: 59M:50S
  
      
 
     
    
 
   
 
   

"Now, I know what you might be thinking," said Leshak. "Right now we're about even in the tunnels, and you have the lead in the relic chamber."

Leshak paused and sniggered. "But that's all about to change... Underlings, flood the entire cavern!"

At once, the number of red colored dots on Sierra's map doubled. Half of them remained to fight the green dots in their respective tunnels, while the rest of them rushed towards the relic chamber.

Sierra then spoke into the open conference window.

"Everyone, listen to me," began Sierra. "We've got to move fast."

"What happened? What's going on? Where are you?" asked a worried Mamelon. "You vanished when you touched the blue sphere."

"I'm stuck in some sort of bubble with Leshak, but don't worry, I'm safe. It can't attack me," replied Sierra. "But you guys are about to be mobbed. Block all the tunnel exits. A lot of monsters are heading your way."

Listening intently to their reply, Sierra heard them scramble to follow her command.

"Next, you need to tell the people in my tunnel, Mamelon's, Virer's, and Phen's to run towards the relic chamber. Forget about fighting the monsters. As for the rest of the tunnels, tell them to keep on fighting."

"Alright, we'll report back when we've accomplished that," replied Mamelon.

Seconds later, she saw a few green dots scatter from the relic chamber towards the designated passageways she mentioned.

Meanwhile, the remaining green dots stationed themselves on the exit of the tunnels. She could see several red dots vanish as they clashed against the green dots in the relic chamber.

Ten minutes passed, and still there was no chatter in the open conference window. Sierra found herself biting the tips of her nails, as she watched the green dots slow progress towards their destination.

"Anyone there? Have you secured the relic chamber?" asked Sierra. "This is torture," she accidentally said to the conference window, while she anxiously waited for an answer.

"Only the men from your tunnel have yet to make it pass the seven-hundred-fifty marker," answered Mamelon. "I'm sending in more Druids for fire cover now."
 
    
 
    
     
     
       
       	 > Verleitung Sections

Tunnel [1] => GRN [0%] RED [100%]
Tunnel [2] => GRN [0%] RED [100%]
Tunnel [3] => GRN [40%] RED [60%]
Tunnel [4] => GRN [43%] RED [57%]
Tunnel [5] => GRN [0%] RED [100%]
Tunnel [6] => GRN [51%] RED [49%]
Tunnel [7] => GRN [39%] RED [61%]
Tunnel [8] => GRN [46%] RED [54%]
Tunnel [9] => GRN [10%] RED [90%]
Relic Chamber => GRN [87%] RED [13%]

Time Left: 39M:40S
  
      
 
     
    
 
   
 
   





Watching the map, Sierra saw several green dots flock towards her tunnel. She checked on the other tunnels that she asked to keep on fighting. They were slowly being outnumbered.

The only section left that showed them in the lead was the relic chamber.

Sierra let out a deep breath, as she feared that her plan might have backfired. Then, she heard a pleasant update.

"We've secured the relic chamber, but I don't know how long we can hold them," said Mamelon. "Also, the tunnels that are still fighting are about to be overrun."

Sierra grinned, as there were still thirty-minutes left on the timer. "Guys, our counterattack starts here!"

"Mamelon, please have your men help out Ardu's tunnel," said Sierra quickly.

She paused and examined the map again, as she double checked the percentages. "Virer, you're up next. Have your men assist Vrai's passageway."

"Next, Phen, you go and help Hazzard's members," ordered Sierra. "And make sure that our Druids use Conversion on those black slimes."

"Rear, you and your men can hold those water elementals by yourselves," encouraged Sierra. "But you need to find a way to Convert those greater water elementals to our fold."

"Now, I need someone to make sure that those skeleton summoners in Courant's section are converted," said Sierra.

"I'll do it," offered Vrai. "I'll lead a group of Druids and take care of that. I'm sure Virer can handle my tunnel by himself."

"Alright! Everyone, move!" commanded Sierra, and she watched the green dots mobilize on her map. All she could do was clench her fist and wish them well.

True to her word, Vrai was the first one to infiltrate deep into her assigned tunnel. Sierra saw a few red dots turn into green, confirming that Vrai had indeed converted the skeleton summoners.

A few seconds later, the greater slimes inside Rear's section were converted as well. Slowly, more green dots appeared on Sierra's targeted tunnels.

Several Minutes past, and Sierra's grin grew wider.
 
    
 
    
     
     
       
       	 > Verleitung Sections

Tunnel [1] => GRN [0%] RED [100%]
Tunnel [2] => GRN [0%] RED [100%]
Tunnel [3] => GRN [90%] RED [10%]
Tunnel [4] => GRN [93%] RED [7%]
Tunnel [5] => GRN [0%] RED [100%]
Tunnel [6] => GRN [91%] RED [9%]
Tunnel [7] => GRN [92%] RED [8%]
Tunnel [8] => GRN [96%] RED [4%]
Tunnel [9] => GRN [0%] RED [100%]
Relic Chamber => GRN [100%] RED [0%]

Time Left: 1M:10S
  
      
 
     
    
 
   
 
   

"What's going on?!" screamed Leshak from across the bubble. "What did you do?"

"You said this was a battle of our Leadership ability," began Sierra. "But you only gave out one command, thinking that you had already won."

Five tunnels plus the relic chamber were lit up with green dots. Sierra stared at the timer and smiled as the last seconds ticked by.

A notification window then popped up soon after.
 
    
 
    
     
     
       
       	 > Verleitung Dungeon Conquest
+ You and your allies have occupied 6/10 sections of Verleitung Dungeon
+ You have won the right to possess the relic blade: Reglable
  
      
 
     
    
 
   
 
   
After reading the notification window, Sierra noticed the blue bubble closing in on both her and Leshak.

"Hey! What's going on?" asked Sierra out loud.

The rate of the shrinking bubble rapidly increased.

"Whoa!" exclaimed Sierra, as she fell out of the bubble and dropped beside the blue sphere which held the relic blade.

"Where's Leshak?" immediately asked Sierra. "Did he appear after me?"

As soon as Sierra finished her question, the blue sphere blocking the relic lifted up in the air. It hovered in the center of the chamber.

Slowly, Leshak's silhouette became visible through the blue sphere.

SHATTER

The loud sounds of broken shards from the falling sphere made them all run to the sides of the chamber. Innumerable fragments scattered all over the dungeon floor.

Then, a notification window popped up.
 
    
 
    
     
     
       
       	 + You have defeated the Dungeon Guardian Leshak!
+ You have slain the Dungeon Guardian Leshak!
+ You and your men gained 1,500,000 experience points each!
  
      
 
     
    
 
   
 
   
After the final shard of the blue sphere fell, Sierra went over to the relic blade - Reglable. She instantly stopped moving when she saw it. It was nothing more than an ornate handle of a sword, lined with sapphires.

'Is this the first half of the relic?' she wondered.

With one swift motion, she picked up the sapphire blade. Her shoulders tensed, as she kept glancing around the chamber, waiting for some sort of trap to activate. Thankfully, nothing happened.

Only Sierra's fellow leaders walked up to her, as everybody else were still busy fighting against the remaining mob inside the plugged up tunnels.
 
    
 
    
     
     
       
       	 Reglable

A sacred relic forged by Chalchiue. It is one of the five aquatic relics made by the great goddess of the waters. The length of its blade is said equal all the waters of Zectas.
Damage: [3-4] x [User's Level]
 +50 Vitality
 +30% Water Affinity

 Restrictions:
    - Can only be used by Warrior variations
    - Level 130
    - Strength: 500

 Equipment Ability:
    *Tidal Blade (Active)
     > Extends the blade depending on the user's desired length
     > Consumes 5,000 MP on activation
     > Consumes 500 MP per meter of length
     > Consumes 50 MP per second of duration

    *Tidal Transport (Active)
     > Transports user to any point of the Tidal Blade
     > Consumes 10,000 MP
     > Once ability is used, you cannot use it again for another ten minutes
     - Requires Level 500
  
      
 
     
    
 
   
 
   
A great smile came over Sierra's face. This relic had several possibilities, it almost felt boundless.

'I guess Darius was right as usual. This really is a worthy prize,' thought Sierra.

"Mamelon, can you come here for a minute," she said and called the busty Aqua Knight over with her hand.

"What is it?" asked Mamelon.

"Remember what Smoke said before?" said Sierra.

"That... we make sure to stay alive?" guessed Mamelon. "Oh! Especially our assigned Zectians."

"No, not that," replied Sierra as she lightly laughed. "He told you that you deserve a prize for all your hard work, and I also share this opinion."

"What are you talkin—" began Mamelon, but she fell silent when Sierra suddenly handed her the relic blade, Reglable.

"This entire Quest was for you," began Sierra. "I hope you continue to lead our fellow Sonstwelters well, and help us grow our Zectians."

"I don't know what to say," uttered an astonished Mamelon. Her eyes were fixated on the sapphire hilt, as she continued to read the information on her new sacred relic.

'She may not be able to use this now, but I'll make sure she'll be able to use it before our war with Burmistrz,' thought Sierra with conviction.

Then, Sierra caught Rear waving to her, trying hard to grab her attention.

"Yes?" she said.

"Um, Sierra, you should see this," replied Rear and gave her Leshak's heavy brown-fur cape.

She grimaced when she saw the bones stuck onto the cape. "Let me see that," she said. Her hands moved with blitzing speed as she removed the lodged bones.

Then, Sierra inspected the fur cape.
 
    
 
    
     
     
       
       	 Leshak's Mantle

 Made from the back of the Dungeon Guardian Leshak. They say this is the source of all its deceitfulness.

 + 900 Defense
 + 100 Vitality
 + 100 Intelligence

 Restrictions:
    - Can only be used by Acolytes or Mage variations
    - Level 150

 Equipment Ability:
    *Mimec (Active)
     > Mimics beings below god level for the next hour, while cursing them to be Mimes in Silence
     > Consumes 90,000 MP on activation
     > Consumes 90 MP per second of duration   
  
      
 
     
    
 
   
 
   
"Looks like I'll  have to work on my prize as well," said Sierra out loud, thinking of all its practical uses.

With a smirk, she tightened her hold on Leshak's Mantle.

Sierra then turned to her gathered friends. "Alright, we got what we came for. Let's use the five tunnels we've secured as our exit, and make sure to take the summoning monsters with you."

Posthaste, the Vigilantez and their converted monsters bolted for the passageways.

As they were running to escape Verleitung Dungeon, Sierra suddenly received a call from Smoke.

"Sorry, can't really talk right now," she answered, as she sprinted for the exit.

"Oh, bad time, huh?" said Smoke. "I was just reading up on Ouragan's notes, double checking something for the tournament."

"What? You haven't won yet?" joked Sierra.

"I know, right?" replied Smoke. "Anyway, I'll let you get back to what you were doing."

Sierra paused, before she answered. "Alright, I'm sure you'll do great in the tournament. Break your opponent's' legs."

"Will do," said Smoke, and ended his abrupt call.

Sierra's eyebrows crossed. She wanted to tell him about their recent development in Wysteria, but this was not the right time to tell him that the bastard Sagen had joined Macher and Duke Burmistrz. 
 
   


  
 

Chapter Eight:
 
    
 
   
  
 

 The Journeyman of Florissant Seminary
 
   


A masked Smoke sat on the bench for the Magi Gagnant Tournament participants, busy scanning through the scroll he bought about Ouragan. He tried to find focus amidst the full-capacity stadium, but the cheers of the crowd kept distracting him.

He had hope that calling Sierra earlier would give him the inspiration he needed to study through the notes. Yet, now he found himself even more distracted. He was curious as to what Sierra could be doing.

'It sounded like she was worried about something,' he thought. This triggered his paranoia to set in. 

He immediately opened his Contacts Window, and swiped through it. His hands trembled as he read through their names, worried whether any of his close Zectian friends died.
 
 
    
     
     
       
       	 ---- Contacts ----           Status
...

* Weise Rind                   [Living]
+ Sharur Attrayant      [Deceased]
+ Laernea Lowe           [Deceased]
  
      
 
     
    
 
   
 
   
His hand momentarily let go of the popped up window, and stopped his search. Seeing Sharur's and Laernea's names next to the Deceased status still drove a deep pang into his chest.

Letting out a deep sigh, a relieved Smoke closed the window, as the number of his dead friends had not increased.

Picking up the notes on Ouragan, Smoke tried to dive into what he was reading. Suddenly, he leapt up from the bench. "She got one of the relics!" he yelled out loud, excited at his own conclusion.

Some of the audience near him, heard him scream and ogled at him with judgemental eyes.

Lowering his head and slightly shrinking back his shoulders, Smoke sat back down, embarrassed at his sudden outburst.

'But why did she sound apprehensive?' he wondered further. Then, his eyes widened. 'She's afraid of hurting my feelings.'

Smoke remembered when Sierra told him how her level was now 116, and he thought that it could be even plus 118 after she got the relic. With a smug smile, he shook his head as he thought about how thoughtful Sierra was.

Patting his metallic orb on his chest, Smoke leaned in and whispered to Igniz. "We better win this Tournament, Bud, or else we might get left behind."

Igniz let out a small purple flame in response, which he understood as his symbiote telling him to fight on.

Suddenly, Smoke's face became contorted when he heard someone calling his name.

"Master Smoke! Master Smoke!" yelled out Perdant, the old stout Merchant ran to the side of the audience entrance and called out to him.

Equipped with the Paradox Pyro Mask, Smoke remained seated and paid him no mind. 

After a few seconds, Smoke casually tilted his head at the old Merchant and gave the old man a deadly stare.

Instantly, Perdant stopped yelling and covered his hand over his mouth. It took him a while to recover, but he persisted to call out to Smoke.

"I mean, Master Faux, your smoked ribs are ready, Sir!" yelled out Perdant.

Taking in a deep breath, Smoke stood up and walked over to the Merchant.

'He's got great business sense, but keeping my identity a secret may not be one of his skillsets,' he thought while shaking his head at disapproval.

"What are you doing here?" asked Smoke. "I thought I told you to keep a low profile? We shouldn't be seen together in public."

Perdant lowered his head, but he lifted it back up again as he explained himself. "I know that, but there's this sudden deal offered to me that could be very important. But I can't decide whether to take it without consulting you first."

"What deal?" asked Smoke, intrigued.

If it was a simple haggling of prices, Smoke knew that Perdant would not be running to him now.

"The Spy who sold me Ouragan's Information has a new version," began Perdant. "He told me that its up to date, even to this morning."

With his face hidden behind the Paradox Mask, no one in the stadium could see Smoke's mischievous grin. "So? What's there to talk about? Of course I want to buy it."

"Is he here?" asked Smoke. He then looked around the stadium, searching for a man that would appear to be a Spy. However, he stopped himself after he realized that Spies do not tend to look like one.

"Yeah, he's here," replied Perdant, looking towards his left but clearly not seeing the Spy. "Well, he's here somewhere."

"Go on, buy the latest Info," said Smoke.

"Are you sure?" asked Perdant. "He's asking for seven million zecs."

At once, Smoke felt removing the Paradox Mask. He found it difficult to breathe after he heard the price. "That's insane. You know that this is robbery, right?"

Perdant shrugged. "Exactly what I thought, but I wasn't sure how desperate you were to defeat Ouragan. Perhaps, you would be willing to spend that much?"

Before Smoke could give him an answer, Avilo, Jack, and Mouche walked up next to him. Smoke heard the trio debating on who would win between Xantana and Ouragan.

'Looks like they already took me out of the running,' thought Smoke.

"Faux!" called out Avilo. "What's going on here?" he asked, when the three of them got to where Smoke was.

"Oh, he's just giving me the smoked ribs that I ordered," replied Smoke.

"Really? Smoked ribs? How many did you get?" inquired Avilo.

Before Smoke could reply, the young aristocrat did not give him a chance to answer. "Can I have some?" said Avilo. "Don't worry. I can pay you back," he added, signaling Mouche to give him some zecs.

Smoke clicked his tongue. "Sorry, but I already ate all of it," he replied, patting his stomach with an exaggerated motion.

Avilo then turned to Perdant. "Do you have any more? I'd like about six more pieces?"

Smoke rudely stepped in between them. "I'm sorry, Avilo, but their ribs don't taste good. Trust me, I'm doing you a service."

"Tell your Guy that I won't be ordering anymore ribs from him," Smoke said to Perdant. "And tell him, that most last minute meals aren't worth buying. Especially, if you're already done eating."

"I understand, Master Smo— Faux. I'll tell him, right away," replied Perdant. He bowed to Smoke and disappeared into the crowd.

"Their food was that bad, huh?" asked Avilo. "Thanks, for telling me not to order."

"Of course, anytime," replied Smoke. "Now, if the three of you will excuse me. I need to prepare for my matches."

As Smoke walked away, he heard Mouche ask Jack. "How did Faux eat those smoked ribs with his mask on?"

"I don't know," replied Jack.

"Silly old Mouche," interjected Avilo. "Of course, he lifts up his mask and exposes his mouth."

"Good Luck, Faux!" called out Jack. "I know you'll be the one to beat Ouragan!"

Without looking back, Smoke lifted his right fist. His silent way of thanking Jack's belief in him.
 
 
    
 
   * * * * * *  
 
   


A wave of restlessness filled the stands of the three-hundred-thousand spectators, as some of them stood up to go to the toilets while others bought food and drinks from the standing vendors.

Looking at the time on the jumbovision screen, Smoke stowed his scroll on Ouragan back into his backpack. "Well, that was useless," he grumbled to himself, annoyed that he could not find the move the Prime Wizard used to defeat Chrys.

Suddenly, the Announcer's voice boomed across the stadium. "Hello! Hello! I'd like to remind everyone that the battle with Xantana and Faux is about to start in five minutes."

The intense glare from the Zectas sun rays had diminished, as it was already almost two in the afternoon.

As he walked over to his area of the large circular ring, Smoke spotted a tiger Lioumerean. He recognized him as Chouchou, one of the defeated participants during his preliminaries and Xantana's lover.

This was not the first time Smoke saw an interracial couple here in Zectas, but he was curious as to how things were with them. A Lioumerean and a LightElf piqued his interest, and he wondered to himself what it would be like to be with a Lioumerean. He patted the forehead portion of his mask as he forcibly drove the thought of Laernea out of his mind.

'Where did that come from?' he wondered.

After hugging Chouchou, Xantana walked up to the ring. Without delay, Smoke followed suit and got on to the stage as well.

"I caught you staring at us," blurted out Xantana. "Are you some kind of pervert?"

"No, no," hurriedly said Smoke. "I just remembered a friend when I saw you two. She was a lioness Lioumerean."

"Was?" asked Xantana.

Smoke paused and gulped down the painful memory of Laernea's demise. "She died a few months ago."

"Really?" stated Xantana.

Judging from her reaction, Smoke could tell that she did not believe him. "Anyway, let's just have a good fight."

Xantana sniggered. "Even though you improved your equipment with those red decals, you still won't have a chance to fight me. I sure hope you won't be a sore loser."

Both of them simultaneously turned to the jumbovision screen as they heard the Announcer's voice. "King Kajou, Queen Ella, my Lords, my Ladies, and the rest of Vitzytl Kingdom, I welcome you back to the 999th Magi Gagnant Tournament!"

In reply, the audience erupted into a boisterous cheer. Yet, one name resonated clearly through the crowd, as they yelled out the beautiful LightElf's name, Xantana!

"With our last semi-finalists being a Pyro Mage and an Earth Elementalist, I can assure you that we'll get a better view of Xantana and Faux's battle this time around."

The were scattered laughter throughout Pulper Stadium, as some audience liked the Announcer's joke.

"Xantana, Faux, when you hear the bell, we want you to let all hell break lose," added the Announcer.

Smoke pointed his Digger's Wand at Xantana. Whereas, the LightElf placed both her hands together in solemn prayer.

GONG

The igniting sound of their battle rang.

Xantana was engulfed in red flames, turning her long white hair into a fiery blaze. Her feet levitated a full meter from the ground.

Sixteen earth-spikes launched from under Xantana's feet and came at her from all directions. A cloud of dust filled the ring as Smoke's earth-spikes made contact.

"I knew you were strong," said Xantana from behind the cloud of dust. "Beating you will surely grant me the right to challenge him."

An unscathed Xantana levitated up from dust, revealing her life bar to be (350,000/350,000 HP).

Smoke remembered that during their preliminaries, her life bar had reached up to 500,000 HP. However, she was then blessed by the flame flowers of the great god Tlaltezin.

'She must have some sort of Barrier ability,' surmised Smoke.

Needing time to set up his next attack, Smoke thought to taunt her.

"I know that everyone wants to challenge Ouragan," began Smoke. "But I'm going to be the one to face him!"

"Hahahahaha," chuckled Xantana. "You're wrong on two counts."

"First, I'm the one who's facing Ouragan," she said, as she counted with her index fingers. "Second, the person I'm challenging after you is Trottel."

'Why would she want to fight against the Prime Wizard I already defeated?' wondered Smoke.

Suddenly, a rain of fireballs fell down from above, as Xantana unleashed it upon him.

BTOOM BTOOM BTOOM BTOOM

Loud explosions echoed around the coliseum, as Xantana's fireballs hit Smoke's ten-layer concave earth-barrier.

Slowly, Xantana lowered herself to ground, as her fireball attacks did nothing to destroy Smoke's wall. She wildly flailed her arms as the minutes went on.

"Looks like we're even in defensive terms," taunted Smoke from behind his earth-barrier. "I don't think you'll ever break it."

The truth was that Smoke kept on creating several layers to replace the ones that were destroyed on each of her attacks. His trick was the smooth layer change, which deceptively gave it the same earth-barrier appearance every time.

"Raaaaah!" screamed Xantana, as she got closer to the covered up Smoke. Her flurry of fireballs rapidly increased.

As the jumbovision screen zoomed in on their intense battle, the Announcer's voice began to commentate. "There you have it, Folks. Xantana has Faux on the ropes!"

The loud cheering of Xantana's name made it clear who the audience wanted to win.

With Smoke's earth-barrier still intact, Xantana landed back on the ring. She stopped her fireballs attack and gathered a large ball of fire in front of her.

"We're in for quite a show!" exclaimed the Announcer. "Xantana is about to use her signature solar flare attack!"

As the crowd got riled up, the floor of the ring rose up without warning and enclosed both Smoke and Xantana in a massive dome.

"No! Not again!" cried out the Announcer, as soon as their view of the battle was obstructed by the earth-dome. "Don't worry, Folks, I'm sure Xantana's solar flare attack will blast this useless hindrance out of the way."

btoooom

The audience heard the muffled sound of Xantana's solar flare attack exploding. However, Smoke's earth-dome remained intact.
 
    
 
    
 
   * * * * * *  
 
   


Only Xantana's flames were the source of light within Smoke's earth-dome-prison.

"What is this?" screamed Xantana. "Show yourself, Faux! You have the gall to trap me!"

Suddenly, the ground of the ring shifted once more. Before Xantana could react, she was enclosed inside another chamber made of stronger earth-layers.

Smoke restricted Xantana's mobility even farther. In spite of capturing her with his inner earth-dome, he still kept up the larger one.

This was a precautionary measure, and as a way to hide his true abilities from those Sonstwelters watching the Tournament.

Xantana then let out an ear-piercing cry.

"Waaaarraaaah!" screamed the LightElf, as she tried blasting the inner earth-dome.

In retaliation, Smoke reinforced his earth-dome with stronger layers.

"Where are you?" screamed Xantana.

As his training under Eleve was completed, he could now withstand Xantana's flames. Yet, he chose to hide himself outside of his inner-dome, trapping only an enraged Xantana.

"Let me out of here!" she screamed.

BTOOM BTOOM BTOOM

Xantana let out more of her solar flare attacks, but Smoke's inner earth dome still held her in.
Several areas of the inner-dome turned red and became molten hot. However, it was only for a few seconds.

Their battle of attrition persisted. Smoke's mana regeneration was now higher than the cost of his Master Level - Earth Manipulation ability. This allowed him to replenish the walls. He also continually shifted the earth around. Thus, foiling Xantana's pin-point attacks, as she attempted to force her way out of his trap.

Using his Cunning of the Dire Fox, he could easily locate Xantana's general position. He occasionally dropped a few earth-knives over her head, to which Xantana would block.

Despite being trapped, she was still unscathed as none of Smoke's earth attack could penetrate her fire-barrier.

Even though none of his earth-knives damaged her, he still kept on going, just enough to keep her on her toes and use her mana.

"Fight me like a man, you coward!" sneered Xantana. "This isn't how you fight in a Magi Gagnant Tournament!"

"Really? I thought it was about using our abilities to their full extent," jibed Smoke from outside the inner-dome.

Then, he attacked her with eight earth-spears which protruded out from the inner dome.

"Youwch!" she screamed in pain.

The inner dome glowed a pale red. A smiling Smoke surmised that Xantana increased the power of her flame-barrier, but he also knew that some of his attacks finally damaged her.

'Good, use your flames even more,' silently encouraged Smoke.

Two more minutes of Smoke's earth-knives and earth-spikes plagued Xantana, but she persevered. She kept on blasting his attacks away and continued to blast his inner-dome as well.

"Give up, Faux," she said in between breaths. "You and I both know that I'll eventually escape from this stupid prison!"

"I don't think so," replied Smoke. "In fact, don't you feel a little out of breath?"

A few seconds went by, before he heard any reply.

Then, he perceived a muffled sound.

"Aaacck," croaked Xantana, as she had burned up almost all of the oxygen inside Smoke's inner earth-dome.

"No! I have to beat you," she gasped. "I have to challenge that stupid Trottel for his title of Vlahui City's Prime Wizard."

After he heard this, Smoke stopped using his earth-attacks on Xantana. "You want to be a Prime Wizard? Why?" he asked, intrigued.

"Trottel is Chouchou's older brother," began Xantana. "When he became the Prime Wizard, he has banned the mixing of the races. But my love would not abandon me. Because of this, he was excommunicated from their bloodline."

Without responding, Smoke listened to her story. He contemplated whether to release her from the inner earth-dome to get a better feel of her sincerity.

"Faux, it looks like you're petty tricks won you this time," she said, while panting for air in between words. "I hate to do this, but you're the only one who is qualified."

"Qualified? What are you talking about?" asked Smoke from outside the inner earth-dome.

"Please challenge Trottel for the title of Vlahui City's Prime Wizard," begged Xantana.

Then, an unexpected notification window popped up.
 
    
 
    
     
     
       
       	 + Quest: Full On Trottel
    Challenge Quest
    Level: A

    The Pyro Magi Xantana has asked you to challenge
    the tiger Lioumerean Prime Wizard of Vlahui, Trottel.
    She hopes that you can lift his idiotic ban on interracial marriages 
    and allow her Chouchou back into their royal bloodline.

    Note:

    > If you beat Trottel, you need to fulfill the roles of Vlahui's Prime Wizard
    and protect the city until a new Prime Wizard takes your place.

    Accept the Quest? [YES/NO]
  
      
 
     
    
 
   
 
   
Smoke instantly canceled out his inner earth-dome, and stood over the half unconscious LightElf sprawled on the floor of the ring.

After reading the Quest a second time, Smoke turned to her and said. "No! Sorry, I can't do this right now. I have a more important mission."

"Why did I lose to you," angrily said Xantana before she fully lost all consciousness.

At once, Smoke canceled the outer earth-dome and revealed himself to the entire audience of Pulper Stadium.

The jumbovision screen zoomed in on Smoke standing over the passed out Xantana.

"No!" cried out Chouchou from outside the ring. "Monster! What did you do to her?"

Smoke reflexively raised both his arms up in surrender. "Nothing, we just fought and I won."

He then picked her up and carefully walked over to the edge of the ring. The spectators yelled in protest, but Smoke kept on walking. When he got to the edge, he gently placed her down outside the ring.

The Announcer's voice then boomed across the arena. "I'm sorry, Everybody, but it looks like Faux is much trickier than we expected."

"Booooo!"

"That's not how you win a Magi battle!"

More than half the crowd jeered at Smoke, unsatisfied with the results. While the rest stared at Xantana, confused whether she was alive or dead.

Chouchou ran faster than the medical team, as he reached the fainted LightElf first. They brought a stretcher with them and picked her up. As they carried her out of the stadium, one of the Medics gave out a thumbs up signal for all of the spectators to see.

"I have great news, Folks. Xantana is alive! I repeat, Xantana is alive!" exclaimed the Announcer. "But on a sad note, the contestant who will be facing Prime Wizard Ouragan will be none other than the Earth Elementalist, Faux!"

"Boooo!" heckled the crowd.

After he heard the official announcement, Smoke ran after them. An overprotective Chouchou blocked his path.

"Where do you think you're going?" asked the muscular tiger Lioumerean.

"Chouchou, right?" called out Smoke, and stopped in front of him. "Tell Xantana that I can't accept her request, but I'll see what I can do to help the two of you out."
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Zectas' setting sun had almost disappeared over the horizon. Yet, the heat of the crowd in Pulper Arena grew even more wildly. The furious crowd made sure to let Smoke feel their displeasure, as they showered him with mockery and ridicule.

Sitting back down on his assigned waiting-bench, he fell victim to the crowd's mob mentality.

Since his Cunning of the Dire Fox could not detect ranged attacks, he was showered by their food and beverages as they threw at him. Clay-pots filled with purple juice smashed into his back. Fortunately, the damage was minimal. It did not even reduce his life bar by 100 points, but it did smear purple goo all over his clothes.

Still, a damage was a damage. Even though this was suppose to be his recovery time. He quickly put up a concave barrier around his bench to block the other clay-pots that were coming his way.

'Is this what a villain in a wrestling match feels like?' he wondered to himself, as he wiped off the purple goo.

Then, he turned around and saw Mouche. The old HighElf was about to throw a piece of pie directly at him.

However, Avilo's old Steward quickly hid the pie behind his back after Smoke met his eyes. Smoke only shook his head, slightly amused at the old man's fanaticism for Xantana.

Then, the Announcer's voice boomed once again. "May I request the spectators to stop throwing things at our participant. He won the fight fair and square."

In response, the crowd jeered even louder.

"I know, I can't believe it myself," added the Announcer. "But I asked the judges and they said that it was a legal win."

"Also, you're just trashing the ring, rather than really hitting Faux," said the Announcer. "So, let's just stop throwing things for now."

"Don't worry, Folks. Faux is in for a world of pain!" exclaimed the host of the Tournament. "Now, he's going up against our pride, Prime Wizard Ouragan!"

"But that won't be for another five minutes," said the Announcer. "So, for now, why don't you enjoy the latest new craze, the Pompom juice. It's from Prime Wizard Ouragan's Vona City."

Smoke then noticed the numerous OrkElves carrying crates of Pompom juice. The spectators bought more of the purple juice filled clay-pots.

"That's right, Folks. Buy more Pompom juice in support of Ouragan," said the Announcer. "And who knows, we might get a chance to throw them at a special someone after the Tournament."

Smoke looked around some more, until he spotted Esper and Colere selling the Pompom juice. He widely grinned behind his Paradox Mask, pleased at the success of their business on pomegranate juice production. He had no clue that the OrkElf couple was this business minded.

'Maybe I should remove the earth-barrier after all?' wondered Smoke, debating with himself whether to be the target of the angry mob. He hoped that it would boost the sales of the pompom juice even more.

However, he was not able to come to a decision as the Announcer's voice took over the jumbovision screen. "Alright, Folks, this is it! The moment we've all been waiting for! The Championship of the 999th Magi Gagnant Tournament!"

A magnificent display of fireworks erupted in the early night sky, filling the skyline with dazzling array of colors.

A cold chilly breeze passed through the stadium, but Smoke felt a different iciness. It was not coming from the wind.

Sensing someone was staring at him, he looked around and still could not find the source of that piercing feeling.

The Announcer's voice brought his attention back to the jumbovision screen.

"Our first finalist, a lucky amateur who won against the likes of Prime Wizard Trottel and the hot Pyro Mage Xantana... Hailing from parts unknown, Earth Elementalist Faux!" screamed the Announcer.

As he sat on his bench, Smoke lifted himself up with the aid of an earth-platform. He dramatically transported it towards the circular ring. He gently slid down the platform and stood on top of the ring as he manipulated it to do so.

Despite him portraying the role of being a finalist in the Magi Gagnant Tournament, the crowd still booed and heckled him.

Nonetheless, Smoke still waved at them. He smiled a sincere smile behind his Paradox Mask, as he waited for them to throw the pompom clay-pot juices they bought with their precious zecs.

Then, a strong gust of wind came from over head. Smoke tilted his head upward, searching for its source. As expected, it was an old frail HighElf in blue robes. Ouragan always had to make his trademark flashy entrance.

A cyclone formed near the place where Smoke sat earlier. The turbulent winds picked up the trash and debris thrown at him. The loud clattering sounds of broken clay-pots were heard as Ouragan dumped all of the garbage inside a nearby trash bin.

"People, we only have one world to live in," began Ouragan, as the old Prime Wizard descended to the ring. "So, let's not pollute it. Please, stop throwing things into the arena grounds."

A wide-eyed Smoke angrily stared at Ouragan. He wanted the people to throw more clay-pots at him, but now all of that was off the table.

'You son of a Witch,' Smoke thought with disgust. 'Does he know that I'm a shareholder of the pompom juice?'

"Sorry about that, Faux," Ouragan suddenly said to Smoke. "I sort of feel responsible for those people throwing things at you."

Smoke stared at him, confused.

"You see, I was the one who brought in those Pompom juice from Vona City," added the Prime Wizard.

Smoke was taken aback. "Really?"

"Of course, I found these OrkElves selling their drinks outside the stadium in my city," explained Ouragan. "And they told me that they'll give me a share of the profits if I help advertise their product."

"I see," replied Smoke. "That was pretty generous of them."

"It was, wasn't it?" said the old HighElf. "Colere wasn't too keen into the idea at first, but he immediately joined in after Esper explained it to him," he said while doing air-quotes when he said the word explained.

"Anyway, let's have a good match," said Ouragan. "I heard that you might be the one that I've been waiting for..."

Smoke nodded in silence and stowed his Digger's Wand away. On the other hand, Ouragan did nothing and stood there smiling at Smoke.

The Announcer's voice then bellowed through the jumbovision screen. "Prime Wizard Ouragan, Earth Elementalist Faux, when you hear the bell it's time for hell!"

GONG

At once, Ouragan created a massive twister around the circular ring. Smoke knew that Ouragan meant business when the old HighElf did not use his wind-cutters as an opening move.

He tried forming an earth-pillar, but it took twice the amount of mana for it to hold its shape.

'I guess opposing an element you're weak against is really hard,' he surmised, but smirked all the same.

As both him and Ouragan were trapped inside the turbulent tornado, Smoke looked up at the Prime Wizard.

He then recalled his return to the hidden Florissant Seminary from his special training session in the isolated Pincer Island.
 
   =======
 
   

Both Smoke and Eleve were inside a special chamber of the Florissant Seminary. One which he had never been to.

Its walls were filled with ornate art works. It had a large phoenix sculpture lined with gold and ruby at the center of the ceiling. Directly below it, was an open furnace which let out pure white flames.

"As promised, I find you innocent of Flora's passing. You are truly blessed by the great god Tlaltezin," began Eleve. "Now, kneel before me, Apprentice Faux."

Smoke in his tattered hooded cloak walked up in front of her and got down on his knees.

"As you have indeed proven yourself worthy, I, Eleve Dawkins grant you the title of Florissant: Journeyman," said the old HighElf.

At once a notification window popped up.
 
    
 
    
     
     
       
       	 + Gained Title: 'Florissant: Journeyman'

  After proving yourself worthy through a series of test, this title was given to you by Eleve Dawkins. As such, you have earned her trust and are obliged to swear your fealty to Florissant Seminary.

  * +3 to all basic stats
  * Intimacy with Eleve Dawkins has increased to 'Trusted Student'
  * You're now expected to travel throughout Zectas in order to gain the title of Florissant: Master.
  * The title disappears if the Florissant Seminary gets destroyed.
  
      
 
     
    
 
   
 
   
A speechless Smoke stared at the notification window. "I... I don't know what to—" he was cut off by Eleve's hand, and instantly became silent.

She then looked up to the sculpted golden phoenix on the ceiling and said. "Avis descendit ignis de caelo!"

TATTING

The distinct sound of a precious object being dropped came from above, as the golden phoenix sculpture let out a silver brooch.

Smoke was about to catch it, but it did not fall into the open furnace. Instead, it hovered directly above the sterling white flames.

"Take it," said Eleve. "That is, the symbol of your advancement."
 
    
 
    
     
     
       
       	 + Acquired unique brooch: Florissant Emblem: Journeyman
  
      
 
     
    
 
   
 
   
A dumbfounded Smoke stared at the ornate brooch. It had a silver phoenix with opened wings, which emerged out of golden flames.

"Does this mean that I can see Magietrois Florissant, now?" asked an excited Smoke, as this was the reason he was here in the first place.

Eleve shook her head. "Sorry, but only the winner of the Magi Gagnant Tournament can see her."

Smoke easily shrugged it off, as he was closer to winning the Tournament anyway.

Without further delay, he inspected his newly earned unique accessory.
 
    
 
    
     
     
       
       	 Florissant Emblem: Journeyman 

  Made from mithril, goldium, and phoenix feathers. It is the symbol of graduating Florissant's apprenticeship program.

  +20,000 HP
  +50,000 MP
  +20 Intelligence

  Restrictions:
    - Can only be used by those who have passed the Florissant Apprenticeship Program.
    - Must be at least level 100.

Equipment Ability:
  *Xantico's Inheritance (Passive)
  +Endows bearer with the flames of the great flame goddess Xantico.
  +All Equipment are blessed with Mortal Flame Resistance [99%].
  +Improves basic stat attributes of all equipped items   [15%].
  +Gains offensive/defensive power on all flame abilities [50%].
  Note: Xantico's Inheritance only applies when the brooch is equipped.
  
      
 
     
    
 
   
 
   

"Can I wear this now?" asked an excited Smoke.

"Of course, Faux, go right ahead," replied Eleve and smiled at him.

Smoke pinned the phoenix-brooch right next to Igniz's metallic orb.

CRACKLE CRACKLE CRACKLE

At once, Smoke heard the sounds of leather burning. He stared down at his clothes and found them on fire.

"What's going on? Why are my clothes on fire?" he asked Eleve. "Is it suppose to do that?"

"Yes, just wait a while," she replied. "Relax, it won't hurt a bit."

The flames traced an imaginary intricate pattern on everything that he wore. After a few minutes, the flames finally died out.

His entire ensemble were all accented with fire-red linings. It was a slight improvement from his tattered beggar appearance, but it was still a visible upgrade. 

'I bet this will look great with my Paradox Pyro Face,' he thought, excited to see his new appearance.

"This is amazing!" exclaimed Smoke. "I don't think I've ever looked this great!" he said, pleased that he did not look as bad as before.

"Really? You're already happy with this?" asked Eleve in disbelief. "You know, the brooch is suppose to do more than that."

She walked closer to him with her eyebrows furrowed, and inspected it. "It should make you look like a nobleman, at least. But with you, there's barely any change."

Smoke's shoulders dropped two inches. He knew why the effects of the Florissant Emblem: Journeyman was only by this much. It was because of his low Beggar Level.

"You see, Eleve, I'm not technically an Earth Elementalist," began Smoke. "I'm actually a Beg—"

He was not able to finish his revelation, as Eleve beat him to it. "You're a Beggar, aren't you?"

"You know about Beggars?" asked an astonished Smoke.
 
   =======
 
   

Smoke snapped back to reality when he heard the Announcer's insulting voice. "We may not be able to see Ouragan or Faux, but we sure know who's in for a lot of trouble now!"

Hearing this made Smoke grin. He knew that this was the perfect opportunity to show the Prime Wizard and everyone here, his hidden ace.

Tapping on the metallic orb on his chest, he said. "Igniz, let's do this!"

After he Synergized with his dark ember sprite, purple smoke came out of his skin. Wanting to end it quickly, Smoke used his Trailblazer around the ring, and created a red, circular firewall. He then used his increased Fire Manipulation ability, and turned the red flames into dark-purple.

His circular firewall rapidly increased in height, as their dark flames were fanned by Ouragan's tempestuous tornado.

In less than ten-seconds, his dark flames had fully consumed the tornado and took its place in all entirety.

Before Ouragan could fly out of the now black-flame-tornado, Smoke pointed his right hand upward. He enclosed the mouth of the flame-twister with a continuous barrage of fire-spears.

Covered in a wind-force-field, Ouragan tried to fly through it. However, Smoke's fire-spears pierced through the Prime Wizard's wind-barrier with ease.

Then, thirty-two sharp fire-swords protruded out of the dark flames from the fire-twister. The flying flaming swords bashed Ouragan's wind-shield without mercy. All the Prime Wizard could do was to take a nosedive and evade Smoke's flaming weapons.

The jumbovision screen focused on the Announcer's perturbed face. "What's going on!" he screamed. "Faux is cheating! Isn't he suppose to be an Earth Elementalist? Why is he using Fire? How did he turn Prime Wizard Ouragan's Tornado against him?"

The Announcer was cut off, as an official in hooded-black-robes walked up next to him. "Everyone, I've just been informed that Faux has recently learned this ability. As an Elementalist, it is within the realm of possibilities for him to acquire this power."

The jumbovision screen captured the disgusted face of the Announcer. "Ahem. I guess it's a legal move, after all. But don't worry, I'm sure Prime Wizard Ouragan will do something against this underhanded attack."

While the Announcer was raging on about Smoke's Fire Manipulation, Ouragan had dropped mid-way into the flame-tornado. Along his descent, a few fire-spears and fire-swords made direct contact with the Prime Wizard's flesh. His life bar revealed (875,000/900,000 HP).

Forced down to the floor of the ring, Ouragan constructed several wind-shields. With the Wind element being weak against Fire, the Prime Wizard's barrier barely gave any defense to withstand Smoke's powered-up flame attacks.

"It would seem that you really are the one," blurted out Ouragan from his hunched position.

Smoke grinned, pleased at his hardwork and luck for meeting Eleve. It was a strenuous path, but he persevered. Now, his Fire Manipulation ability had grown to Intermediate Level 9.

Suddenly, Smoke got a strange feeling from Ouragan. He noticed that the Prime Wizard did not look troubled at all.

"However, I can't let it end this way," declared the old HighElf. "If I became complacent and stopped improving myself when I mastered the Wind Element, then you might have won," he added. "Unfortunately for you, I am and will always be an eternal student. I have never stopped my journey on the road to learning."

'What is he hiding?' thought a worried Smoke.

Ouragan looked above the mouth of the flame-tornado. Smoke reflexively turned to the heavens as well. There, they found that storm clouds had gathered overhead.

"I haven't mastered this element, yet, but when joined with my Wind, it becomes something else..." Ouragan's voice trailed, as he melded Water with Wind and created Ice.

Slowly, the fire-tornado turned to a solid block of ice, as Ouragan's melded element went spiraling down.

Smoke hurriedly let out several fireballs and transformed them into flame-arrows. He sent all of them flying straight towards Ouragan, but the Prime Wizard simply deflected it with a water-shield.

"Did you know that I took up the ways of the Water because it covered the weakness of my Wind?" explained Ouragan. "Truth be told, my melded element of Ice might have been weak against your flames, if you mastered it."

Undeterred, Smoke let out sixteen flame-swords which bypassed Ouragan's water-shield.

However, a puddle of water discreetly appeared under Smoke's feet. Ouragan then launched several water-lances from below him.

His Cunning of the Dire Fox detected the obstructed attack, Smoke leapt backwards with his Hyper Jump ability, only to be trapped inside a floating bubble of water.

"Sorry, Smoke, but this is the end," said Ouragan.

Smoke could not believe what he heard. How could have Ouragan known about his real name? Trapped inside the floating water, he struggled to swim out, but the Prime Wizard began turning it into a block of ice.

He instantly felt his arms and feet turn numb, as the water solidified around him. Despite being captured, what worried Smoke was that he was running out of air. He drank a few gulps, as his lungs involuntarily made him try to breathe.

Fortunately, Ouragan manipulated the water to push him upward, exposing only his head. "Now, I don't want you to go dying on me," said the old HighElf.

Then, the Announcer's voice boomed from beyond the solid fire-tornado turned to ice. "You see that, Folks? What did I tell you? Prime Wizard Ouragan has this in the bag." 

The audience erupted into a loud cheer.

"I'm sorry I can't commentate on what's going on inside the block of ice, but I can assure you that Prime Wizard Ouragan has the upper hand," added the Announcer. He paused and then turned to face the camera rune focused on him. "Oh, and if any of you are thinking that him using another element is illegal, then you better just shut up!"

As the water bubble turned to solid ice, Smoke stared at Ouragan with crossed eyes. He was angry at the old man for hiding this ability, but he was more angry with himself for being over confident.

Now, that he was completely frozen, Smoke tried to let out his dark flames to melt the ice. Yet, his Fire was not enough to thaw his icy prison, as Ouragan constantly replenished the ice. Smoke experienced the bitter taste of his own technique, as he remembered what he did to Xantana.

"Confidence is good, but it could backfire on you if you have too much of it," blurted out Ouragan, as if reading his mind. "Do you concede? Or do I have to drop you out of the ring?"

Smoke knew that he could do nothing to stop the Prime Wizard from dropping him to the ground. Against his will, he nodded in surrender.

The Prime Wizard then turned around, which slightly lifted up his blue robe. It was only for a moment, but Smoke caught a glimpse of it. He wore a belt studded with special stones.

Ouragan then shattered the block of tornado into innumerable pieces, turning them into snowflakes.

As soon as the two finalists became visible, the Announcer's voice bellowed out from the jumbovision screen. "Prime Wizard Ouragan is our Champion! Prime Wizard Ouragan wins! He is the 999th Magi Gagnant Winner!"

"Prime Wizard Ouragan will receive the 999th Magi Gagnant Trophy, fifty-million zecs, one treasure from King Kajou's vault, and a chance to talk with Magietrois Florissant herself!" added the Announcer.

Ouragan waved to the crowd, and walked over to the incapacitated Smoke.

"You've done well, Smo— Faux," said Ouragan as he turned to the trapped Smoke.

"Really? No wonder I'm the one stuck in a block of ice," replied a sarcastic Smoke.

"Indeed. Otherwise, I wouldn't have resorted to using my secret melded Ice ability," explained Ouragan.

"Because of this, you have gained my respect," added the Prime Wizard.

A notification window then popped up.
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"If there's ever anything I can do," said Ouragan. "Please don't hesitate to—"

Smoke did not let the old HighElf finish, as he knew exactly what he wanted to ask. "Take me with you when you go to see Florissant!"

Ouragan raised his eyebrows at Smoke.

"I mean, please, may I accompany you to see Magietrois Florissant," he begged in a more pleasant tone.
 
   * * * * * *  
 
   


While Ouragan was up on stage to receive the prize money and trophy, Smoke remained on top of the ring. He was still partially stuck inside the block of ice, as he had not fully melted himself out of it.

Now, that he was immobilized, he expected to see more clay-pots thrown at him. However, there were none, as the crowd had obediently followed Ouragan's words.

Given their special passes, Avilo, Jack, and Mouche walked over to the busy Smoke thawing off the ice.

"Good show, Faux. But just as I said, you can't beat Prime Wizard Ouragan," said Avilo, while patting him on the back.

"If you had the ability to use Fire all this time, why did you just use it now?" asked Mouche.

"I didn't," replied Smoke, as he continued on melting the ice. "I learned it, in order to beat Ouragan. Unfortunately, my training was still not enough."

"Of course!" declared Avilo. "I hope, now, you have learned your lesson, Faux."

Smoke grinned in response.

"Well, I still think your fight was great!" interjected Jack. "I don't know if you heard from the inside, but the entire audience almost gasped when Ouragan used his Ice magic."

"That's true," added Mouche. "By using the wonderful element of Fire, you've forced Prime Wizard Ouragan to reveal his true self."

CRACK

Smoke finally stepped out of the ice-block. "Well, thanks for everything, Guys," he said to Avilo, Jack, and Mouche. "But I have somewhere else to go."

"Where?" asked Jack.

"With him," replied Smoke, pointing to Ouragan who walked up next to them.

"Ready to go?" Ouragan asked Smoke.

"Yeah," answered Smoke. "But first there's a few people I'd like you to meet."

He then pointed to his three Zectian friends. "These are Avilo, Jack, and Mouche. They're a big fan of yours."

"Oh, I've already met Lord Avilo," said Ouragan, shaking the young nobleman's hand. "And Mouche as well."

"I think it's just Jack that I haven't met," added the Prime Wizard, shaking Jack's hand. "A pleasure to meet you, young man."

"The pleasure is all mine, Sir, Prime Wizard, Sir," replied Jack with trembling hands.

Ouragan cordially bowed down to them and turned to Smoke. "Well, are you coming or not?"

"Of course, I am!" exclaimed Smoke, and the two of them headed out of the stadium together.

A bewildered Avilo stared at the backs of the Magi Gagnant Tournament finalists. "When did those two become friends?"

"I wonder if Sir Faux knew Prime Wizard Ouragan's mother?" said Mouche out loud.

"What does that have to do with anything?" asked Avilo.

"I don't know, the thought just popped into my head," replied the old Steward. "Seeing as how they're so chummy now."
 
   * * * * * *  
 
   


When Smoke and Ouragan got out of earshot, Smoke thought to ask the Prime Wizard the thing that had been bugging him for a while. "I never expected to see a fellow 'Verum de Mendicantibus' here in Sawtorn," began Smoke. "How is our Brotherhood of Beggars doing?"

Ouragan stopped walking and faced him. "I'm glad you finally figured that out," he said.

"I am Beggar Evocati Ouragan," declared the old HighElf. "It's a pleasure to meet you, Brother Smoke."

With an open palm on his left hand and a fist on his right, Ouragan made both his hands meet in front of his heart.

Smoke hurriedly bowed down and greeted the higher ranked Beggar in the same manner. He was caught off guard, as it had been a long time since he used the salutation which Darius taught him.

"So, you really aren't a High Wizard?" Smoke asked.

Ouragan chuckled. "I'm much as a High Wizard as you are an Earth Elementalist."

"You know, I was never going to tell you if you didn't realize it on your own," joked the old HighElf and resumed walking. "After all, I have been watching you ever since you got off the docks in Vona City."

"You were?" asked Smoke in disbelief. "Are you serious? I never noticed."

Then, it dawned on him when he was forcibly deported to the island of the clawfuls. "So, it was you who was watching me in Pincer Island?"

"No, that wasn't me," replied Ouragan, shaking his head. "I don't even know where that is."

Smoke scratched the back of his head in confusion. He was sure that Ouragan was the mysterious stalker.

"But I did see you go out of Vona City with a tied up nobleman once," said Ouragan, pointing out the time when he caught Daniel.

"Wait! If you know that, then you know about Cynar!" said Smoke in anger. "I thought the Brotherhood of Beggars was suppose to protect the balance of justice? How could you—"

Ouragan stopped him from going on any further. "Yes, we know about Cynar's operations, but the reason we allowed him to continue was because he was going after the Ork Hordes," explained the Prime Wizard.

"But what about the captured children?" asked Smoke.

"We had two OrkElves deep undercover in Cynar's crew. They were hired to do excavation work on Diebe Den, but they were actually there to rescue the captured nobles."

Ouragan then chuckled. "Unfortunately, their mission changed, as someone else beat them to it." He then patted Smoke's shoulder. "Good job on that, by the way."

"So, you're still keeping tabs on Cynar and Blaise until now?" clarified Smoke.

"Absolutely!" replied Ouragan. "And I'm happy to tell you that Cynar has stopped his kidnapping operations. He's now more focused on increasing his army to fight against the Orks."

As they marched farther in, Smoke thought to do a little chit-chat. It was an attempt to raise his Intimacy with Ouragan.

"So, you've been watching me all this time, huh?" blurted out Smoke.

"Correct. We've kept our eyes on you for a while," replied Ouragan. "But I have to say, we lost track of you, when you and that little flower girl went into that mountain."

Smoke looked confused. 'They didn't find the teleportation circle inside the mountain?' he wondered.

"Was that where you learned your Fire Manipulation?" asked Ouragan.

"Yes, it was," replied Smoke.

Deep within Pulper Arena, the old HighElf and DarkElf continued on towards an underground chamber, which led to several tunnels.

"Smoke, there's something else I forgot to mention," said Ouragan. "I was the one who informed the Beggar Brotherhood about one of the Magietrois being in Sawtorn."

"Guess I have a lot of things to thank you for," said Smoke, grinning behind his Paradox Mask.

"So, is she old?" asked Smoke. "You've met Magietrois Florissant before, right?"

"Of course, she is," replied Ouragan. "What do you expect from someone who is turning ninety-two?"

Smoke pulled on Ouragan's shoulder, stopping both of them. "Wait, what? Isn't she suppose to be at least over a thousand years old?"

"Who told you that?" asked Ouragan with a raised eyebrow. "You didn't believe the legends to be actually true, did you?"

Ouragan let out a deep sigh. "I specifically wrote on my report that Magietrois Florissant was a title passed down from master to student," explained the Prime Wizard. "The current Magietrois Florissant is the 16th one to assume the title."

Smoke unequipped his mask, as he tried to breathe. "If she's not the one from the legends, then she's not the Magietrois that I'm looking for."

Ouragan stopped walking, and turned back to where Smoke stood in a daze.

"Listen, she may not be the same one who fought against the Reptilian Race, but maybe she'll have the answer to what you're looking for?" said Ouragan.

"I guess it couldn't hurt to ask," said Smoke out loud, as he tried to stay positive.

So, the two of them continued treading the floors of the underground tunnel, towards where the current Magietrois Florissant was waiting for them.

"Why do you need to find the Magietrois, anyway?" asked Ouragan, as they dawdled along.

"I need to find the Magietrois who has the power over life and death," said Smoke with conviction. "I need the Magietrois who is a Thaumaturge."

"I see, I've read about them," said Ouragan. "But in all my years here in Zectas, I haven't personally met one. They probably don't exist anymore, or if there is one, he or she might be hiding from the world."

"I know. Darius has been asking about it in the Brotherhood, but even with his access, none of them could find a Thaumaturge as well," said Smoke.

"You know Beggar Legati Darius?" asked Ouragan in disbelief.

"Yeah," said Smoke, and began to tell the old HighElf everything he knew about Darius.

They sustained their talk about the Brotherhood the whole time. From the glorious past until its recent developments. Engrossed by their topic, they failed to notice the simple wooden door in front of them.

"Oh, we're here," said Ouragan and stopped in front of it.

"Smoke, I'll call you Faux behind this door," said Ouragan in all seriousness. "I think that only those in the Brotherhood of Beggars should know about your real identity."

Smoke had already messed that up, as he told Perdant who he really was. Trying to change the subject, Smoke grabbed the door's handle. He tried to open it for Ouragan, but instead of opening, a notification window popped up.
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"I think you better get this one yourself," said Smoke.

Ouragan chuckled. "Behind this door lies the answer you've been waiting for," he said and turned the knob.

When Ouragan opened the door, they saw the back of a slender woman emanating ruby flames in the shape of a massive phoenix.

'Forget about looking like a noble, she looks like a phoenix goddess,' thought Smoke, as he stared at the back of the 16th Magietrois Florissant. 'That must be the full effect of Xantico's Inheritance. I wonder if I'll ever reach that level?'

He snapped out of his musings when he heard Magietrois Florissant speak. "You have done well to win the championship again," she said with a fiery authority.

Smoke could not place it, but he felt that Magietrois Florissant seemed familiar. Yet, he quickly dismissed it, as she was about to face them.

"How many times has it been since you've won your first time, Ouragan?" asked Eleve, dressed as Magietrois Florissant, shrouded by the phoenix goddess flames.

"I just got lucky, Magietrois Florissant," replied Ouragan. "By the way this is, Faux. He begged me, so he could come and see you."

Smoke stepped closer towards the Magietrois Florissant in phoenix fire.

"Eleve! You were Magietrois Florissant all along?" asked Smoke. He felt betrayed, but somewhat relieved. Now, he could ask her his questions.

"Why do you know her real name?" Ouragan asked Smoke in surprise.

"She is my Flame Master," replied Smoke. "But I never expected her to be Magietrois Florissant."

"Faux, now is not the time and place for that," said Eleve in full apathy.

She then turned to Ouragan. "I'll be moving you to the Vitzytl Kingdom Royal Treasury. So, you could bring back one of the King's relics."

"You ready?" Eleve asked Ouragan.

To which the Prime Wizard nodded with all earnest.

"Remember, you will be automatically teleported back after ten minutes," added Eleve. "So, be sure to hold onto your item by then."

PLOP

Ouragan disappeared, only the fiery afterimage of an old HighElf remained in his place.

"Congratulations on making it this far, Faux," said Eleve. "I really thought you might beat him—"

Yet, she was rudely cut off. As soon as the Magi Gagnant Champion vanished, Smoke berated his target.

"Eleve! Why didn't you tell me that you were Magietrois Florissant!" yelled Smoke.

"Well, because you came to me asking to be trained. No one has been to the Florissant Seminary in a while," she said in her most lonesome voice.

"There, I am not Magietrois Florissant, but Eleve Dawkins," she replied with sincerity. "Quite frankly, I don't like to be the Magietrois Florissant, anymore," she added.

Smoke did not respond, but only looked at her with betrayed eyes.

"So, I welcomed you as a fellow Florissant Apprentice," explained Eleve. "I also cherished the fact that you know me as me, and not as some legendary figure."

"I guess that sort of makes sense," said Smoke. "But you should have told me that you were the current Florissant."

"Maybe you're right," said Eleve. "But what's done is done."

"Anyway, you can ask me any questions now," she told Smoke. "I promise to answer it to the best of my ability as the 16th Magietrois Florissant."

Dozens of questions entered Smoke's mind all at once. What happened to the previous Florissants? How long has she been the 16th Florissant? How does she choose her successor? Does she get paid being Florissant?

Yet, out of all these questions, one stuck out above the rest.

"Do you know any living Thaumaturges?" Smoke asked Eleve.

"Aren't Thaumaturges supposed to be legends of the past?" responded Eleve.

Dismay instantly over came over Smoke's face.

"But let me take a look in the restricted sections of the Kingdom's libraries. They have a lot of rare books," said Eleve. "Maybe I'll find something there."

Despite hearing her optimism, Smoke crossed his arms and let out a deep sigh.

'What a bust,' he thought, discouraged.

PLOP

As the Prime Wizard's time had run out, Ouragan suddenly reappeared in front of Smoke and Eleve. He was carrying a plain clay-jar.

"Out of all the things in this country's treasury, You picked that?" Eleve asked Ouragan.

"Uh-huh," replied Ouragan with a smile. "I think it will look great next to my set of clay-plates."

"Smo— Faux, are you done asking Magietrois Florissant?" asked Ouragan.

"I am," somberly replied Smoke.

"Then, I guess we better be going," said Ouragan. "Meeting Magietrois Florissant only involves acquiring the King's treasure."

"I'd like to stay here and talk with Magietrois Florissant some more," said Smoke. "Maybe she could take me with her, when she goes to the Kingdom's libraries."

"I could do that," replied Eleve. "But not right now."

She then created a teleportation circle made of flames.

"You see, there is someone else who would like to meet you both," she explained. "He was only expecting to see Ouragan right now, but he did tell me to summon Faux as well."

Eleve then pointed for both Smoke and Ouragan to enter the teleportation circle.

"Who are we meeting?" asked Smoke.

"Where are you taking us?" asked Ouragan.

"The two of you are heading to King Kajou's secret chamber," explained Eleve. "I heard that he has a special request for you both."

After hearing this, Ouragan immediately stepped inside the casting circle. Smoke followed suit with a heavy heart. He would have rather scoured through the Kingdom's libraries than meet its King.

"Don't worry, Faux, we'll talk again soon," said Eleve.

PLOP PLOP

With that, both Smoke and Ouragan vanished in front of Eleve. They left nothing but a faint fiery afterimage of themselves.

As Smoke's and Ouragan's afterimages vanished, a small figure stepped out from the shadows.

"You're acting has greatly improved," said a girl's voice. "I truly believed that you were sick of being the 16th Magietrois Florissant."

"Thank you, Mistress, but that was just acting," replied Eleve and bowed down to the hidden figure.

"Of course, it was," replied Eleve's Mistress.

"Forgive my rudeness, Mistress, but why didn't you tell him who you really are?" Eleve asked the girl.

"Why should I? He hasn't even told us his real name," replied the girl with a smirk. "Besides, the time isn't right," she added.

"I guess he'll be in the dark for a little while longer," said Eleve.

"But strangely enough, I do understand him," added the girl. "Sometimes people have to lie in order to do the right thing."

The elderly Eleve did not respond and only bowed down before her young Mistress.

"I’ve kept hidden from the Brotherhood of Beggars all these years," she said. "But, maybe, I'll show him my true self," mused the young girl. "If he clears the King's Quest?" 
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter Nine:
 
   The Vitzytl King's Harebrained Quest
 
   


While being teleported, goose bumps went up and down Smoke's spine. His entire body tingled with energy, which left a lingering feeling. He had teleported numerous times, but he knew that he would never get used to this.

As usual, it took a few seconds for his eyesight to adjust after materializing into the physical realm.

Before he could get a good footing of the surrounding, Smoke heard a scratchy high-pitched voice.

"Prime Wizard Ouragan, once again you are the champion of the Tournament!"  

Squinting his eyes, Smoke finally saw who was talking. It was King Kajou himself, ruler of Vitzytl Kingdom. He sat on a chair made of pure amethyst, which glowed a low purple light.

At once, Ouragan went down on his knees before the King. "It is my pleasure and honor to be summoned by, your Highness."

Smoke quickly followed the old HIghElf’s example and knelt down next to him.

"Elementalist Faux? Is that you?" asked the King. "I didn't know you were going to be here. I almost didn't recognize you without your ruby mask." 

Just then, Smoke realized that he forgot to put the Paradox Mask back on.

"I Didn't expect that you would be a DarkElf," added the King. "Almost all the Mages I know are HighElves."  

"But I guess this saves me the time of explaining it to you as well," went on King Kajou.

Slightly moving his head upward, Smoke replied. "I am but your humble servant, King Kajou. Would you prefer it, if I put on the mask? Just say the word and I shall do it." He reached for his mask and presented it to the King.

Yet, Smoke involuntarily gulped down after greeting the ruler of Vitzytl. He tried his best to conceal the surprise from seeing the King up close. The beard of the small hairy Monarch was not just that, rather it was also partially made up of his long nose hair.

King Kajou combed his beard with his right hand and stroked its full length close to his chest. "Is something the matter, Faux?" he asked.

"Nothing, your Highness. I am simply in awe, of being in the presence of your greatness," replied Smoke.

"Hahaha," chuckled King Kajou. "Yes, I do tend to have that effect on people. Oh, and I don't mind that you show your face. You're not as dashing as me, anyway."

"But let me get right to it," began the King. "As you know, my Queen Ella is beyond compare, but what you might not know is that she is originally from Thanotl Kingdom."

King Kajou paused and went back to stroking his beard.

"Thanotl Kingdom? Is that the one in the east? The only other Kingdom in the Sawtorn Continent?" asked Smoke out loud.

Suddenly, the King stood up on his feet, revealing that he was only slightly taller than the kneeling Smoke and Ouragan. "How dare you interrupt me while I was still stroking my imperial beard!" he yelled with authority.

The old HighElf hurriedly lowered his head to the floor. "Please forgive Faux's rudeness, your Highness," quickly interjected Ouragan. "He is originally from Chayotl Kingdom, and does not know of our customs."

Posthaste, Smoke did the same and pressed his head on the floor. "Apologies, your Highness. Please feel free to punish me if I have wronged you."

"Hmmp. People from Wysteria are really impolite," said King Kajou. "You have your King to blame for that, I guess. It's fine, Faux. Get up. You too, Ouragan."

Both Smoke and Ouragan stood on their feet, and towered over King Kajou.

"On second thought, I prefer that you kneel down again," quickly added the King.

Without uttering a word, Smoke and Ouragan knelt back down.

"Anyway, my wife... is actually the younger sister of Guwapo," said the King. He then paused and went back stroking his beard.

It took a while before the Monarch finished. When he did, Ouragan quickly spoke up. "By Guwapo, do you mean King Guwapo of Thanotl Kingdom?"

"Yes, that's the guy," said the Ruler with clear sarcastic enthusiasm. "Protector of Thanotl, Upholder of Justice, self-proclaimed most handsome King."

"I didn't know that," said Ouragan.

"Oh, yes. Guwapo has the galls to claim that title," angrily replied King Kajou. "Even though there are other Kings who could easily qualify for it."

The news of Queen Ella being the princess of Thanotl was new to Smoke, but he doubted that the old HighElf was in the same boat as him. After all, he was a Beggar Evocati.

"Anyway, Ella was betrothed to me even before she was born," said King Kajou. "When my Grandfather Gagnant XIII defeated most of the Orks of Sawtorn, the only other kingdom left was Thanotl."

"If my grandfather didn't wipe out almost all of the Orks, I bet that kingdom would have disappeared as well," added the Vitzytl King. "Anyway, as a show of gratitude, King Matalas promised him that our bloodlines will be mixed. The younger Thanotl King offered him the first princess of their Kingdom."

Amidst his explanation, King Kajou suddenly laughed. "King Matalas was a very sneaky man. You see, during his time, their direct descendants were all male."

"Now, I don't know what my grandfather was thinking, but the old man accepted Matalas' offer," explained the Monarch. "Since he was already married to my grandmother, and it is against Tlaltezin's will to have more than one wife, he agreed that the first princess of Thanotl will be married to his son Linus, my late father."

King Kajou, amused at his own story, sat back down in his amethyst throne. "Grandfather Gagnant XIII lived until he was ninety-seven, but even then Thanotl still did not have a princess."

"So, on his deathbed, my Grandfather told King Matalas that their first princess will marry whoever is next in line to the throne of Vitzytl," said King Kajou. "Then, my father, who was now sixty at that time, was made to marry the richest Merchant of Sawtorn, my beautiful Mother Gnomemonia."

Smoke then turned to the side of the wall where the King was pointing to. There, hanged a lifesize portrait of a stout female Gnome with saggy wrinkly skin and frizzled brown hair.

'I see,' discerned Smoke, as he realized where the King got his looks.

"My Father, being the obedient son that he was, married my Mother without question. If only my Father was half the man my Grandfather was," said the stout King with disgust. "Of course, this marriage meant that all of my Mother's riches went to the further development of Vitzytl Kingdom."

King Kajou then stared with adoring eyes at his mother. "Unfortunately, my father and mother died on a sailing trip. They were heading for Vizzu Kingdom to attend a wedding. Apparently, my Aunt was to be married off to the King there."

The Ruler of Vitzytl then let out a deep sigh. "I became a King at the young age of twenty-five. I practically didn't know anything then. You see, I was still living with my Mother, who took care of everything for me."

King Kajou then ran his fingers through his brown fizzled hair, as he attempted to brush them into place. "Mother said that I needed to stay with her inside the castle, as my handsomeness is too far ahead of its time, and would most likely overwhelm the common masses."

Smoke slightly lowered his head and avoided eye contact with the King. He bit his lower lip hard, as he tried to suppress himself from laughing.

"Some of the counselors under my Father's rule were kind enough to take care of me, and guided me on how to run a kingdom," continued King Kajou, giving no attention to Smoke and Ouragan.

"Of course there were some, who I did not like the way I ran things," said King Kajou. "But it was good that they immediately decided to leave their posts, and were assigned to a better place."

"I digress. I've been blabbing long enough," said the King. "Anyway, two years after I became the King, Thanotl Kingdom gave birth to its first princess," he then pointed to another lifesize portrait on the opposite wall of his Mother. "She's so unique, isnt she? Unlike my Mother, she has a different kind of beauty. Some would call it inner beauty, I guess?"

"We got married when she turned sixteen," said King Kajou. "And on that day, the Kingdom of Vitzytl and Thanotl officially became allies."

"After we were married, a Scribe from my Kingdom and one from Thanotl walked up to us. They carried two halves of the same scroll," said the Monarch. "On it was the location of a secret temple that my Grandfather Gagnant XIII had built just for this day."

The King then pointed to the map of the Sawtorn Continent. On it was a long demarcation line in between the kingdoms of Vitzytl and Thanotl. He then pointed to a small dot at the center of the line.

"That's where this secret temple is," said King Kajou.

He then turned to Smoke and Ouragan. "So? What do you two think? Can you two do it?"

'Do what?' thought Smoke. 'All you've blabbed about is why you have a beautiful wife.'

Smoke did not dare speak out, worried that he might anger the King again.

"I'm sorry, your Highness, but I don't follow," said Ouragan. "What would you like us to do, again?"

"After everything I said, you still didn't understand me?" asked the King incredulously, and let out an exasperated sigh. "Fine! I'll shorten it up for you. I want you two to secure the secret temple, I fear that robbers might be near its vicinity."

'What? You never mentioned any of that before,' thought Smoke.

Suddenly, a notification window popped up.
 
 
    
     
     
       
       	 + Quest: On Call Security Guard
    Protection Quest
    Level: C

    King Kajou of Vitzytl Kingdom has asked you and Ouragan
    to secure the secret temple supposedly built by his Grandfather Gagnant XIII.
    Once secured, you may return to the capital and report to the King.
    
    Note:
    > Any major damage to the temple will result in a high decline of Intimacy with the King

    Accept the Quest? [YES/NO]
  
      
 
     
    
 
   
 
   

'Is this really it? It's even ranked as Level C!' angrily thought Smoke. He had envisioned several challenging Quests from the King, but being hired as a security guard was not one of them.

"Of course," replied Ouragan and bowed down before the King. "Also,  please accept my apology for not understanding you earlier."

The old HighElf lowered his head once more. "I will gladly accept this honor," added Ouragan, and then lightly punched Smoke on the shoulders.

"Same here, It is my pleasure to serve you, King Kajou," said Smoke and bowed down before the King.

"Good, good, I knew you two would not disappoint me," said the Monarch.

Then, another window popped up.
 
    
 
    
     
     
       
       	 MAP LOCATION: Temple of Xantico

  Coordinates: Latitude: 21°16' N, Longitude: 68°81' E
  Note: Five-hundred kilometers away from current location.
  
      
 
     
    
 
   
 
   
"I shall have a hundred Warrior Guards accompany you on this vital mission," said the Ruler of Vitzytl. "They'll be stationed in front of the eastern gates of the city, waiting for your arrival."

Smoke and Ouragan bowed to the King once more.

With a wave of his hand, he dismissed the two of them towards the flaming teleportation circle on the ground.

"Now, return to where ever it is you came from," ordered the King. He then stared at the portrait of his Gnome Mother and said. "Mother, why didn't I marry someone who was beautiful on the outside?"
 
 
   * * * * * *  
 
   


Both Smoke and Ouragan were teleported back into the chamber where Eleve was, but the 16th Magietrois Florissant was nowhere in sight.

Then, a small flickering light caught Smoke's eye. He went close and found a letter pinned on the wall.
 
    
 
    
     
     
       
       	 + Acquired note: Eleve's Instructions
  
      
 
     
    
 
   
 
   
Without hesitation, Smoke read its contents as the progress bar completed instantaneously.
 
    
 
    
     
     
       
       	 Eleve's Instructions

Faux,

I need you to do the King's Quest, that man-child gets really irritable when he doesn't get his way. But don't worry, I shall begin the search for your Thaumaturge in the libraries. When you return I assure you that I'll have more information about you then.
  
      
 
     
    
 
   
 
   
'Great! Now, I really have to go on this side quest,' Smoke groaned from within. Normally, he would have welcomed sidequests, but his priority was to resurrect Sharur and Laernea.

While he was reading Eleve's letter for the second time, he suddenly got startled by Ouragan.

"Waaah!" shouted the old HighElf and let out a strong gust of wind in the chamber. Smoke thought that Ouragan had gone ballistic.

"That useless bastard is going to be the downfall of this kingdom!" screamed the Prime Wizard of Vona City.

"He keeps hanging on to the vicious victories of his Grandfather, and the depleted wealth of his Mother. He completely ignores the pleas of his people," ranted Ouragan. "The Ork Hordes have greatly increased in number, and now he sends a hundred of our strongest melee fighters out to guard some forgotten temple!"

Before Smoke could react, Ouragan turned to him. "Smoke, can I leave this harebrained quest to you? I have more important things to do than guard some dusted building."

"Funny, I was going to say the same," chided Smoke.

"I'm not in the mood for jokes," said Ouragan with a straight face. "I was hoping that the King would put us on a mission to wipe out the growing Ork Horde."

"Tsk!" sounded the old HighElf shook his head and clicked his tongue. "I sure hope Cynar's Ork Hunting efforts have been fruitful."

"Alright, I'll lead the Warrior Guards, but can I find Eleve first?" asked Smoke. "And maybe visit a library or two?"

"No!" screamed Ouragan. "King Kajou is an impatient prick, and if he ordered us to do this, then those Warrior Guards should have already been waiting since an hour ago."

"Is King Kajou really that bad?" asked Smoke.

Ouragan grunted loudly. "You don't even know the half of it."

"The truth is, there used to be seven kingdoms in the Sawtorn Continent," began Ouragan. "And there are only two main reasons why there's just two kingdoms left now."

"The first one was because of the ruthless Ork Hordes," explained the old HighElf. "They killed citizens and pillaged cities like there was no tomorrow. Those Orks moved from Kingdom to Kingdom after they've fully consumed everything it had to offer."

The Prime Wizard paused and strongly shook his head in disapproval. "And the second reason was because of King Gagnant XIII and King Matalas."

"King Gagnant XIII took advantage of the suffering kingdoms that were recently attacked by the Orks," added Ouragan. "With barely enough defenses left, he rode into the dying kingdoms and conquered them."

Ouragan temporarily stopped talking and led Smoke outside the underground chamber.

"You better head for those Warrior Guards," said the old HighElf. "I'll tell you more about Sawtorn's history along the way."

Smoke looked at him confused, but followed the Beggar Evocati's lead anyway.

"After subjugating the fallen kingdoms into Vitzytl, Gagnant XIII used Gnomemonia's wealth to rebuild their defenses and conscript the worn out residents into his own soldiers," explained the Prime Wizard. "The conquered citizens were brainwashed into thinking that the Orks were the real enemy and signed up with revenge on their mind."

"How rich was this Gnomemonia?" asked Smoke. "How was she able to do all that? Especially if they did this for each of the conquered kingdoms?"

"Ha!" snorted Ouragan. "She could afford all of it, because the conquered lands were all turned over to her. She then sold them off to the other rich nobles for a higher profit."

"The conscripted soldiers didn't even know that their homes were already taken away from them," said the Prime Wizard. "How would they? When they were assigned to the frontlines of the battlefield."

"And what about the Thanotl King? Matalas was it?" asked Smoke. "What did he do?"

"King Matalas knew of the Ork Hordes rising power. So, he convinced King Tanga of the neighboring kingdom to serve under him, and become an Arch-Duke of Thanotl instead,"  expounded the Beggar Evocati. "After King Tanga agreed, King Matalas invested wealth of the two kingdoms into strengthening their defenses. In the end, not one of their cities were destroyed by the Ork Hordes. In fact, the Orks suffered almost half their numbers when they fought against Thanotl Kingdom."

Ouragan then paused and looked at Smoke strangely. "Now, that you mention it, it appears like it was the perfect trap for the Orks."

"What do you mean?" asked Smoke.

"Well, King Gagnant XIII was steadily chasing after the worn out Ork Hordes," said Ouragan, forming a fist with his right hand. "And King Matalas was waiting for them with his impenetrable defensive army," he added, fully opening his left palm.

Ouragan then smashed both his hands together and created a loud impact.

PITI

"The injured Orks had nowhere else to run," said Ouragan. "And in comes, King Gagnant XIII riding on his high horse annihilating almost all of them."

"The story always made it seem like King Gagnant XIII was the real hero, but I'm sure he couldn't have done it without King Matalas' own actions," concluded Ouragan.

"Wait, if King Gagnant XIII was such a bad guy? Why did you and the Beggar Brotherhood leave him alone?" asked Smoke. "Why did you allow him to continue his rule?"

"I never said he was a bad guy," reasoned out the old HighElf. "I just said he was a ruthless manipulative bastard."

"Huh? What do you mean?" asked Smoke.

"For King Gagnant XIII, it didn't matter to him how he did it," explained Ouragan. "As long as he was able to protect his kingdom."

After the brief history lesson on how the Sawtorn Continent came to be, Ouragan and Smoke reached the end of the tunnel. The old HighElf then pointed him to the direction of the eastern gate. "Those Warrior Guards should be waiting for you there."

"Alright, I'm going, but I need more information about all of this," said Smoke. "Do you have any books I could read?"

"I'll have someone send over a couple," replied the old HighElf. "'But, it may take a while. So, don't count on it anytime soon."

"Thanks! I'd really appreciate it, if it arrives sooner," said Smoke.

"But, let me just tell you this," said Ouragan. "Since I'm only a Beggar Evocati, I can only speculate."

Ouragan paused. "The reason the Brotherhood allowed King Gagnant XIII to rule was because he ruled all of his people fairly, including those he conquered. None of them were attacked by Orks ever again. Well, until he died that is."
 
 
   * * * * * *  
 
   


After he stepped out of his game pod, Nash tilted his head as far back as it could reach and let out a yawn.

CREAK CREAK CREAK

The sound of his spine cracking told him that he needed to do his Eskrima exercises.

'Sure hope those guys ride fast,' thought Nash, as he pictured out the Warrior Guard caravan he logged out from.

He had met the one-hundred Warrior Guards personally assigned by the King, and he gave them strict instructions on what to do before he left.

'Well, at least that one Guard looks reliable,' recalled Nash, as he pictured the Warrior in black who stopped him from entering through the western gates of Votl City. Surprisingly, he was one of the assigned men.

Placing his right foot firmly on the floor and the other over his head, Nash started doing his stretching exercises. It took him a good thirty-minutes, but it did not bother him as he scheduled a two-hour break from the virtual reality world.

Heading downstairs, Nash walked past his Grandmother's room and saw her used dishes outside it. He tried turning the knob, but again, her door was locked.

Although he had the keys to all the rooms of this house, he did not use it. He figured that his Mima would open it, whenever she feels like doing so.

'Besides, she always makes sure to put out her plates or leave a note that says she's doing fine,' he thought and reasoned with himself.

Once inside the kitchen, he quickly made himself a T-L-C sandwich and headed for the sofa to watch some television.

When the screen turned on, he saw a short-haired brunette in her early fifties. She was being interviewed in a talk show, hosted by Timmy Talon. Nash recognized her as the CEO of the Zectas conglomerate.
 
   =======
 
    
 
   "Does it bother you that there are numerous Virtual Reality Multiplayer games popping out after your success?" asked Timmy.

"To be blunt, no," replied Lisa Zuckerman. "Sure, our number of daily online players have dropped down by 30%, but it has never gone beyond that."

"I'm sure those players are just curious to see what the other games are like," she added. "But as you know, none of these new games have maintained their OPS for more than a month."

"Sorry, but I'm not quite familiar with that term," said Timmy. "What does OPS stand for?"

"Online Player Stats," replied Lisa with a smile. "There are more than ten games similar to Zectas right now, but we're still here and we're still strong."

Timmy nodded, as he listened to her. "And what do you think is the reason for your success?"

"Well, there are a number of things, but let me cite a couple of them," answered Lisa. "Cutting-edge realism, extremely comfortable game pods, and most of all, our human-like Artificial Intelligence Interactions. "

"Yeah, how exactly do you do that?" asked Timmy. "I've been inside the game. I mean, who hasn't? But during my time there, I could have sworn that the Zectians I've talked to were real live human beings."

Lisa giggled. "Sorry, Tim, I’m afraid I can't tell you that," replied Lisa. "Trade-secrets," she added with a shrug.

"Oh, alright. Just whisper it in my ear when we get off the air," said Timmy. "But for now let's move on to the reason you are here in the first place."

"Like I said, we've broadened our scope of business," said the Zectas CEO. "We've merged with famous companies like Androidyne, Admiral Autos, and Dream Life."

The host of the talk show then encouraged his live audience to clap.

"You know what I really like about all of this?" Timmy asked the CEO.

"No," she replied and shook her head while smiling. "What?"

"It's the numerous outreach programs you have done with each of your newly acquired companies," replied Timmy. "Especially the 'Touch your Dream and Run to your Future' project."

"Yeah, I like that one too," said Lisa. "Our government has graciously funded most of the autonomous-robotic-prosthetics for our soldiers and veterans. You know, the ones who were injured during their heroic service for our country."

She paused and turned to the audience. "However, there are also ordinary day to day citizens who greatly need these artificial limbs," she smiled before she went on. "And that's where that project comes in. Zectas, together with Adroidyne, shoulder the full expense for these everyday people."

"Can we show the pictures, please?" Timmy asked his director.

At once, the lights dimmed down and a large screen was lowered. It displayed pictures of happy children with robotic hands and feet. They gave out wide sincere smiles while they were walking, writing, and even running.

Shortly after, the screen moved up and the lights became brighter.

CLAP CLAP CLAP CLAP

"Now, that's what I'm talking about!" said Timmy, while strongly clapping his hands. "That's how you're supposed to use millions of dollars."

"Don't go spending it on a large mansion or some fancy car just for yourself," he added. "Buy these kids a pair of arms and legs instead."

Timmy's live audience clapped even louder.

"But what I really want to talk about is our latest project with the newest member of our family, Dream Life," began Lisa. "Basically, it's just an upgrade to their existing cryosleep technology."

"Cryosleep? What's that?" asked Timmy. "Is that something like crying yourself to sleep?"

Lisa chuckled. "No, no. It's putting a terminally ill patient into suspended animation. You know, in hopes of waiting for a future technology to cure their illness. Especially the ones that are still beyond our current medical discoveries."

"And what's the upgrade? Do they get to exercise while they're frozen popsicles, now?" asked Timmy.

"Well, in a way they could," replied Lisa. "You see, we've added our two technologies together. The Zectas Virtual Reality system, was inserted into the patients who are in cryosleep." 

She then turned to the studio audience. "This way, when they swim, they get the sense of being in the ocean. Thus, stimulating their muscles to flex, mimicing the activity. Biking, hiking, you name their dream state exercise and that's what they'll get."

"Wow! That sounds really interesting. And is that also free? Does your company sponsor that as well?" asked Timmy.

"Unfortunately, not anymore. We've already filled up all the free spots," explained Lisa. "But my good news is that this technology is now open to the public."

"And how do they do that?" asked the talk show host.

"Just visit any of our sites or call 1-800-dreamlife," answered Lisa.

"There you have it, Folks," said Timmy. "Please don't hesitate to call them if you want one of your irritable loved ones to be suspended in animation, while still being entertained."

Lisa giggled at Timmy, and nodded her head in agreement.

"I'm really sorry, Lisa, but we've run out of time," apologized Timmy. "I really wish we had more, but please do come back. You're welcome anytime."

"I'll take your word on that, Timmy," she replied. "Expect me to see here again next week."

"Certainly! I look forward to it," replied Timmy with a wide smile. "But before the Zectas CEO leaves, she thought that she should give you all something to take home with."

A large Zectas game pod was then brought out from behind the stage curtain. "Everyone here goes home with a brand new Zectas gamepod!" screamed Timmy, but the audience drowned his voice as they erupted in cheer.

"Well, I think they liked it, Lisa," said Timmy.

"I'm really glad they did," she replied. "Otherwise, I'd have a hard time carrying all of these home."

The two of them laughed and hugged.

"Lisa Zuckerman, Everybody!" he said to the audience.
 
 
   =======
 
   
Engrossed with what he was watching, Nash failed to notice the time. He barely had thirty-minutes left on his scheduled break. He hurriedly ran upstairs to get in a quick power nap before logging back into Zectas.
 
 
   * * * * * *  
 
   

Opening his eyes to see the orange skies of early dawn, Smoke sat up on the back of the carriage. As he had just logged back in, he stretched out all of his drowsiness. He scratched his cheek before placing the Paradox Mask over his face. He took a quick look around to see how the Warrior Guards have set up their camp.

'It looks secure enough,' he thought, pleased.

Checking his map, Smoke estimated that they were only one-hundred kilometers away from the temple.

"Good morning, Bon. Anything happened while I was out?" Smoke asked the man in black armor. The same Warrior Guard who stopped him from entering Votl City before.

"There were no attacks, Commander Faux," replied the Warrior Guard. He gave no trouble to Smoke and accepted his full authority over him and the rest of the Warrior Guards.

Smoke remembered how they questioned his entry into the city. Yet, now, all of them followed his orders without question. Thus, Smoke held no grudges against them.

"But there are two new arrivals who caught up with us," added Bon, and pointed to a LightElf and Lioumerean riding on top of dirus wolves.

'What are Xantana and Chouchou doing here?' wondered Smoke.

"Signal the men to prepare for breakfast," said Smoke.

"As you command, Commander Faux," replied Bon with a bow. "What should I tell them to cook?"

"Don't worry about it. I'll be the one cooking," said Smoke.

Cooking was a sure method of raising Intimacy with Zectians, and Smoke needed to increase his Intimacy Levels with these Guards posthaste.

However, Smoke did not begin preparing their meal just yet. Instead, he walked over to Xantana and Chouchou.

"Good morning, you two," greeted Smoke. "What are you doing here? And how did you find us?"

"We've been following you ever since you left Votl City," replied Chouchou.

"I just wanted to know if you were serious about what you said," interjected Xantana. "Are you really going to help us out?"

"I am, but I'm currently on an important mission," said Smoke.

"Yeah, we know," said Chouchou. "With these much Warrior Guards, it could only come from one of the higher ups. Was it Duke Fiable?"

"No, it wasn't him," replied Smoke. "Anyway, I was about to make breakfast. The two of you are welcome to stay, but after that I'm going to have to ask you to leave."

"Alright, we'll stay for breakfast," said Xantana.

Smoke turned around and went to his makeshift kitchen. He created a large clay-pan with his Earth Manipulation and lit the flames below with his Fire Manipulation.

"You were very sneaky hiding that Fire ability of yours," said Xantana, as both her and Chouchou watched him cook.

"But that old man was way sneakier than any of us," added Chouchou, refering to Ouragan. "Who could have known he could control Water?"

"Yeah, he really got me good," said Smoke, while putting on thick slices of bacon on his clay-pan. He cooked twenty-kilos of it in order to feed his men. He did not skimp on the ingredients as King Kajou had prepared a hefty cart of food supplies for him. All of which were from high end market places of the capital.

Moving with blitzing speed, Smoke removed the crispy bacon from his pan and placed them on several plates. With the clay-pan now greased with bacon-oil, he cracked dozens of eggs to go with their bacon.

'Guess this is one of the perks serving under the King,' thought Smoke, as he was used to eating only what he hunted. He licked his lips at the tasty breakfast before him.

"Alright, Everyone, grab a plate!" yelled Smoke to his Warrior Guards. "You too," he said to Xantana and Chouchou.

"Mmm, this is really tasty," said Chouchou. "I didn't know Duke Fiable was this rich."

Smoke did not respond to the Lioumerean's clear fishing attempt to find out his benefactor, and resumed enjoying his bacon and eggs.

"Faux, why do you do this?" asked Xantana. "Why feed your men the food that was just meant for you?"

"Food tastes better when shared," said Smoke in between mouthful of bacon.

Both the LightElf and tiger Lioumerean remained silent for the rest of their meal, and enjoyed the simple pleasure of savoring the tasty dish.

When they were done, the two of them prepared to leave.

"How about this? We help you out in this mission, and in return you help us out with Prime Wizard Trottel?" Xantana asked Smoke.

"Thanks for the offer, but I don't think I'll be needing your help on this one," said Smoke. "Maybe, some other time?"

Thinking about the menial task of guarding the temple, he planned to set up these Warrior Guards there, increase the defenses around it, and then return to the city.

"Really? Are you sure? Aren't you about to go rescue a village or something?" asked Chouchou. "What with all these Warriors here?"

"You would think that, but no," replied Smoke. He paused and thought about their problem. He truly wanted to help them out, and he thought he might have found a solution. "Tell you what," began Smoke. "After I'm done here. I'll ask the man I'm working for, to look into your situation."

"Hmm. A Duke of a city should have some sway," said Xantana. "But I'm not sure if he could influence the Prime Wizard of a different city."

"Don't worry about that," replied Smoke. "He definitely has authority over Trottel."

Both Xantana and Chouchou looked at him with a bewildered expression.

"Alright, I'll trust you to do that," said Xantana. She then turned to her Lioumerean lover. "Honey, can you please bring out our other offering for Faux."

Chouchou nodded and got out a simple wooden box.

Smoke wondered what offering the two of them brought. His eyes widened when he saw the treasure hidden inside the humble container.

The tiger Lioumerean then took out three books bounded by thick leather. Smoke slanted his head to the side and read 'Flame Arrows,' 'Flame Shield,' and 'Comet.'

"As you now have control over Fire, I thought that something like this would be useful to you," said Xantana.

By manipulating his fireballs, Smoke had made his own variation of the Flame Arrows. Yet, he was curious if there was any difference to this ability tome.

"You're giving all of this to me?" confirmed Smoke.

"Yes, think of it as an early thank you gift," replied Xantana. "I trust that you will do good by what you said."

"Wait, I can't guarantee how effective talking to my current boss would be," said Smoke, and stepped backwards from his beloved ability tomes.

"We know that, Faux, but we're hopeful that it will be," added Chouchou and gave all three books to him.

"Well, if you guys are sure about this," said Smoke and thanked them.

With that, Xantana and Chouchou left Smoke's encampment. They had left as quickly as they arrived.

After seeing them disappear over the horizon, Smoke quickly got out one of the ability tomes.

A notification window popped up as soon as he touched the tome entitled 'Flame Arrows.'
 
    
 
    
     
     
       
       	 ! Conflicting Abilities !

You already have an existing ability similar to this tome.
Do you want to override current ability? [YES/NO]
  
      
 
     
    
 
   
 
   
'Should I?' he wondered. He would have preferred to compare both abilities, but there was no way for him to know the information inside the ability tome, unless he acquired its knowledge.

'Well, the current one is still only Beginner Level 8. Besides, it won't take me that long to reach that level again,' debated Smoke with himself.

He then clicked the 'YES' button and a new notification window popped up.
 
    
 
    
     
     
       
       	 + Learned Ability: Flame Arrows
    Active
    Level: Beginner Level 1
    Experience: (0/1,000)

    Effects:
    > Upgrades ordinary basic fireballs to flaming arrows.
    > Damage: 3,000
    
    Notes:
    > Speed and Damage increases as level increases
    > MP Consumption increases as level increases
    > MP Consumption: 300 MP
  
      
 
     
    
 
   
 
   
"Yes!" shouted Smoke. He clenched his fist in victory.

'It has twice the MP consumption of my own version, but it also has twice the damage,' he observed, pleased with his decision.

Next, he quickly grabbed the next ability tome. A leather book entitled 'Flame Shield.'

'This must be the barrier that Xantana used,' he surmised.
 
    
 
    
     
     
       
       	 + Learned Ability: Flame Shield
    Active
    Level: Beginner Level 1
    Experience: (0/1,000)

    Effects:
    > Creates a barrier made out of flames.
    > Deflects both basic magical/physical attacks below intermediate level

    Notes:
    > Size and Durability increases as level increases
    > Deflection performance increases as level increases
    > MP Consumption: 2,000 MP/second
  
      
 
     
    
 
   
 
   
Eager to see the ability in action, Smoke whispered to his metal orb. "We're going to have to Synergize."

Igniz then let out a faint purple light of acknowledgement.

Purple smoke emitted out from his DarkElf skin, and Smoke extended his right palm as he activated the Flame Shield. A disappointing flat-circular flame with a diameter of less than half a meter appeared.

Smoke's shoulder shrank and he guffed after he tried out the Flame Shield ability.

'This defensive ability can't even hold a candle against my Manatl,' he discerned, as he compared the two abilities.

'But who knows, maybe it will come in handy someday,' he hoped, trying to be an optimist.

He then grabbed the last of the three ability tomes.
 
    
 
    
     
     
       
       	 + Learned Ability: Comet
    Active
    Level: Beginner Level 1
    Experience: (0/1,000)

    Effects:
    > Calls down a large comet from the heavens,
      and creates a deep crater with residual flames.
    > Damage Calculation:
    * 50,000 on direct impact
    * 300 per second of burning damage from residual flames

    Notes:
    > Size and Damage increases as level increases
    > MP Consumption decreases as level increases
    > Casting time may be reduced by high Dexterity stat
    > MP Consumption: 300,000 MP
  
      
 
     
    
 
   
 
   
"Now, this is what I'm talking about!" he said out loud after learning the Comet ability.

'This should be perfect against mobs,' he thought, as he remembered Crucibelle's own dastardly attack.

He would have wanted to try it out, but that would require him to move farther away from the Warrior Guards.

'There will be other times to test this out,' he thought.

With all three ability tomes consumed, Smoke then called out to Bon. "Alright, let's pack up, and move out."
 
 
   * * * * * *  
 
   


After two more days of riding through barren deserts, Smoke and the Guard Warriors spotted greenery.

He expected to see pomegranate trees, but was surprised to see that he was wrong. Colorful yellow flowers that grew out from the thick bushes greeted them into the forest.
 
    
 
    
     
     
       
       	 + Entered the Forest of Malentendu

    A serene and peaceful forest in the heart of the Sawtorn Continent.
  
      
 
     
    
 
   
 
   
Seeing the lack of information about resident monsters or level requirements, Smoke assumed that this was a safe place.

"We're almost there," said Smoke to his party of Warrior Guards.

Enlarging the window of his map, he double checked the direction of where they were headed. "This way," said Smoke, as he lead his party forward.

Without a large sword at his disposal, he asked two Warriors to walk in front of him. He needed them to hack off the thick vines and wide palmera leaves blocking their path.

He estimated that it would take them half an hour to reach the temple, but the abundant plant-life in the forest impeded their advance.

It was a solid hour before they finally caught a glimpse of the temple.

Mesmerized by the three-story monument, Smoke stopped to take in all of its beauty. It was mostly made of pure white marble, but the two golden torch stands, which stood over three-meters, accented the gold linings and decorative etchings on the temple.

'It looks more older than five-hundred years,' observed Smoke. 'Didn't Kajou's Grandfather lived less than a hundred years ago?'

He led his men forward, towards the white building.

As soon as Smoke stepped on its marble floor, another notification window popped up.
 
    
 
    
     
     
       
       	  + Entered Temple of Xantico

    A symbol of peace and cooperation between the Kingdoms of Vitzytl and Thanotl.
  
      
 
     
    
 
   
 
   
There, at the center of the temple, were wide marble steps which led to a blocked doorway all the way to the top of the third floor. 

From far away, Smoke used his Telefax Vision to see the golden phoenix embossed at the center of the blocked passage. This structure reminded him of the ancient Mayan pyramids, only smaller and paler.

"Alright, I want a five-hundred meter perimeter check around the temple," said Smoke. "Bon, you oversee everything from the ground floor."

"As you Command," replied Bon and started to leave. "But what about you, Commander? What will you be doing?"

"I'm going to look around the temple," replied Smoke. "You know, so I could check if there are any boobytraps."

"Of course," said Bon, and saluted him before disseminating his orders to the other Warrior Guards.

Free to move around the temple, Smoke ran up its steps and went closer to check on the blocked passage.

The golden phoenix embossed on the marble door looked similar to the brooch he had on.

'Looks like the goddess Xantico, alright,' thought Smoke.

Then, he noticed a writing etched on the lower right corner of the door.

"Your outlook will change when you change your perspective," read Smoke out loud.

'Does this mean change my point of view?' wondered Smoke to himself.

Then, Bon arrived to give the Warrior Guards' update.

"We've done our preliminary search of the area, and found nothing suspicious," reported Bon.

"Very good," replied a slightly startled Smoke. "Why don't you tell everyone to make camp at the foot of the temple."

"Yes, Sir!" replied Bon. "By the way, Commander Faux, what exactly are we doing here, anyway?"

"You are going to defend this place," replied Smoke. "The fate of the entire kingdom depends on your guarding prowess."

"Defend it against what, Sir?" asked Bon.

"Robbers!" replied Smoke, and turned around to study the blocked door again.

"What? But there's no one here?" questioned Bon. "I'd safely claim that we're the only souls here in the forest."

"Then, you and your men are up for an easy job," replied Smoke, and dismissed the Warrior Guard.

Left alone, Smoke returned to his musings on the temple writing.

"Change my perspective, huh?" he mumbled to himself.

Since the Warrior Guards were busy setting up their camp, Smoke thought he could risk taking an aerial view of the temple.

'Besides, I already have over 80 Intimacy with most of them,' he thought with assurance.

Using his Hyper Jump ability, Smoke propelled himself upward and stuck his Claws of Chiroptera to one of the tall trees near the temple.

He thought about gliding, but the forest canopy obstructed his view. So, he settled for hanging on top from a tree instead.

From above, Smoke saw that the temple resembled a phoenix with its wings tucked tight. The obstructed entrance was actually the tail of the magnificent edifice.

'This can't be it,' thought Smoke, examining the the marble structure. 'There has to be something more than this.'

He removed his Paradox Mask and tried to wipe the frustration from his face. Yet, it proved to be ineffective.

Scratching his head for ideas, Smoke decided to study the phoenix temple some more, searching for a connection on what was written on the blocked doorway.

'I have to change my perspective...' he repeatedly thought in his head.

'A change in perspective means to change one's view,' he surmised. 'But what if...'

Using the evolved ability of his Cunning of the Dire Fox - Extra Sensory, Smoke focused all of his mana into his eyes.

It was a costly ability at 100,000 MP per use and additional 10,000 MP per second after activation.

At once, his eyes turned golden and became that of a dire fox's. As he could see the energy flowing out of the temple, it appeared as if the white phoenix came to life. Its eyes twinkled
and he knew that he needed to get a closer look.

Excited, Smoke leapt down from the tall tree and rushed towards the phoenix's eyes. Upon inspection, he realized that the eyes were actually receptacles. He touched it and triggered a notification window.
 
    
 
    
     
     
       
       	 - Requires: [1] Florissant Brooch & [1] Nanti Pin
  
      
 
     
    
 
   
 
   
"What?" asked Smoke out loud. 'Why would Florissant's Brooch be involved in this? Didn't King Gagnant XIII create this temple himself?'

Removing his Journeyman Emblem, Xantico's Inheritance instantly faded out of his equipment. The red flaming luster disappeared from his brown cloak and pants, and now they looked even more tattered. He then placed the brooch into the right eye of the phoenix.

CLINK

Smoke grinned widely after he heard the distinct sound of a perfect fit.

'Now, what in the world is a Nanti Pin?' he wondered.

Putting back the Journeyman Emblem on him, the flames of Xantico's Inheritance reappeared on his worn items.

'I need to learn more about this temple,' thought an excited Smoke. He welcomed the distraction of a new development after his bust with finding the real Magietrois Florissant.

With his inspection of Xantico's Temple completed, Smoke began planning on how to improve the defenses around it.

On the next day, after he fed the Warrior Guards, Smoke created a square earth-wall around the temple. It was four-meters tall and two-meters thick. He made good use of the thick trees and blended his wall well.

Afterwards, he created pit traps with long sharp spikes on the bottom. He scattered it outside the perimeter of his earth-wall.

Completing a day of heavy Earth Manipulation, Smoke scaled the same tall tree and appreciated the fruits of his labor.

Seeing the defenses around the Temple of Xantico, he marveled at his own work and gave out a smirk.

As he planned to leave that night, Smoke rushed back down to start making his final supper for the Warrior Guards.

It took him less than thirty-minutes to whip up a delicious meal fit for royalty. His hundred man party huddled around him as they ate together.

Suddenly, Bon got everybody's attention.

"Commander Faux, in behalf of everyone, I would like to thank you for everything that you've done," began Bon. "I know that we've only been together for a couple of days, but we've never had a more trustworthy Commander such as you."

Then, a notification window popped up.
 
    
 
    
     
     
       
       	 + Intimacy with Bon and the rest of the Warrior Guards has risen to 'Revered Leader'
  
      
 
     
    
 
   
 
   
"No, I'm the one that should be thanking you," said Smoke. "And I hope that your stay here will be peaceful."

As most of the Warrior Guards resumed eating, Bon spoke to Smoke with a lowered volume. "By the way, I'm sorry for the way I acted earlier."

"Huh? What did you do?" asked Smoke.

"I mean from when I met you the first time," explained Bon. "I should have known better than to judge you by your looks."

"Oh, don't worry about it," replied Smoke. "I get that a lot. What's important is that you'll lead your fellow Warriors well."

After settling in the one-hundred Warrior Guards in the Temple of Xantico, Smoke bade them all farewell and good luck. He left Malentendu Forest on foot, and when he sensed that no one was following him, Smoke leapt up and glided back towards Votl City.
 
 
   * * * * * *  
 
   

Excited with his discovery of the Florissant Journeyman receptacle, Smoke glided fast with the winds. He rode them at top speed, wanting to know more about the Temple of Xantico.

'Nanti Pin,' he chanted in his mind, curious as to what it could be.

Two hours passed, and Smoke was already halfway to Votl City. Still filled with his musings on the connection of the temple to Florissant.

Suddenly, he got distracted when he spotted several large dust clouds gathering on the far north.

Enlarging the window of his map, Smoke found out that there was no city, no village, not even an OrkElf colony up in that direction. There was supposed to be nothing there but the barren Mountain ranges of Tagung.

'I'm so far high up, it shouldn't hurt to investigate,' he reasoned.

With one large twisting motion of his Wings of Cologus, he changed his direction and headed for the desolate ridges.

As he got nearer, he melded his mana with Igniz and used his Telefax Vision to zoom in on what was causing the dust clouds.

Focusing in closer and closer, Smoke trembled at their sight. He estimated more than two hundred-thousand Orks riding on dirus wolves, which were three times larger than normal. Yet, the ones who were running after them on foot, number about five times as much. A tidal wave of green savage monsters equipped with mauls, mallets, axes, and other double-handed great weapons. The other terrifying thing about the Orks was that a single one of the UrukHais was as tall as one story house.

As he scrutinized the massive horde further, Smoke realized that the ones who were running, were actually much smaller.

Opening his acquired knowledge window on Orks, Smoke discerned that these two-meter tall versions were from the Ork Tribe called MoriHai. They were said to be the scavengers of the Orks. These smaller green monsters would often ransack the villages that were previously attacked by the stronger Orks.

'This is what Ouragan was anxious about,' Smoke thought. 'The Ork Tribes working with one another.'

As he followed them towards the mountain ranges of Tagung, Smoke spotted a large circular formation made up of Orks.

'They were gathering on the foot of one of its mountain. I need to get closer. I need to know why these two Ork Tribes are here,' decided Smoke with conviction.

Synergizing with Igniz, he increased his gliding speed by creating a lift of hot air below him. He had experimented on this before, but found it wasteful in term of mana consumption, as it barely dented the experienced bar on his Fire Manipulation. Its sudden burst of speed, however, proved useful for times like this.

Landing far away from the gathered Orks, Smoke got out his Digger's Wand and dug a tunnel towards the green monster council.

With his Earth Manipulation now at Master Level, excavating a passageway one kilometer in length was a trivial task for him.

Using his Cunning of the Dire Fox to guide him, Smoke stopped when he was directly above the council of UrukHai and MoriHai. In order to hear them better, he drilled a miniscule hole right under their feet with his Earth Manipulation.

"Nagkar tapukir tarar drei parar migbago tag Generalir," said one of the Orks.

'Oh, that's right! They talk in Orkish!' remembered Smoke, and slapped the forehead area of his mask.

"Nyar kinsari nimani angir efuli? Sa tanir Colonier?" said another Ork.

With no idea what they were talking about, Smoke pressed the timeframe button. He wanted to record this and translate it with an Orkish to Human language translation app. Of course, he does not have the app yet, as it was expensive and never needed it before.

"Akir asur Colonier, Wertlosmorder, Akir vutar si Wertolosvati! Syar angir efuli! Syar langi angi andunayir katungdiri." added another Ork.

"Akir, Wertlosrauber, uyunir kanir Wertlosmorder's pagvuto. Ikuwa Vergewaltiger?"

"Valhallir moir drei. Vastur makir iyotar akir. Walviri kun kinsari angir efuli Generalir."

His ears piqued as soon as he heard the familiar name. Wertlosvati was the name of Cynar's father, the Ork Colonel who got away.

The Orks went on mentioning Wertlosvati's name. Smoke listened in on to thirty-minutes more of this conversation, until he recognized another word.

"Sulingir natur angir Votl! Kuran na akir na angir onying amo!" screamed an Ork.

A few pieces of loose rubble fell on Smoke's face, as a thunderous cheer erupted on the surface.

'What on the world are they talking about Votl?' wondered Smoke, but whatever it was, he knew that it was not anything good.

With more than thirty-minutes of conversation to translate, Smoke logged out from inside his newly created tunnel.
 
 
   * * * * * *  
 
   

An invigorated Nash stepped out of the game pod. It had been a while that he was this excited to leave the realm of virtual reality.

He sat on his chair and hurriedly turned on his computer. Searching through the Zectas website, Nash clicked on the Orkish translation app.

"$3,500!" exclaimed Nash.

'Who in the world would buy this thing?' he wondered in disbelief. He then found the number of times the app was bought and saw its counter displayed one.

He debated within himself whether the conversation he heard from the Orks was worth that much. Even if he did learn the Orkish language from a book inside Zectas, there was no way for him to convert a language that he heard before. This was the only way for him to understand the green giants of Sawtorn.

'Looks like I'm going to be schmuck number two then,' he thought and added the Ork translation app to his cart.

After installing it and integrating it with his recorded video from the tunnel, another button appeared, <Translate Orkish Language>. A myriad of language options popped up, and Nash clicked on the English button.

"We've gathered here today, to elect a new General."

"And who do you think is worthy to be one? Which one from the four Colonels?"

"As one of the Colonels, I, Wertlosmorder, support Wertlosvati! He is the only one in my opinion who could lead the Orks to be great again."

"I, Wertlosrauber, second Wertlosmorder's opinion. What about you Vergewaltiger?"

"Do whatever you want. As long as I get to raid places with pretty Elves, I don't care who takes up the post of General."

Nash listened on to their conversation on finalizing Wertlosvati's promotion to be General of the UrukHai.

Then, he heard the next highlight of the Ork Summit.

"Now, that I am elected as your General, we will stop our petty attacks on villages! Let us invade their capital Votl!"

Nash assumed that it was Wertlosvati talking.

"Together with our MoriHai brothers, we shall storm their city and lay waste to their entire Kingdom!"

After hearing his translated video, Nash hurriedly shut down his computer. He ran downstairs and drank a glass of water.

"What's wrong, Nash?" suddenly asked Donny from behind him.

Distracted by the Ork's plan to invade Votl, Nash failed to notice his youngest brother eating a bowl of cereal in the kitchen.

"I think there's going to be a big war in Sawtorn really soon," replied Nash.

"Isn't that a good thing?" asked Donny. "Don't you get an insane amount of gold and experience during those kinds of events?"

"You do, if you're on the winning side," replied Nash. "Otherwise, it could mean total annihilation."

"Great! Then, just be on the winning side," said Donny.

Nash stared at his brother, dumbfounded. "You're right. Thanks, Donny, I better go back in and make sure that happens."
 
 
   * * * * * *  
 
   

Traveling at his fastest, Smoke exhausted most of his mana as he boosted his flight speed in his synergized state.

He found himself back in Votl City and immediately headed for the King's Castle.

At the heart of the amethyst city, stood the capital of the capital, King Kajou's castle. From above, Smoke saw the massive maze garden, four swimming pools, a horse track, and a ten-meter tall statue of the current King himself.

'Palatial,' was the only word that came to mind.

Learning from experience, Smoke did not intrude inside the castle walls. Instead, he landed in front of its gates.

"Halt! State your name and your business here!" said a Warrior Guard in black.

'Not this again,' groaned Smoke.

"I'm here to see the King. My name is Faux. Finalist of the…" began Smoke, but was interjected.

"That's Sir Faux!" said another Warrior Guard and pushed the other to the side.

"A pleasure to meet you in person, Sir Faux," said the Guard and shook Smoke's hand. "Sorry about this guy. He doesn't follow the Magi Gagnant Tournament."

'Wow! I didn't know I had fans,' thought a surprised Smoke, remembering how the audience in Pulper arena heckled and booed him.

"And apparently, doesn't even bother to read the daily instructions," added the Warrior Guard. "Didn't you read the memorandum that Sir Faux was to be allowed entry into the Castle anytime?"

The ignorant Guard shrank back. "I read it," he said shamefully. "But I had no idea who he was."

"Fine, fine, just let me in already," said Smoke. "I need to see the King, now!"

Escorted by the Warrior Guard who adored him, Smoke was rushed inside. The walk across the expansive castle grounds took a few minutes, but despite his rush he failed to notice the time, distracted by the expensive decorations.

'Just how many Avendre Mercenaries' debts could I pay off, if I sold that statue?' wondered Smoke, looking at a pure golden sculpture.

After ten minutes, Smoke found himself waiting behind the throne room door.

"Wait here, Sir Faux. I'll inform the court adjutant of your arrival," said the Warrior Guard.

"Alright, thanks," replied Smoke and waited to be announced.

It took longer than he expected for his name to be called. Then, he heard the sound of what he discerned to be a heavy staff against the floor.

TUG TUG TUG

The throne room door was then opened.

Smoke expected to see a crowd of nobles inside the King's court, but found it empty. Only King Kajou, who sat on his throne, awaited him.

"Faux! That was quicker than I expected," said the King. "Where's Ouragan? Did he stay behind the temple?"

"Um, no," replied Smoke. He paused as he thought about what to tell the Monarch. "He went back earlier ahead of me. After we secured the temple, of course."

"Of course," said the King. "So, were there any robbers there? Is the temple still in its pristine condition?"

Before Smoke could answer, the King went on and stroked his beard. He quickly bit his lips and stopped himself from talking. He stared down at the floor, as he tried to push away the cringe-worthy image of King Kajou stroking his long nose hairs along with his beard.

"Well, Faux? I'm waiting for your answer," said King Kajou.

Smoke looked up and found that the King had stopped touching himself. "I'm afraid that it is covered by a thick forest and needs a bit of dusting up," replied Smoke.

"And what of the inside?" further inquired the King.

"I don't know," answered Smoke. "The temple is completely sealed."

"Is it, really?" said the King. "Hm. Guess I'll have to find another vacation spot for this year's anniversary."

"I beg your pardon?" asked Smoke, confused whether he heard the King correctly.

"I was actually looking for an exotic place for me and the missus," explained King Kajou.

'All of this was for securing his vacation spot?' thought Smoke. 'How selfish could he be?'

"But your, Majesty, I had the Warrior Guards remain there," reasoned Smoke, recalling the subordinates he left behind. "Should we call them back?"

"No, let them stay there for a while," said the King. "Who knows? Maybe there will be thieves there."

Then, a notification window popped up.
 
    
 
    
     
     
       
       	 + Completed Quest: On Call Security Guard

You have successfully secured the secret Temple of Xantico.

Rewards:
* Intimacy with King Kajou has increased to 60
* 50,000 experience points
  
      
 
     
    
 
   
 
   
'What? This is all I get for almost a week of doing that Quest?' thought Smoke in disbelief. 'The Intimacy with the King barely even moved.'

"Now, if you're done with your report, you can leave," ordered King Kajou, and dismissed Smoke with a wave of his hand.

"Wait, your Highness!" exclaimed Smoke, overwhelmed by his emotions.

"You dare raise your voice to me?" threatened the King, standing up to his full height of 142 centimeters. "Do you know who I am?"

Smoke quickly lowered his head to the throne room floor and begged. "Please forgive me, your Majesty. But I have urgent news, and you need to hear it."

King Kajou sat back down on his throne and guffed. "You're lucky that I've taken a liking to you," he said. "Otherwise, you would have been exiled from my entire kingdom."

"Thank you for your benevolence, your Highness," said Smoke.

"Well, go on then," said King Kajou. "What is this urgent news that I have to desperately hear?"

"It's about the Ork Horde," began Smoke. "The UrukHai and MoriHai Tribes have joined forces and they're planning on invading Votl City soon."

Smoke then explained what he heard on the Ork Summit further. King Kajou shriveled into his throne, profusely sweating. He kept on stroking his beard, but Smoke failed to notice and kept on talking. Yet, despite this, the King did not stop Smoke. He allowed him to continue with his imperative update.

"Are you really sure of this?" King Kajou asked Smoke. "How do you even know how to speak Orkish?"

"Well, I know a little bit," Smoke lied, but he planned on acquiring a book on the Orkish language soon after.

"Then, we better call all the kingdom Generals here at once," said the King.

The short Ruler of Vitzytl stood up and walked over to a piece of red rope dangling high from the ceiling. He had to stand on his toes to reach its tip.

Looking at it, Smoke noticed that the rope stood out of place in the entire throne room.

KLANG-KLONG KLONG-KLANG KLANG-KLONG KLONG-KLANG

"Forgive me, your Highness, but what is that sound?" asked Smoke.

"Those are the sounds of misery and death," replied King Kajou, "Those are the war bells which have not been rung for almost a hundred years."

SHUP PLOP SHUP SHUP

Suddenly, Smoke's Cunning of the Dire Fox picked up four new individuals. He turned around and saw two elderly HighElves, one long-haired tiger Lioumerean, and a DarkElf.

To his surprise, Smoke knew all of them by name. They were Eleve, Ouragan, Trottel, and surprisingly enough, Chrysopelea.

"What are you doing here, Chrys?" Smoke asked the only other Sonstwelter in the room.

"It's a long story," answered Chrys. "Basically, after the tournament was over, I went over to Vectas City and challenged its Prime Wizard for the title."

"I read that I could get summoned by the King," added Chrys. "I just never thought that it would be so soon."

'So, all of them are the Prime Wizards of Vitzytl and the current Magietrois Florissant,' surmised Smoke.

"That was not a long story," interjected Trottel, flipping his long orange hair covering his tiger Lioumerean face. "And you don't have to be proud in defeating Credule. He was clearly the weakest of all the Prime Wizards. He was so weak, that he didn't even bother to enter the competition."

"What's going on here, Faux?" Eleve asked Smoke, ignoring the ramblings of Trottel.

However, King Kajou screamed, interrupting Smoke's chance of answering Eleve. "We're under attack by the Ork Horde!" exclaimed the King.

"Under my orders, I've asked Faux here to investigate on the Ork Horde," blurted out the King. "As you all know from Ouragan's adamant reminders, the Orks have largely grown in size. Thankfully, my foresight and quick thinking allowed us to prepare for their incoming attack."

King Kajou then turned to Smoke. "Faux, why don't you take it from here, and explain what you found out."

Despite wearing his Paradox Mask, Smoke's mouth fell open. He could not believe the audacity of the King to claim all of this, but he let it pass and turned to the gathered Prime Wizards and Magietrois Florissant.

"I stumbled upon the Ork Summit..." began Smoke, and retold his discovery a second time.

After a good hour of explanation, everyone of the room was caught up-to-date.

"So, what do we do now?" Smoke asked both Eleve and Ouragan.

The old HighElf Prime Wizard was the first one to speak.

"I actually knew of an Ork Summit happening, but my men and I never found out where and when it was going to be," began Ouragan. "Due to this, I have gathered 10,000 Warriors from Vona City and 20,000 Wizards, Mages, Elementalist and Summoners."

Trottel quickly chimed in. "I also have prepared for such an event like this," said the tiger Lioumerean. "I have 2,000 Warriors and 4,000 Mages, Wizards and of folks of the same sort."

"But isn't that the standing army you have when you become a Prime Wizard?" asked Chrys. "I know because I was so proud when I received the notification."

"That doesn't matter," said Trottel. "All that matters is, that I have a standing army ready and willing to fight for your Highness," he said to the King.

"Then, I have that same army as well," Chrys added and faced the King.

"I did not give you permission to talk to me directly," King Kajou said to Chrys. "I guess Sonstwelters just don't have any manners."

"Anyway, what about you, Magietrois Florissant?" asked the King. "What do you have to offer us?"

"Ahem," Eleve cleared her throat. "As the 16th Magietrois Florissant, I have 40,000 Automaton Iron Knights at my disposal. Unfortunately, I don't have any mages to offer. Well, Except for Faux, he is the only one other than myself who is a student of Magietrois Florissant."

"So, that's where you got your Fire Powers," said Chrys out loud. "Nice!" he added, and gave Smoke a knowing nod.

"No, I have other plans for Faux," said the King.  

"I'll issue a royal proclamation summoning both Zectians and Sonstwelters a like to sign up in the service of the kingdom," began King Kajou. "Next, I'll assign Magietrois Florissant as the Prime-General of this army and the other Prime Wizards as her Vice-Generals."

King Kajou then turned to Smoke. "Faux, according to my Grandfather, we only need three Vice-Generals, but he is already dead and the times have changed."

Smoke's eyebrow raised, confused at what Kajou was getting at.

The King then turned to Smoke and said. "Faux, you are going to be my fourth Vice-General."
 
    
 
    
     
     
       
       	 + Kingdom Quest: On Call Kingdom Guard
    Protection Quest
    Level: S

    King Kajou of Vitzytl Kingdom has asked you, Ouragan, Eleve, Trottel, and Chrys
    to protect Vitzytl Kingdom from the invading Ork Horde.
    Once the Orks have been defeated, you may return and report to the King.
    
    Note:
    > Any major damage to the Kingdom's cities will result in a high decline of Intimacy with the King

    [Quest Forcibly Accepted]
  
      
 
     
    
 
   
 
   
Smoke instantly lowered his head and said. "Thank you, your Highness, I promise not to disappoint you."

'Looks like getting that slight Intimacy boost with the King paid off after all,' thought a relieved Smoke. He was hoping to actively take part in this war. He feared for the safety of the ordinary Zectian residents, but most especially for the OrkElves scattered in the pomegranate settlements.

"Alright then, all of you go out and make preparations for the Orks arrival!" exclaimed the King, and dismissed all of them.

Both Eleve and Ouragan pulled Smoke towards them, wanting more explanation on what he knew about the Orks' invasion.

As they were about to leave the throne room, Smoke heard the tiger Lioumerean lamenting. "Pfft. What a lucky guy to be made Vice-General just because he became a finalist," spouted Trottel.

Smoke stopped, and excused himself from Eleve and Ouragan.

"Sorry, I'll catch up with you two," said Smoke. "There's something important I forgot," he said and walked back towards the Monarch.

"Oh, Faux, what is it?" asked King Kajou. "Is there anything else?"

"Actually, yes," replied Smoke. "Your Highness, how do you feel about interracial marriages?"

King Kajou raised both his hands in confusion. "What? What does that have to do with the Ork invasion?"

"It's not really connected, per se, but I think it could help increase the morale of my men," replied Smoke.

"Hm. Well, if you must know, of course I approve of it!" declared the King. "I am born from a Human Father and a Gnome Mother, but I do not hold it against my father."

Behind his Paradox Mask, Smoke let out a wide grin.

"Great! Then, let me tell you something about an ordinance created in Vlahui City," began Smoke, and told the King of Trottel's stand against interracial marriages. 
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter Ten:
 
    A Sea of Green Giants
 
   

An excited Nash spent thirty-minutes cleaning up his room. The bed was made, his laundry were out of sight, and his Zectas game pod polished to a shine.

Sherry was going to arrive anytime soon. It was her first time to visit his house, and they planned to watch his battles in the 999th Magi Gagnant Tournament.

Also, he wanted to ask her opinion on what to put up next for his video, as he was running out of ideas.

"Nash! Sherry's here!" called out Seth from downstairs.

Sprinting down the flight of steps, taking two of them double-quick, Nash arrived in their living room in record time.

"Hey, I thought you won't be here for another five minutes," said Nash. He came in for a tight hug and a quick peck on the lips.

"Oh, sorry. Were you still doing something?" she asked.

"Nah, not really. Just wanted to be the one to greet you, is all," replied a giddy Nash. "Anyway, let's go up stairs."

As they walked up the steps, they heard Seth's voice. "Don't do anything foolish, you Two. Remember Mima is right down the hall!"

Nash and Sherry laughed, and headed into his room.

"So? What do you want to watch first?" Nash asked Sherry.

"The very first one, of course!" she replied. "Who was your first opponent, again?"

"The Prime Wizard of Vlahui City, Trottel," answered Nash. "He's a cocky tiger Lioumerean, who uses Lightning."

Nash pulled his computer chair for Sherry to sit on, while he stood and watched from behind her.

One by one, the two of them reviewed his matches in the Tournament. Until finally, they saw Ouragan freeze him in a block of ice.

"That was a great battle! And that Fire Manipulation ability… looks really powerful," said an excited Sherry. "Bet it costs a lot of mana though."

Nash gave her a sheepish smile. She was right, he still had a long way to go in order to use his Fire Manipulation more naturally.

"Anyway, what really happened when I called you during the Tournament?" asked Nash, changing the subject. "I've been asking for a while now, but you still haven't told me anything."

Sherry let out a deep sigh. "I don't know how to say this, but Mamelon lost a lot of her Avendre Mercenaries."

"What! How?" asked Nash with a stricken expression. "Exactly how many did she lose?"

"She lost a little less than seven-hundred men," she replied.

"How could she have been so careless?" asked Nash. "She should have known better than to take any unnecessary risks! How else could she have lost that many!"

"Nash, calm down," said Sherry in her softest voice.

"How can you say that!" he asked, enraged. "And why did you keep this from me, for this long?"

He then walked over to his game pod. "I have half the mind to call her right now."

"Nash calm down!" she shouted and sprang up from the computer chair. "Don't you dare start throwing your tantrum at me! You're not a kid!" she said, as she pointed her fingers at him.

Nash fell silent, and subconsciously backed away from her. "Of course, I'm not a kid. Why would you say that?"

"Every time something like this happens, you always blow things out of proportion," began Sherry. "I thought you already had that hot head of yours under wraps?"

"Do you want me to leave? Is that it?" she threatened. "Because I will."

"No, no. Of course not..." said a calmer Nash. "Sorry, it was just..."

He paused and walked closer to her.

"Please sit down," he begged. "I'm calm, see?" he said and helped her take a seat.

"So, what happened?" he asked with restraint.

"First, you should know that Mamelon was not being reckless with the lives of the Avendre," began Sherry. "She was out capturing dirus wolves when it happened."

She took a deep breath, and clenched her fist. "She was ambushed by Macher and Sagen."

Nash's eyes fully opened. "Sagen? You don't mean—"

"Yeah, the same one," replied Sherry. "Apparently, he didn't learn his lesson from last time."

She paused and looked at him.

"What?" he asked, confused.

"Nothing, just checking your reaction," she said. "His guild members have grown theirs numbers too."

"Numbers don't matter, if they're all made of lousy members," replied Nash.

"Oh, and there's one more thing," she added. She faced the computer screen, and quickly browsed through the Zectas website. "Now, this is sort of an iffy news."
 
 
    
     
     
       
       	 Shin: Anyone here saw the Magi Gagnant Tournament in Vitztyl? It looked great, but almost all the fights were obstructed.

Cashew: Where did that happen? Never heard of that Tournament. Is that for Knights?

PentaKiller: It's in the Sawtorn Continent. Like @Shin said, the Vitzytl Kingdom. I would have participated, but I can't leave my village alone. Orks are running rampant in those part.

ErcleX: @PentaKiller, you own a village? Or does your guild own it?

Edel: I wish there were Tournaments for Knights in the main cities. Vitzytl is a good place for Mages, but not so much for Knights.

Manita: Ha! Shut up Edel! I know how you've monopolized the guild leaderships between you and your fellow Paladin Lords!

KSKing: @Manilta, I don't understand? What do you mean?

Manita: You too, KSKing! I know all about you guys. You exploit the weaknesses of the Mages' against melee attacks, and tax them insane amounts of zecs.

Edel: Anyway, Have you guys heard about the new DarkElf in town? Smoke is now a thing of the past, along with that Tristan jerk!

KSKing: You're talking about Faux, right? Yeah, I saw his fight. I must admit I was cheering for him to lose, but the guy surprised me. I bet if he made videos, the views would go through the roof!

ProfessorXectas: Wait, let me get this straight. You're saying that Smoke and Tristan are out of the running and Amahan is the only one set to be number 1?

Edel: Hm. I don't think you could consider Smoke to be in the contest. He was just some flavor of the month who made some interesting videos, and even that he's been falling short lately.

Baskog: I'll give you that one, Edel. I think Amahan and his Decane guild are a league above everyone else.

ProfessorXectas: I wouldn't go that far, @Manita. Remember how Amahan made such a big fuss about getting that Djinn of his? Well, I've personally seen his Decane Guild and I haven't seen them with a creature over five meters tall.

Manita: That was the statue of the Djinn you idiot!

TriTank: Ha! You're one of those ignorant bastards that don't know anything. Tristan is now stronger than ever. Only a fool would show his cards this early in the game.

KSKing: Going back to the topic on Knight Tournaments in Vitzytl. The closest one I could think of is the one in Nightro village, and the prizes are fairly decent. 

Faux_Fan#1: Made this account just so I could comment on this thread. I used to be a fan of Smoke, but now that he's been lying low. I'm converting to being Faux's number one fan! I think I was the only one in the entire Pulper Arena cheering him that day.

TriTank: @Faux_Fan#1, guess he has you to thank for losing that day, then? Didn't he lose the finals?

SmokeDisciple1093: @Faux_Fan#1, it's people like you that give us Smokers a bad name! Stick to the one you think will win in the end. Smoke even got Ilad, the Flame Knight to work under him! What has your Faux ever done?

Faux_Fan#1: I know that, but seeing as Smoke is in Chayotl Kingdom and I'm in Vitzytl, then it will be useless for me to even try and apply for his guild.

TriTank: Smoke, Amahan, or even this Faux character... in the end the one who will win will be Tristan! Oh, and, @Edel, come to Thanotl Kingdom. It's more diversified than Vitzytl. We have tons of Tournament for Knights here.
  
      
 
     
    
 
   
 
   
"So? What do you think?" asked Sherry. "On the bright side, there are still a few loyal fans."

Nash grinned. "This is great! They've completely neglected Smoke."

"But what about your videos?" asked Sherry. "Don't you make your money from those?"

"That is, a problem," he replied. "And I have to make one soon, too."

"Well, you can't make a video about your adventures in Vitzytl," reminded Sherry. "Wish you could insert your own video of the Ifrit Quest."

"You and me both," agreed Nash. "But I still have a little over six months in Zectas time before I could retake that Quest."

Both of them ogled blankly at the ceiling, thinking up of what to make for his video.

"And if you showed that you had the Fire Manipulation ability, people would get the connection that you're actually Faux," said Sherry.

Nash stared at her with furrowed eyebrows. "Fire Manipulation? No, I can't show that, but I think you just gave me an idea," he replied and kissed her on the cheeks.
 
 
   * * * * * *  
 
   

Hidden inside a forest patch near the outskirts of Votl City, Smoke glanced at the displayed time on the opened appointment window. It displayed eight in the morning. He nodded and grinned, as he still had an hour before needing to meet with Eleve and the rest of the Prime Wizards.

'Alright, time to put her idea to the test,' he thought, and took out two black metallic rods.

Equipped with the Florissant Journeyman Emblem, Aral's Lightning Rods were lined with red flames as it received Xantico's Inheritance.

He removed the Paradox Mask, Serval Shoes, and modified Wings of Cologus, as they were a clear give away of him being Faux.

GROWL

'Looks like it finally caught scent of me,' surmised Smoke, now looking like his old self again. He bookmarked the scene to record for his next video.

From within the woods, Smoke saw two large yellow eyes and an even larger striped body of his prey.

He had asked Perdant if he knew of any ferocious monsters here in Sawtorn that were also found in Wysteria. The old stout Merchant hastily replied with one such beast, the lemurcat!

Smoke recalled how he had trouble fighting with a group of them before, even with the help of his albino Simiavulg friend, Saru.

'Well, here goes nothing,' he said in his head, and synergized with Igniz.

Forthright, smoke came out of his purple skin.

'Oopps, better edit that out later,' he thought as he charged the three meter long monster.

With his Agility of the Horned Rabbit now in Master level, Smoke delivered sixteen swift strikes to the  lemurcat's head. On each strike, he delivered a small explosion which dealt 10,000 damage points. As the black metallic rods made contact with the beast's fur, its life bar dropped down by 5% of its maximum capacity.

The lemurcat did its best to retaliate with its claws, but Smoke dodged each one. He could now afford to solo this beast without endangering himself.

When the monster's life bar displayed (80,000/240,000 HP), Smoke leapt back and activated the black metallic rods' special ability, Lightning Strike. Coupled with his Beast Monarch ability, Smoke burnt the lemurcat to a crisp.

Smoke released his Synergized state, and whispered to his chest. "Good job, Igniz!"

'Now, I have the footage of a weapon blessed with both Lightning and Fire elements at the same time,' he smirked and picked up the lemurcat's pelt.

After which, he replaced the black lightning rods for two Orkish books. Ouragan had given him an Orkish ability tome, and now he was earnestly leveling up his Orkish. They were entitled 'Angi Ork giyatapog Unano' and 'Ork Generalir: angi iyanir Sikritor.' The books translated to 'An Ork wrongfully murdered by a Dwarf King' and 'The Secret to becoming an Ork General.'

With both books in hand, Smoke headed towards the city. The progress bars on the books rapidly filled. He thought he could easily finish both books before they discuss their defensive plans for Votl City.
 
 
   * * * * * *  
 
   

As soon as he stepped out of the forest patch, Smoke found a large gathering of both Sonstwelters and Zectians alike, outside the gates of the amethyst city.

He roughly estimated them to be easily over a hundred-thousand.

'They're even more than the invading Brandals of Centzo City,' he mused. A smile of confidence grew on his face. 'Looks like we'll be able to deal with the Ork Horde.'

Fortunately for him, he looked down and saw that he was wearing his Lunar Boots. He reflexively grabbed his face, and found that he forgot to change his equipment. He even forgot to wear the Paradox Mask.

Ducking down into the bushes, he hurriedly went back into the forest and changed his items to that of his Faux persona.

A few minutes later, he walked up in full disguise at the gathered masses.

"Hey, it's Faux!"

He turned to the direction of the ones calling his name, and found that some of them were heading for him.

"Faux! Over here, over here!" said one of the Arch Mages.

Smoke waved, but did not come closer. He casually walked away from their general direction.

However, he bumped into a Sonstwelter who was slightly taller than him. He wore silver plated armor and had the Job of a Paladin Lord.

"Hey, sorry about that," said the Paladin Lord, and offered his hand. "The name's Edel, and I'm the Guild Leader of the Sunrise Kingdom."

Smoke shook it and said. "Nice to meet you, but I have to go."

"Wait, I was hoping that we could talk," said Edel. "I want to discuss the benefits of joining our Guild."

"Thanks, but I really have to get going," replied Smoke.

"Wait, wait. Did you hear about the Kingdom Quest?" asked Edel.

Smoke then looked at the gathered crowd.

Edel followed his gaze and laughed. "Of course you did! Who hasn't, right?" he said eagerly and laughed some more. "Anyway, the 16th Magietrois Florissant was named Prime General, and the three Prime Wizards as Vice-Generals. They were placed in command to lead the army against the Ork Horde."

"Although, I heard that there's one more Vice-General, but I don't know who," said Edel. He then paused and stood straight, as if trying to make himself appear taller. "Now, as Guild Leader of the Sunrise Kingdom, I can assure you a good spot during the attack. You'll get lots of experience points for sure."

Smoke did not utter a word, as he searched for Eleve and the Prime Wizards.

"Hm. I guess you already had other offers, huh?" said Edel. "Well, let me sweeten the deal. I'll give you 50% of all the earnings in this Quest."

Smoke moved his head, looking towards the group of black-clothed Warrior Guards surrounding several white tents.

'Guess that's where they are,' thought Smoke.

Suddenly, Edel stood in front of him, blocking his view. "Hey, didn't anyone teach you to look at the person you're talking too?"

"Sorry, but I'm really not looking for a Guild," said Smoke.

"Hmmp!" exclaimed Edel and walked away. "Can't believe you're this rude in person. Just because you got your fifteen minutes of fame. I'll flood the forums of your true identity," added the Paladin Lord and stormed away.

"Hey, Edel, I really wasn't trying to be rude," called out Smoke, but was ignored.

Walking closer to the white tents, Smoke spotted two familiar faces. A muscular tiger Lioumerean carrying a large brown sack, and a curvaceous LightElf with flaming red hair walked up to him.

"Hey!" greeted Smoke. "What are you two doing here?"

"We came to defend the Kingdom of course!" replied Chouchou.

Smoke expected a handshake from them, but Xantana ran up and hugged him instead.

"I knew we could count on you, Faux!" she said, all excited. Her hugged tightened even more.

Then, a strong grip fell on his shoulder. "I don't know how you did it, but Trottel suddenly had a change of heart," said Chouchou.

"I told you the guy I was working for had some power," explained Smoke.

Xantana released him from her embrace, and motioned Chouchou to give Smoke the brown sack he was carrying.

"Oh! Right," said the tiger Lioumerean and handed it over.

An unexpected notification window popped up.
 
    
 
    
     
     
       
       	 + Received
 > 100,000 Zecs
 > Ability tome: Fire Blister
 > Ability tome: Cleansing Burn
  
      
 
     
    
 
   
 
   
With his face hidden, Smoke let out the most satisfied grin. 'Ability Tomes!' he thought, excited.

"Sorry about the amount," began Xantana. "We would have wanted to give you more, but we're planning on having a big wedding."

Chouchou snuck from behind Xantana's view, shook his head and shrugged.

Smoke looked at him, confused. This made the LightElf immediately turn around.

"And of course you'd be invited to our wedding!" hurriedly said Chouchou. "Our big extravagant wedding," he added in a murmur.

"I'll be there," replied Smoke. "If I'm still in Vitzytl, when that happens."

"Why? Where are you going?" asked Chouchou.

"I'm heading back home in a couple of months," said Smoke. "Back to Wysteria."

"Oh, you aren't from here?" said a surprised Xantana. "I thought you were, because you've been really helpful to the Kingdom."

"Looks like you won't be able to attend our wedding, then," added Chouchou. "She says we'll need at least two years of preparation for it."

"Wow? Really?" Smoke asked in disbelief.

Chouchou nodded with all sincerity. "Hey, we shouldn't keep you any longer. I think those Warrior Guards have been signaling for you to enter," blurted out the tiger Lioumerean.

"Alright, I'll see you around," said Smoke. "And thanks again for this," he added, pointing to the brown sack.

Then, a notification window popped up.
 
    
 
    
     
     
       
       	 + Intimacy with Xantana and Chouchou has risen to 'Trusted Friend'
  
      
 
     
    
 
   
 
   

'Hmm. Trusted Friend, haven't seen that in a while,' he thought, smiling. However, it quickly disappeared as he realized that they knew him as Faux and not as Smoke.
 
 
   * * * * * *  
 
   


Entering the largest of the white tents, Smoke found the atmosphere to be heavy. Eleve and Ouragan were discussing over a large battle-table with the scale model of Votl City, while Chrys and Trottel stood on the sides.

"You're finally here!" exclaimed Trottel, looking up at Smoke.

"Sorry, I thought our meeting wasn't until nine?" he replied.

"Bah! It's customary to be here half an hour early," pointed out the tiger Lioumerean, while combing his long orange hair. "Even Chrys arrived early, and he looks irresponsible."

"I just had nothing else better to do," said Chrys with a shrug.

"No matter," said Eleve. "Anyway, let's itemize our resources."

With her wrinkled hands, Eleve placed twenty short but thick black pieces in front of the scaled down city.

"These represent our legions," she began. "Each one of them are composed of ten-thousand volunteers, both Sonstwelters and Zectians."

Chrys raised his hand, and waited to be recognized by the 16th Magietrois Florissant.

"Yes, Prime Wizard of Vectas?" she asked.

"I'd like to know how many Sonstwelters turned up for this event?" asked Chrys.

"Event?" interjected Trottel. "Calling a fight for the lives of the entire Kingdom is so common for a Sonstwelter such as yourself!" he then turned to Smoke. "I bet you were calling this an event as well."

Smoke waved both his hands defensively. "Sorry, I'm sure Chrys didn't mean it like that," he apologized in his behalf.

"Of course, I just wanted to know how many we can risk without care," reasoned Chrys. "You very well know that Sonstwelters can just return after four days of being killed, right?"

"Hmmp! How barbaric!" exclaimed Trottel. "You're willing to sacrifice the lives of your fellow Sonstwelters without any problem. That's what's wrong with folks like you. You don't know the value of life."

"No... That's not what I—" Chrys tried to reason out, but was silenced.

"Enough! Both of you!" shouted Eleve. "I understand both your points, but like I said. Let's first itemize our strengths."

She then turned to Chrys. "Most of them have rushed here from the other cities, but we have a little over forty-thousand Sonstwelters."

"Wait! Doesn't that leave our other cities defenseless?" blurted out Smoke.

"Yes," replied Ouragan. "That's why Magietrois Florissant decided to have all of the standing armies, remain in ther respective cities."

"I completely agree with the Prime General's decision," added Trottel. "What kind of nincompoop would even think of offering a city's standing army."

Trottel then shook his head and looked at Chrys. "They were created to defend the city," he said to the green Prime Wizard.

Smoke stared at the tiger Lioumerean in disbelief. 'He was the one who suggested to use them in the first place!' he thought, irked.

"Prime Wizard Trottel, please do not stray the topic with your unnecessary comments," said Ouragan with authority. "You're only delaying our discussion."

Trottel fell silent and lowered his head.

"Anyway, going back to Faux's question, yes we've made sure to protect our other cities as well," said Eleve. "But we're focusing most of our forces here in Votl City because of you."

Eleve looked at Smoke with proud eyes. "I know that the information you got is reliable, that's why I have no problem making this decision." 

She then went on to explain herself further. "Leaving the other cities with just their regular defenses, is just a precautionary measure." 

Eleve then turned their attention to the scaled city. "I've decided to divide our 200,000 forces into four groups. East, West, North, and South."

"I will personally lead the Eastern defenses of the city," she quickly added. "Prime Wizard Ouragan, will take the Southern side. Prime Wizard Trottel to the North, and Prime Wizard Chrysopelea to the West."

Smoke looked around, and raised his hand. "What about me? Aren't I supposed to defend a section of the city as well?"

Ouragan patted Smoke's shoulder. "Since you aren't a Prime Wizard, the people will most likely have some difficulty following your orders."

"You can’t expect me to do nothing," asked Smoke.

"Ahem!" Eleve loudly cleared her throat. "If you would have let me finished, then you would have known that you will take command of a special unit, composed of 40,000 Knights."

"Are you sure he has the qualities to command that many people?" asked Trottel.

"I envy you, Faux," said Chrys. "A special unit sounds more interesting than defending a side of the city."

From behind his Paradox Mask, Smoke was grinning silly. "So, what am I supposed to do with this special unit?"

"I said… let me finish!" yelled Eleve. "You're as impatient as ever."

And so, the Prime General and her Vice-Generals proceeded to plan out their defense of Votl City.

After an hour of discussion, they stepped out of the white tent to prepare for their defenses. Yet, not before the 16th Magietrois Florissant would give a morale-boosting speech. She headed over to the conscripted Kingdom Defenders.

Two large crimson phoenix wings sprouted out from her back and she flew over them.

"Brave Souls of Vitzytl, in behalf of King Kajou, I thank you for offering your services in our Kingdom's time of need," began Eleve. "As such, I have been given the honor to act as your Prime General. Also, Prime Wizard Ouragan, Prime Wizard Trottel, Prime Wizard Chrysopelea, and Faux were given the titles of being my Vice-Generals."

The crowd erupted into a loud chatter after hearing the names of the ones to lead them.

SHRIEK

Eleve let out a loud burst of flame from her wings, and silenced the crowd's commotion.

"I do not know what the noise was about, but please head on over to one of our officers. So, you could know which General you will be assigned to," she said, and pointed to the Warrior Guards in silver clothing.

Smoke could feel the eyes of the other Sonstwelters upon him. His eyes even met one of them. He recognized him as Edel, the Guild Leader who approached him earlier. The Sonstwelter gawked at him with his mouth wide open.

Suddenly, a hard slap came upon Smoke's back.

"I knew it! I knew you were being treated special!" mockingly laughed Trottel, while he kept on slapping him. "Hahaha! Vice-General Faux having a special unit, a unit full of dummies!"

Chrys lightly punched Smoke's shoulder and gave him a sympathetic nod. "I'm sure you'll do great."

Smoke stared at the two of them with raised eyebrows. 'Guess they didn't understand why Eleve gave me this mission.'
 
 
   * * * * * *  
 
   

Two days passed, and there were still no Orks to be found. Eleve had placed fire-flares on the red, brown, and blue mountains surrounding the amethyst city. During this time, none of them had still set off.

Standing in their posts and doing nothing for this long, made some of the Sonstwelters feel restless.

On the third day, as the morning sun rose to a quarter of the sky, Eleve and her Vice-Generals were all gathered on top of the eastern wall. They were still waiting for the invasion that has yet to happen. 

"Are you sure the Orks are going to attack?" Trottel asked Smoke, while flipping his long orange hair. "The men under me have begun to lose interest."

Smoke knew this as well. According to the last report, a total of 160,000 Zectians and 40,000 Sonstwelters registered for this event. Yet, only 40% of the Sonstwelters who signed up on the first day, logged in today.

Most of the Zectians were Mages, but only 20% of them were over level 100. If the Orks managed to enter the city, then it would spell the end of them.

"I'm sure of what I heard," replied Smoke. He paused and looked over to the top of the blue mountain. "But this just makes me think that Wertlosvati is up to something."

Smoke then turned to the red and brown mountains, but still there was no sign of the invaders.

"Same here," agreed Ouragan. "Maybe, he spotted our incoming reinforcements from the other cities? And is still formulating a form of attack?" suggested the old HighElf.

"Military tactics?" asked Eleve. "That's not the trait of the UrukHai Tribe or the MoriHai."

Smoke opened one of his acquired knowledge windows. He skimmed through the one labeled Ork Races. "Yes, that's something the OlegHai would do," he added.

"Wait, are you telling me that all three tribes are coming to attack?" suddenly asked Trottel.

"Why does that matter?" asked Chrys. "That's just one more Ork Tribe added to the mix."

"Because the last time that happened, Kingdoms disappeared!" answered Trottel with a shudder.

While Chrys asked about the history of the Orks' invasion, Smoke spotted a change over the horizon on the brown mountain. He hurriedly used his Telefax Vision to get a better look. As far as he could see, the surface of the mountain turned into a sea of green giants.

"They're coming," said Smoke, pointing towards the invaders.

"You could see them from here?" asked a surprised Chrys.

"Of course! Can't you?" added Trottel, also looking into the direction where Smoke was looking at. However, everyone there could tell that he saw nothing.

A red flare shot up in the air, as the Orks activated Eleve's early warning devices.

Then, two more red flares exploded. They came from the obstructed directions of the red and blue mountains. Smoke could not see the other sides, but he could already imagine the same frightening scene. He was certain that the varying colored mountains had all turned to a monstrous green.

"Sound the alarms," calmly said Eleve to one of the silver Warrior Guards. "And send the notifications to the Sonstwelters that aren't here."

Eleve then looked down on the white tents outside the purple walls. "And make sure those tents are ready."

Posthaste, the Warrior Guard left and ran to comply the Prime General's orders.

She then turned to her Vice-Generals. "It is time," she said and bowed down to them.

The Prime Wizards and Smoke bowed their heads and walked some distance away from the 16th Magietrois Florissant.

"May the justice of the great god Tlaltezin protect you this day," she said and showered them with red flowers made of flames.
 
    
 
    
     
     
       
       	 + Received Tlaltezin's Blessing.
> 30% increase to HP
> 30% increase to MP
> 30% increase to DEF
> 30% increase to MDEF
  
      
 
     
    
 
   
 
   
"Tlaltezin teaches us that only the strong survives," said Eleve. "So, let's show these Orks how weak they truly are!"

With that, she pointed her palms at them and teleported them to their designated posts. All, except for Smoke, who was left standing in front of him.

Smoke looked around, confused. "Why am I still here?"

"Your unit is well hidden, the Orks won't find them," began Eleve. "Before you go, I want you to see the benefits of being given the title of Vice-General."

Less than half an hour later, the green monsters towering over two-meters in height, got off the foot of the brown mountain. They entered the scattered pomegranate forest patches, only to decimate its trees. Fallen trees were left in the wake of the Orks' arrival.

He estimated that the Orks on this side numbered at least a hundred thousand. Not even the sight of all the gathered Brandals could compare to this.

'So, this is an Ork Horde!' he thought and shook his head, slightly intimidated. 'And the same number can be expected on the other sides of the city as well.'

Staring down at the gathered Orks, he used his Telefax Vision and zoomed in on them. He focused on one who sat on a large dirus wolf. He appeared to be the one in charge.

From this great distance, Smoke could not hear what the Ork was yelling. But he could see him pointing at the white tents below.

At once, the Orks behind him charged for the tents. The same ones where Smoke and the rest of the Kingdom's Generals met two days before.

From above, Smoke waited for them to run across his pit traps and activated them.

Dozens of Orks fell into it, and more bumbling giants followed through. There were those who tried to stop before the pit, but were still pushed into it as well. The momentum of the green monsters behind them was to strong to suddenly stop.

"See? I told you it would work," said Smoke to Eleve.

While the other Orks bypassed Smoke's pit traps, the ones who fell inside climbed out seconds later. Their life bars barely reflected any damage.

"That's why I said that it won't," replied Eleve. "Orks are heartless monsters, but they are amazing climbers."

In only two minutes, the charging Orks reached the white tents, smashing everything in sight as they entered it.

KABOOM KABOOM KABOOM KABOOM

A series of strong and loud explosions erupted from within the tents. Several dismembered body parts of the Orks flew out. Numerous severed limbs landed beside the burning debris of their previous meeting ground.

At the sound of Eleve's trap, a rain of elemental spells fell from the skies. Fire, Lightning, Wind, and Earth attacks bombarded the Ork Horde.

As the Orks scattered and surrounded the city from all directions, the Breathtaking Ballistae fired out large flaming fireballs at the invaders below.

BTOOM BTOOM BTOOM

Numerous Orks were blasted up in the air by the Breathtaking Ballistae, as the massive fireballs struck them. Yet, the green giants marched on, unperturbed by their ranged attacks.

Only a few minutes after the start of the Ork Horde invasion, and the early morning sky was filled with a grandeur of colors.

Smoke watched in awe, as several Sonstwelters simultaneously logged back in, and immediately went into action. The thirty-meter thick wall of the city was soon flooded with its defenders.

He observed that the Mages were enjoying themselves, safely casting their spells into the air. This created an arc which struck the Orks below.

However, Smoke could also see the tension of the Warriors and Knights guarding the top of the walls.

'Right, those monsters are sure to climb here,' he thought, after having seen them easily escape his pit traps. 'If they can't stop them, those Mages are sure to die.'

Seven more minutes went by, and Smoke still did not understand why Eleve had him remain there with her.

Eleve created a massive casting circle in the sky. Smoke then noticed that several such casting circles were constructed on the other sides of the city. Then, a large comet fell out of it, and crushed several of the Orks on the ground.

'Right! I've got that ability now,' he realized, all excited. He tried to cast his own Comet, but even then, his Flame Master stopped him.

"Wait, just stay there and watch," she said.

As more Comets fell from the heavens, an unexpected notification window popped up in front of him.
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His life bar and mana bar glowed, indicating that it had been refilled to its new maximum capacity. Smoke looked at the window in disbelief. "But I didn't even do anything?"

"That's right, you gain experience by simply being here," explained Eleve. "So, make sure that you don't die."

She grabbed Smoke's shoulder and said. "I know that you were planning to risk everything, even at the cost of your own life. But this invasion is also a great opportunity for you to grow."

"How did you know?" he asked.

"I may not have fondled you," said Eleve. "But I am your Flame Master. Besides, you look like the type of person who gives out great advice but doesn't take it himself."

Smoke fell silent and respectfully lowered his head. He remembered what he always said to his private army members, to not take unnecessary risks and to protect their lives at all costs.

'I really can't die here,' he reminded himself, imagining the levels he could gain. 'But then why did she assign me that special unit in the middle of the—'

His musings vanished as he suddenly felt his insides tingle. He was being teleported.

"I thought we were still—" were Smoke's last words, before only a fiery afterimage of himself remained.
 
 
   * * * * * *  
 
   

On the southern side of the amethyst city, Ouragan hovered over the invaders. He scrutinized the advance of the Orks, and could see that despite their ranged attacks, these green giants kept on coming.

"Xantana, Chouchou, tell your fellow Fire Mages to direct their spells through my casting circle!" he shouted to the two Pyro Mages below him.

Xantana and Chouchou were assigned to work under him. They were originally allocated to be under Trottel, but a sudden change of paperwork brought them here instead.

The LightElf and tiger Lioumerean led their fellow Flame Mages. The power couple casted their spells with burning intensity, that it encouraged others to give it their best.

Due to Ouragan's amplifying magic, the damage of their flame attacks increased by 200%.

However, the Orks still kept on coming. Even with hundreds of Mages raining down their spells, there was still a gap in between them.

Especially with abilities such as the Comet. The long casting time alone, gave the Orks the needed opportunity to reach the city's enclosure.

Ouragan had to reduce his amplifying casting circle to one, as his left hand targeted on the Orks scaling the purple fortification.

He sent wind-cutters at the green giants clawing their way up.

"To the walls!" cried out Xantana, and they walked past the Knights, Warriors, and other melee fighters.

The few city Archers fired at the Orks, but their arrows did little to no damage.

Chouchou stood next to one of them and launched his own fire-arrows. He targeted the green giants' heads, and got in a few lucky shots, which struck the Ork's eyes.

"Hey, can you enchant my arrows with flames?" asked one of the Archers.

"Sorry, but I don't have that kind of magic," replied Chouchou.

"Less talking and more attacking!" yelled Xantana and let out more fireballs.

Despite their focus-fire on the climbing Orks, the number of incoming green giants still grew.

It was then that Ouragan stopped casting his amplifying magic and flew down towards his division.

"Everyone, back away from the wall!" shouted the old HighElf.

He then flew towards the invaders, and created four large tornadoes right outside the eastern walls. The Orks tried to grab hold on to the city's fortification, but pull from the turbulent winds was beyond their strength.

Ouragan looked down, and saw that there were still Orks hanging on to the walls. The ones who were blown away were just the ones that belonged to the MoriHai tribe. The mighty UrukHai Orks still continued to crawl up, as more UrukHai Orks walked past his tornado.

"Everyone, brace yourselves! The Orks are coming up!" shouted Ouragan. "Mages step back! Knights and Warriors, hold your ground!"

The sound of clanking armors and swords erupted. Ouragan studied the melee fighters' faces, and he knew that he had to use his other Beggar abilities. 

He switched his magic wand for two enchanted swords. One had strong winds surrounding its blade while the other was made of pure ice.

The old HighElf stepped in front of the fighters and shouted. "There's nothing to fear from these monsters! Watch this old man kick their asses!"

As soon as the first UrukHai climbed up, Ouragan vanished like the wind. He sliced off the UrukHai's right arm with his wind-blade. Then, with his ice-blade, he froze the green giant's legs. After which, he pushed the Ork back down.

"Remember, we don't have to kill them," said Ouragan. "We just have to kick them out of the city!"

With that, more UrukHai Orks climbed up. The Warriors and Knights charged at the Orks, while the Mages standing behind them fired pin-point spells, always careful not to hit their melee comrades.
 
 
   * * * * * *  
 
   

With the Ork Horde surrounding Votl City, Smoke stood outside his hidden cave. He watched the battle for the city from on top of the red mountain. His Cunning of the Dire Fox sensed no enemies nearby.

'Maybe Eleve had me stay behind, so that the Orks won't notice me and my Knights,' he came to realize.

From his vantage point, Smoke could not see the side of the city where Eleve and Ouragan were defending, but he felt confident that those two could handle things on their own.

He then focused his attention on the two sides clearly visible to him, the northern and southern sides of the amethyst city.

Several elemental spells fell down on the Orks, but one element stood out above the rest. On the northern side, it was Trottel's Lightning Strikes. Even from where he stood, Smoke could hear the deafening sounds of thunder.

'As a person he is really pathetic, but it seems he's leading his men well against the Orks,' observed Smoke.

Looking to the western side, Smoke saw a flying green-robed Wizard attacking the Orks by himself. There were several magical spells coming from his side of the wall, but Smoke could tell that this part of the city was less organized.

'He did just become a Prime Wizard,' reasoned Smoke, in Chrys' defense.

Chrysopelea released a green cloud over the Orks, which Smoke assumed to be poisonous gas.

'I don't think that would stop them at all,' he thought.

With a whistle, he called out his dirus wolf. "Freifahrt, time to go!"

A large dirus wolf over four meters in length walked up next to him. The mount which he left behind in the sequestered seminary, grew twice in size and now had flaming red fur on its paws.

"Looks like leaving you behind there proved very useful," he said to his dirus wolf.

Mounted on top of the large beast, Smoke rode his steed outside the cave. There, he summoned forth his legions of his special unit.

"Legions Isa, Duha, Tulo, and Upat, fall in!" yelled out Smoke.

Straightaway, two-meter tall Iron Knights equipped with claymores responded. Moving in complete unison, they began to march out of the cave.

"Automaton Knights, stick to your assigned legions." reminded Smoke. After double-checking their formations, he shouted. "Move out!"

He ordered the 40,000 guardians of the Florissant Seminary to action.

Despite them being lifeless soldiers, the Automaton Knights moved with great speed. They easily kept up with Freifahrt who left fire-paw prints on its path.

Attacking from behind the Orks' formation, Smoke was free to pick out his target.

Suddenly, his train of thought was derailed, as another pleasing notification window popped up.
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Since both his life and mana bar were untouched, they only glowed. Thus, indicating that it had been refilled to its new maximum capacity. He had gained another level. It had only been an hour since the Ork Horde invaded, and he had already increased his level by three.

Closing the good news window, Smoke focused on what he needed to next.

"Igniz, I need eyes from above," he said to his symbiote hidden inside the metallic orb on his chest.

Without delay, the dark ember sprite flew out and soared over the Orks. Although, Chrys' poison cloud slightly obstructed the view. By using his Symbiote Vision, Smoke spotted the Ork giving out the commands. He saw an UrukHai riding on top a massive dirus wolf, who wielded a giant double-headed axe.

Igniz then glanced at the southern walls of Votl. Through the eyes of his ember sprite, Smoke found that the purple fortification had turned green with Orks.

Normally, anyone would hesitate to lead his own army into a poisonous green cloud. Yet, Smoke charged in without a care. During the Magi Gagnant Tournament, he had proven that his Poison Resistance could handle Chrys' green cloud. Meanwhile, the Automaton Knights were impervious to such ailments like Poison.

"Chrys!" called out Smoke, as he entered into the horde of Orks. "Get back to your men on the wall. I'll deal with the ones on the ground!"

A surprised Chrys looked down and spotted Smoke charging towards the thousands of Orks.

"Are you sure?" called out the green Prime Wizard.

"Yes! Now, go!" cried out Smoke and pointed his right palm at the Orks in front of him.

Sixteen earth-spikes launched out from the ground and pierced through the smaller Orks.

'These are just MoriHais,' surmised Smoke, as he led the charge further into the swarm of green giants.

From his brief aerial view, Smoke estimated that there were at least a hundred-thousand Orks in this side of the city.

'Four against one,' thought Smoke, thinking up plans on how to counteract the unfavorable odds.

SHING SHING SHING

As the Automaton Knights drew out their weapons, sharp sounds of claymores echoed around him.

"Legion Isa, take the left flank," ordered Smoke. "Duha Legion, block the right."

Both divisions hurried to their designated sides. They engaged the Orks that they encountered along the way. Despite their long claymores, it still took two Automaton Knights to engage one MoriHai Ork. Unfortunately, they were already badly outnumbered in the first place. As they advanced, the legions of Isa and Duha began to thin out, as more of the mechanical Knights were left behind to fend off the Orks.

"Legions Tulo and Upat, stay behind me, no matter what happens," commanded Smoke, and continued to lead the charge forward.

Looking back, he saw a few of the magic-powered Iron Knights being dismantled by the Orks. He strengthened his resolve, as he sacrificed Automaton Knights of Legions Isa and Duha. Due to this, Smoke rode Freifahrt without having to engage any of their enemies, along with the Knights of Legions Tulo and Upat, who ran closely behind him.

Unopposed, Smoke and twenty-thousand Automaton Knights reached the Ork in-charge in less than ten-minutes. Both of them riding on huge muscular dirus wolves, but Freifahrt was slightly larger.

Although, he may have reached his intended target, but as he saw from Igniz's eyes, Smoke and his Automaton Knights were now trapped inside the swirling masses of Orks.

"You're either Boangi or truly brave to come and face me Inusarai," said the UrukHai in Orkish. "Now, you are trapped like an ilagair!"

Smoke's Orkish was still Beginner Level 9, hence the few words left untranslated.

"Kill you I shall! Prepare for your demolition," threatened Smoke in Orkish.

The UrukHai laughed hard when he heard Smoke's speak his native tongue.

"I commend you for choosing to katonir the most beautiful of languages," said the UrukHai. "I am Niemand, the one who shall end you!" he said and pointed his double-headed axe at Smoke.

"Try it if you—" began Smoke, but Niemand's axe came swinging at his neck.

Smoke quickly created a thick earth-pillar to block it.

KLANG

However, the double-headed axe went through it with ease. Without his Manatl staff equipped, Smoke resorted to his only other defensive option. He created a Flame Shield of Beginner Level 2.

SHATTER

Smoke's Flame Shield only reduced the attack by 2%, but it deflected it to lightly hit his shoulder instead. The attack, however, forced him off his dirus wolf. He tumbled on the ground, and his life bar reflected (441,500/463,060 HP).

Scrambling back on his feet, he quickly pulled back Freifahrt's reins.

"Don't worry about me," said Smoke. "Go! Hunt down the other Orks," he ordered Freifahrt, making sure that his mount was nowhere near this monster. 

'That was just a scratch!' he reminded himself, as he covered his wound with his right hand. 'Can't let myself get hit.'

Despite being damaged, Smoke was glad that his 30% HP increase for this battle held firm.

Since his riding ability was only at Intermediate Level 3, Smoke decided to fight the Ork on the ground. He knew that fighting a mounted opponent was disadvantageous. So, he launched an earth pillar underneath Niemand's mount. The Ork's dirus wolf was sent flying through the air.

THUD

Niemand fell on the ground hard.

During this time, the Automaton Knights circled around Smoke and the UrukHai leader. The seminary guardians blocked the path for any of the other Orks to help Niemand.

"Come, I shall let you taste my—" began Niemand, but an earth spike aimed at his throat silenced him.

However, Niemand deflected it with one swing of his double-headed axe. "Ha! These puny attacks can do nothing against me!"

Then, Smoke dug a hole beneath Niemand's feet, but before he could close it with spikes, the UrukHai had leapt out of it.

Sixteen earth-spikes struck him before he hit the ground. Yet, they could not pierce the Ork's green skin.

'He must have high Resistance to Earth,' surmised Smoke.

"Igniz, to me!" he yelled out.

"Calling for reinforcements?" taunted Niemand. "It won't do you any good."

Then, a dark flame whizzed overhead and struck Smoke squarely on the chest.

STUB

Came out the muffled sound of them Synergizing. Violet smoke came out of his skin.

"What's that suppose to—" said Niemand, but he shut his mouth when he saw sixteen flame-swords flying towards him.

Niemand tried to dodge, but eight earth-pillars grew out from the ground and held the UrukHai in place. His arms were stretched out, preventing him from wielding his double-headed axe.

Smoke watched as his flame-swords pierced Niemand's green skin, revealing his draining life bar (601,000/700,000 HP).

After consuming the ability tomes given by Xantana and Chouchou, his fire attacks now had a new after-effect. Once the fiery swords disappeared, they left blisters on the Ork's skin. These marks increased the damage of the burn effects when struck on the same spot by another fire attack.

An astonished Smoke, watched in disbelief as each of his flame-swords rapidly reduced Niemand's life bar.

The Ork Commander struggled to break free. Desperate, Niemand tried to severe off one of his arms, but his wrists could not swing his double-headed axe to reach it properly. Instead, he only injured his arms with cuts and inflicted the Bleeding status on himself.

As more and more flame-swords penetrated Niemand's body, the Ork Commander stopped squirming and accepted his fate.

"Orks! Leave me!" suddenly yelled Niemand. "Everyone climb the city. Kill as many of its residents as you can!"

The Orks near the vicinity stopped fighting the blocking Automaton Knights and charged for Votl's walls.

"Rape, pillage, and bu—" added Niemand, but Smoke doubled the number of flame-swords and skewered the UrukHai leader.

Smoke forever silenced Niemand as the last of his HP drained out of his giant green body.
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A few seconds later, Niemand's body vanished as it crossed over to Mictlan.

Still protected by his mechanical legions of Tulo and Upat, Smoke walked over to the item left behind by Niemand.
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'Pfft! What a rip off!' he thought, disappointed.

'Wait... If this guy was only a Commander, then where are the Ork Colonels?' he asked himself.

"Freifahrt, to me!" called out Smoke, worried that he had not seen Wertlosvati or any of the UrukHai Colonels.

A few seconds later, his large dirus wolf dragged a MoriHai by the arm. It then laid the Ork down in front of him.

Pointing his right palm over the dying Ork, he pierced it with several flame-swords and ended his suffering.

After mounting his steed, Smoke called out to his four legions. "Automaton Knights! We're chasing after those smelly beasts!"

He yelled loudly. Yet, looking back at his special unit, he realized that Legions Una and Duha were left with 7,000 and 6,500 Automaton Knights, respectively.

'This is great training for when I face Duke Burmistrz,' he thought, imagining leading his Avendre Mercenaries into battle. 'But I need to minimize my losses.'
 
 
   * * * * * *  
 
   


Chasing after the charging Orks who left their Commander to die, Smoke chewed on his bison jerky and drank pompom juice. He was still deciding on which strategy to make before their attack.

'They don't have a commanding officer now,' he thought to himself on a positive note. 'So, this should be easy,' 

However, he instantly realized how wrong he was. The last order given out by Niemand was to scale the walls and ravage the city, and that was what the surviving Orks were doing.

Despite being assaulted by elementals spells from above, the green giants pushed on and kept running towards Votl City. A random large comet would blast a few of them away, and slightly reduced their life bars. Despite this damage, these Orks merely picked themselves up and ran forward like nothing happened.

Of course, most of these Orks still had life bars over 200,000 HP. Some even had 400,000.

Yet, the most intimidating thing that Smoke felt, was their resilience and focus on wreaking havoc to the city.

'They're like those bunnies from hell, that keeps on going and going and going, with a never ending supply of energy,' Smoke thought and shuddered, as he watched some of the amputated Orks scale the walls with one hand.

He even saw others stab their severed arms with axes and swords, and then used those to aid them in their ascent to the city.

'Don't mind that! Need to focus!' he chanted to himself.

Even though hundreds of Orks have already died, Smoke and his special unit was still greatly outnumbered thirty-five to eighty.

'Since I can't face 80,000 Orks all at once, best to chip away at their sides,' he decided and ordered his four legions to consolidate into one the nearest outer section.

With the Orks blindly charging forward, Smoke and the Automaton Knights took the green giants by surprise. Three mechanical Iron Knights simultaneously backstabbed one Ork, and fought them to the death.

After twenty minutes, the Orks on the ground numbered only 30,000.

'Good. My plan is working,' thought Smoke. 'Now, we're almost evenly matched in numbers.'

Yet a frown covered his hidden face, after he looked up. The reason the number of Orks were reduced, was because most of them had already gone up more than half way through the amethyst walls.

Smoke hurriedly joined the front lines of his Automaton Knights. Frantic to create a path towards the wall.

'I need to stop them from climbing up,' he thought, determined.

Examining his Iron Knights, he saw that most of them were already banged up.

"Eleve can fix them, anyway," he said to himself, and ordered Legions Tulo and Upat to take the lead.

"Isa, Duha, don't stay behind!" exclaimed Smoke. "Push forward! Tulo and Upat can't hold them off for long."

Ten minutes later, and Smoke finally reached the Votl's fortification. Yet, 30% of his Iron Knights were still stuck behind, surrounded by a sea of Orks.

Smoke created firewalls after firewalls, but covering an area of 50,000 Orks was beyond his current mana and level.

So, he settled to create a path of firewalls towards him. Slowly, his Automaton Knights stepped into the flames, unscathed and intact.

However, when he counted, Smoke was only left with 28,000 mechanical Iron Knights.

"No matter what happens, stop them from climbing!" cried out Smoke. He then created thick firewalls after firewalls, leaving only four unburning paths for the Orks to take.

As Chrys' poisonous green cloud corroded their HP, most of the invaders' life bars were already below 85%.

"We can do this!" Smoke cheered the Automatons, but mostly for himself and Igniz synergized inside him.

Suddenly, a falling shadow brought Smoke's attention to the ground, which made him look up.

"Waaaaaaah!" screamed a falling Ork.

SPLAT

Smoke heard the sound of bones being crushed, as it came in contact with the solid ground.

'That's one way to kill them,' he thought, pleased.

As he kept on gazing upward, Smoke saw several more falling bodies.

'Looks like it's raining Orks today!' he joked inwardly.

Using his Telefax Vision, he spotted that it was just not green giants who were falling down, but also the  Sonstwelter and Zectian volunteers.

After having seen the demise of the fallen Ork earlier, Smoke hurriedly created a wide spiral funnel with his Earth Manipulation.

However, this charitable structure was not biased. It saved the lives of those it caught. It slid them down its spiral slope and landed all of them safely on the ground.

With pin-point accuracy, Smoke aimed his flame-swords at the Orks entangled together with his allies. He made sure to finish them off, before the could harm anyone else.

"Faux! Thanks for saving us, Man," said a Paladin Lord.

Smoke recognized him to be Edel, the Sonstwelter who earlier offered him to join his guild.

"We were following Chrys' orders, of pushing these monsters off the ledge," explained Edel. "But these Orks are more than persistent. A lot of them grabbed on to us, and brought us down with them."

"I'm glad you are all safe," replied Smoke.

He glanced over at the people he rescued. Doing a quick count, he estimated them to be thirty in all, both Sonstwelters and Zectians.

"So, how's it going up there?" asked Smoke, while launching flame-arrows at the incoming Orks.

With the Automaton Knights surrounding them, Smoke and the fallen wall defenders were for the moment, safe.

Edel shook his head and said. "Somehow we're holding up well. The Healers are still secured and the wall of melee fighters are still holding up."

The Paladin Lord strained his neck, as he looked up. "Well, when we were there."

As they spoke, more bodies were thrown off from the wall. Sadly, Smoke's earth-funnel could not cover such a broad wall.

Looking up, Smoke knew what to do. "Edel, can you lead the others to defend this place?" he asked the Paladin Lord. "I need to do something."

"Sure," replied Edel. "I'll have a group stand by the bottom of the funnel, to finish off the Orks that are caught. While I'll position myself in between here and the front lines."

Then, a blue aura appeared underneath all of them.
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Smoke looked around, and was impressed to see that it covered such an extensive area.

Edel then proceeded to Heal the injured, and the other Paladins followed suit.

'Good,' Smoke thought. He then extended both his arms downward, and began to add more earth into his funnel.

Ten minutes past, and the area that the Automaton Knights were protecting had shrunk by five-meters. Even his dirus wolf had began to back away from the Orks.

"We got this!" yelled Edel at Smoke, as he stopped reinforcing the funnel.

Five more minutes in, and it slowly began to take shape of a large tree. He directed the thick earth upward, which started to broaden the mouth of the funnel.

"There!" exclaimed Smoke. He then turned around and launched a torrent of flame-arrows. He was taken aback to see that the Orks had been held firm. His wall of Automaton Knights stood their ground, as Edel and other Paladins joined them in the front lines.

Smoke then looked at the aura underneath him and saw that there were now two overlapping auras. He ran closer to Edel, to ask how everyone was doing.

"I've activated my Thorn Aura," explained Edel. "And it looks like the Orks don't like the taste of their own strength."

"Great job!" said Smoke. "Let's keep this pace and thin them out."

A little over two hours passed since the Orks invaded, Smoke glanced at his unit. With a heavy sigh, he counted his Automaton Knights to now only number 24,000.

On the upside, only 40,000 Orks were left on the western district of Votl. With 10,000 of them constantly trying to climb the walls. Only 25,000 remained on the ground fighting against Smoke and his men. Whereas, the remaining 5,000 fought on top of the wall against Chrys and the Vitztytl Defenders, only to fall into Smoke's funnel.

Smoke checked his satiety bar, and saw that it was almost at 50%. He glanced at his allies and saw that they looked like they could barely stand. Only the Automaton Knights remained sturdy, as they were mechanical soldiers powered by magic.

Posthaste, Smoke handed a group of his allies one clay-jar of pompom juice. "Share this, but don't drink it all at once," he said. Before he proceeded to the next group to do the same.

Steadily, the morale and strength of Votl's western ground defenders rose.

With that, the Ork numbers began to decline.

"Faux! Looks like it's over," exclaimed Edel. A grinning Paladin Lord rushed to Smoke's side and gave him a strong pat on the back.

"Good work, Edel," replied Smoke. "You and everyone else did great!"

As Edel started to walk away, Smoke caught the Paladin Lord staring at him.

"What?" asked Smoke. "Something wrong?"

"Did you know that you're already famous?" blurted out Edel.

"Eh?" asked Smoke, confused.

"The forums... Everyone's already been talking about you," added Edel. "They even say that you're already on the same level as Amahan, Tristan, and Smoke."

"Really? I don't think I'd be—" began Smoke, but was cut off.

"But I think that you'll be greater than all of them," declared Edel. "If you ever decide to create a guild, please tell me. I assure you that all of the members of Sunrise Kingdom will sign up under you."

"That's really not going to—" said Smoke, but was cut off again.

As Chrysopelea suddenly dove down from above. "Faux! The Orks are leaving!"

"I know, they must be retreating!" cheerfully replied Smoke.

"No! They're headed towards the northern district!" yelled Chrys. "Trottel's gate has been busted open!"

"Damn it, Trottel!" shouted Smoke.
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Riding Freifahrt at top speed, Smoke led 14,000 Automaton Knights towards Trottel's side of the Votl City. He left 10,000 mechanical Iron Knights with Edel and the other defenders near the base of the funnel.

Moving in the same direction as the Orks, Smoke and his special unit were ignored by the green giants.

'Looks like their one track mind works in my favor too,' he thought, thankful.

However, the fast-pace marching of the Orks gradually decreased, until it came to a sudden hault.

KLANG KLANG KLANG KLANG KLANG

Smoke was able to stop Freifahrt at once, but the rest of the chasing Automaton Knights bashed their armors into the Orks.

The loud commotion made the green giants turn around.

SHING SHING SHING SHING

Sharp clashing sound of steel against steel, echoed on the grounds of the northern gates. Claymores and great two-handed weapons collided with brute force.

As Smoke and his special unit defended against the Orks in the back, more and more MoriHai turned around to fight them.

The outnumbered Smoke and his Automaton Knights were steadily being overwhelmed. So, before they would be completely surrounded, he let out his Digger's Wand and dug a deep trench in front of him.

Hundreds of MoriHai instantly fell in Smoke's trench. This, gave him a better view of the northern city gates. Thousands of Orks flooded to rush inside, creating a choke point.

Elemental attacks came from above. Smoke saw powerful Lightning strikes aimed at the invaders who got inside.

'That must be Trottel,' surmised Smoke, shaking his head.

Yet, the Lioumerean's hopeless attacks did nothing to stop the Orks' advance into the Votl City.

'Good thing all the residents have been evacuated behind the Castle Walls,' thought Smoke, as he watched Sonstwelter stalls in the market district being broken into pieces.

Although, he was more than two-hundred meters away, Smoke was confident of his Earth Manipulation. Seeing the gates were destroyed, he pointed both his hands at the gate and constructed a thick earth-wall. Yet, its initial height was only three-meters.

The Orks on top of the rising earth-wall fell down from both its sides. The green giants who were left outside, scrambled to grab hold of the rising top ledge of the wall.

Smoke had no intention of stopping. Not until he had completely sealed the gate that was ten-meters tall.

However, a massive dirus wolf came charging towards him, from the other side of his trench.

Freifahrt shook Smoke off its back, and lunged at the incoming dirus wolf. Both gigantic mounts dropped into his freshly dug trench, but not before the Ork rider leapt off and landed in front of Smoke.

"Boangi or brave? Which one are you?" asked an Ork that was almost twice the size of Niemand. He did not have a two-handed weapon like most Orks. Instead, he had two ornate gauntlets with knife-like finger points.

"Guess I try," said Smoke in Orkish. "You are UrukHai Colonel?"

"A DarkElf who speaks the most beautiful language," replied the UrukHai, who stood up straight. "You are right. I am Colonel Vergewaltiger."

Smoke took a quick glance at his earth blockade. He grinned from behind his Paradox Mask, as it had grown to at least eight-meters, before he was interrupted.

"What are you looking at?" asked Vergewaltiger. He turned around and spotted his earth-wall. "Oh! You must be proud."

"Gukgukguk!" Vergewaltiger chuckled. "You are Boangi! You locked yourself outside with all of us?"

Then, the MoriHai Orks who fell into his trench climbed back up, and stood behind their UrukHai Colonel.

Unconsciously, Smoke took a step back. He scrambled his brain for what to do next.

WOOOHSHHIIIIWOOOHHH

A powerful tornado instantaneously appeared in front of the blocked city gates. Ouragan flew inside it, and pulled in all of the MoriHai Orks. Their massive green arms and legs flailed in the turbulent winds.

THUD THUD THUD THUD THUD

Ouragan threw the Orks against Votl's walls.

However, Vergewaltiger remained where he stood.

"Prime Wizard Ouragan! Always a pain in the ass!" said the UrukHai Colonel. "Guess that means the fight in the southern side is already finished."

"Smo— Faux! Are you alright?" yelled Ouragan from above.

"Yeah! I'm fine!" replied Smoke.

"Think you can handle him?" asked the old HighElf.

Smoke did not reply, but only stared at the monstrous UrukHai Colonel before him.

"Right! I'll deal with the small fries," said Ouragan. "And you handle him!"

Ouragan then flew towards the recovering Orks, and created his amplifying casting circle in the air. Fire Mages immediately took advantage of this, and directed their spells to pass through it. Several of the Orks below were pummeled into the ground by fireballs.

"Automaton Knights!" blurted out Smoke. "Go and finish off those Orks!"

At once, the 14,000 Iron Knights behind him marched around his trench to hunt down the green giant stragglers.

"Gukgukguk!" Vergewaltiger chuckled once more. "Ouragan left you to deal with me? Elves are really boangi! Gukgukguk!"

Suddenly, Vergewaltiger vanished.

SLASH SLASH

Smoke's Cunning of the Dire Fox sensed an attack coming from behind. So, he leapt forward with his Hyper Jump ability. Yet, even then, he still received a damage of 20,000 points from the light scratches on his back.

He leapt further away, but Vergewaltiger instantly caught up with him.

The UrukHai Colonel did another double strike attack with his tiger-like gauntlets, but Smoke deflected it with his flame-shield.

'How could he move so fast?' wondered Smoke, seeing as the UrukHai Colonel was the largest Ork he had seen.

He then counter-attacked with eight flame-arrows, at point blank range.

Vergewaltiger was forcibly pushed back by Smoke's rush of flames. The Ork's life bar displayed (1,492,000/1,500,000 HP).

Pestered by the Ork's fast movement, Smoke launched eight earth-pillars which interlocked. A stunned Vergewaltiger was caught within it.

Smoke then Hyper Jumped behind the Ork, and unleashed a torrent of flame-arrows.

Eight flame-arrows, sixteen, thirty-two, then sixty-four. The damage of Smoke's flame attacks piled on. Coupled with his passive Fire damage enhancing abilities, he dealt a total damage of 240,000.

"Aurgh!" screamed Vergewaltiger, as the flame-arrows left a myriad of blisters on his back. He turned his around to give Smoke a stare of death. A mixed look of anger and disbelief was clearly seen on his face.

However, Smoke was the one who was more surprised. He had only attacked him with flame-arrows and it dealt this much damage.

'The Fire Blister can't have this much of an effect?' he thought, wondering. Then, it hit him. 'Of course! Serval's Glow, Paradox Pyro Face, and Xantico's Inheritance.'

All of these abilities turned him into a Fire specialist. The passive bonus he got from them, increased on an exponential scale when his flame attacks were stacked up.

Amused at his newly discovered power, Smoke neglected to notice Vergewaltiger escape from his earth-pillars.

With an elastic twist of his wrists, the UrukHai Colonel used his tiger-like gauntlets to free himself.

"Raaaagh!" roared Vergewaltiger, and his sharp gauntlets dug into Smoke's shoulder. He then pinned Smoke to the ground. With his free hand, the Ork began to claw his armor off.

Smoke's life bar quickly drained. Each strike dealt 10% on his HP. 

Desperate to escape, he used his Hyper Jump ability to propel himself diagonally on the ground.

"Aaaah!" yelped Smoke, as a large chunk of his flesh got torn off from Vergewaltiger's death grip.

Smoke quickly propped himself up, but saw the UrukHai charging straight for him.

'I need to get away from him,' thought a distraught Smoke. 'Guess there's no helping it!'

He propelled himself upward with a sudden launch of an earth-pillar, and opened his Wings of Cologus in the air.

"Coward! Come back here!" yelled an angry Vergewaltiger. "Are all Elves just good at running away?"

Smoke did not mind the Ork's taunts. He was more worried of the people on the northern wall, who had seen him fly.

"Maybe they didn't see me?" he said to himself, unconvinced.

"Fine!" blurted out Vergewaltiger from below. "I'm going after the flightless boangi people in the city!"

The UrukHai Colonel then sprinted towards the walls.

Checking his life bar, Smoke had only 28% left. Although his mana bar had a higher maximum capacity, it displayed 10%.

He quickly got out a pompom juice, and drank the entire clay-jar in one gulp. Yet, it only increased his MP to 30%

'I can't stay up here any longer,' he thought, as he saw that Vergewaltiger had almost reached the city. He knew that the UrukHai could easily scale those walls.

Gliding at top speed, Smoke headed in front of Vergewaltiger to cut him off.

'My Fire can pierce him, but I need to use my Earth to hold him down,' he reviewed his game plan on his mind. 'But after stunning him, my mana will only have one more attack.'

In his synergized form, Smoke let out dark flames from his body. Moving in closer, he tucked his head inward and dove.

THUD

The ground where he landed on scattered upward, and molten rocks flew everywhere. He used his Comet Crush attack to stun the UrukHai Colonel.

'Should I attack or hold him down?' he asked himself, given this second of a fully stunned Ork.

Confused on what to do, Smoke melded both his Fire and Earth Manipulation abilities. Eight pillars struck out from below Vergewaltiger, but these were not the same ones as before. They had red hot lava swirling around its shaft and on its sharp tips.

Magma-pillars pierced through Vergewaltiger's green skin. Only to melt when it went through his body. The UrukHai Colonel was raised off the ground, suspended by Smoke's melded ability in mid-air.

The Ork was immobilized and his life bar quickly drained to 70%.

"I did it!" shouted Smoke. He raised his right fist in the air in celebration.

He then checked on the Orks near the wall. Ouragan had frozen the invaders in solid blocks of ice, while the Automaton Knights finished them off with their claymores.

"Looks end is over," said Smoke in Orkish.

Turning to face Vergewaltiger, Smoke's eyes widened when he saw the sharp points of the Ork's gauntlets aimed at his eyes.

Smoke had overestimated the strength and durability of his magma-pillars. He should have known better, and was now going to pay the price for this mistake.

SLINK SLINK

The created flame-shield instantly shattered, but the Ork's gauntlets now struck his chest instead.

Smoke was pinned down to the ground, but this time, Vergewaltiger had a better hold on him.

"You can't use that same trikasi on me twice," snarled the Ork.

After using the Comet Crush and the melded magma-pillars, Smoke only had enough mana to do a Hyper Jump ability once.

He kicked the Ork in the groin, and tried to Hyper Jump diagonally. However, Vergewaltiger remained unfazed and dug his gauntlets deeper into his skin.

Smoke's life bar quickly drained, and his Decay Aura activated. Aside from receiving the damage from the Ork's attacks, his life bar also went down 100 points per second. The curse aura, however, also inflicted the same damage on Vergewaltiger.

"Is this your dying will? Your final attack?" questioned the UrukHai. "This is pathetic!"

Vergewaltiger stopped attacking, and held him down with both hands instead. "Let's see who dies first?" he taunted. "Gukgukgukguk!"

"You want a final attack?" asked Smoke in the common tongue. "I'll show you my Suicide Attack!" he said, but both his arms were pinned down by the Ork's legs.

"Don't speak anything but Orkish," said Vergewaltiger. "It will only make your death more batigir."

Immobilized, Smoke glared his eyes at the Ork. Yet, given this few seconds, he had recovered enough to create one last earth-pillar.

TUCK

The sudden launched earth-attack sent Vergewaltiger's feet off his right arm.

This final attempt only angered the Ork. Vergewaltiger's gauntlet came crashing down on his shoulder.

Smoke did not want to admit it, but he knew that the Ork's attack would hit first.

However, before the gauntlet hit him, a notification window popped up.
 
    
 
    
     
     
       
       	 + Level UP!

You have 10 stat points ready for distribution.
Your HP has increased by 7,800.
Your mana has increased by 7,800.
Fame has increased by 1.
  
      
 
     
    
 
   
 
   
His eyes dilated with adrenaline. Smoke's life bar and mana bar glowed, as they were refilled to its new maximum capacity.

Vergewaltiger's gauntlets still pierced his shoulder, but sixteen magma-pillars lifted the Ork Colonel off of him.

As he made the Ork's limbs spread out like an eagle, Smoke added in another sixteen more magma-pillars, four on each limb.

"You think this can hold me?" cried out the suspended Vergewaltiger. "Just you wait! I'll break out of here in no time!"

Smoke's magma-pillars gradually thickened, as he reinforced them with more Fire and Earth.

The Ork's life bar displayed 40%.

Now, that his mana had been fully replenished, Smoke prepared himself to use the stacked up bonus of his flame attacks.

Smoke leapt up, and stood on the broad shoulders of the Ork in mid-air. "You shall never touch another Elf again," he said in Orkish, before he sent a rain of flame-swords at Vergewaltiger's back.

Even with the massive life bar of (600,000/1,500,000 HP), it only took Smoke less than three minutes to finally finish off the incapacitated UrukHai Colonel.
 
    
 
    
     
     
       
       	 + You have dealt a fatal blow to Vergewaltiger, Colonel of the UrukHai.
+ You have killed Vergewaltiger.
+ You have gained 2,000,000 XP.
  
      
 
     
    
 
   
 
   

As the Ork's body disappeared, only his gauntlets remained.
 
    
 
    
     
     
       
       	 +Acquired rare item: Gauntlets of Orcinol
  
      
 
     
    
 
   
 
   
Seeing that Ouragan and the Automaton Knights were still fighting with the Orks, Smoke quickly stowed the freshly lotted item into his bag. He rushed forward to help out.

When he leapt over his trench, Smoke spotted two massive dirus wolf pelts on the bottom. He had wondered where Freifahrt was. Now, he knew that his mount had bravely fought to the death, and had left him with honor.

Smoke stopped, and went back down to fetch the two pelts. He picked them up, and clutched one of them dearly. "You will be missed," he said to the fur with the flame markings on its paws.

"I shall have all these Orks escourt you to the afterlife," he added with conviction.

He climbed out of his own dug trench, and used his serval shoes to reach the Orks faster.
 
 
   * * * * * *  
 
   


It took another twenty-minutes of grueling battle at the northern side of Votl City, before they finally saw the last of the Orks there. A few of them had fled off, but there were still who remained to fight with their last hit points.

When the deed was done, an exhausted Ouragan flew down next to Smoke.

"We finally did it!" said the old HighElf. He let out a heavy sigh, as he leaned on Smoke's shoulder.

Smoke was panting hard, trying to catch his breath. "What about the other sides?"

"After an hour into the invasion, Magietrois Florissant squashed the Orks on the eastern district," explained Ouragan. "I think, I could have done it in a similar time, if I had better companions with me," he said with a wink.

"So, how long did it take?" asked Smoke.

"I just finished when I arrived," replied Ouragan. "And the ones that survived from both my area, and Magietrois Florissant's both ran for their lives."

"What about Chrys' district?" asked Smoke.

"I don't know," replied the old man.

Then, a Prime Wizard in green appeared overhead.

"Looks like he defended his side too," said Smoke, answering his own question.

Chrysopelea softly landed next to them.

"Thanks, Faux!" said Chrys. "If it weren't for you, I'm sure the western gates would have been opened too."

"You mean it remained shut, the entire time?" asked a surprised Smoke. "Guess that means only Trottel had a busted gate."

"Let's check on him," said Ouragan, and hovered.

"Alright," replied Chrys and flew next to the old HighElf.

"I'll see you guys there," said Smoke, as he was about to use his serval shoes to run at fast speeds.

"Smo—Faux, why don't you just fly," blurted out Ouragan. "Everyone on top of the northern wall already saw you, anyway."

"What?" screamed Chrys. "You can fly too?"

"Tsk. Tsk. Tsk." the green Prime Wizard clicked his tongue. "Just what can't you do?"

"Plenty!" replied Smoke with all seriousness. He scowled behind his mask, as he remembered how far he still was from paying off the debts of his Avendre Mercenaries. Then, there was also his lack of large scale leadership abilities. In the incoming war against Duke Burmistrz, he knew that he could not allow the same losses as he experienced today. The Automaton Knights could be rebuilt, but not the lives of his Avendre Mercenaries.

"Faux? You okay?" asked Chrys. "Looks like I lost you there for a second."

Smoke waved his hand in dismissal. "Sorry, was thinking about something else."

"Well, you better do your daydreaming another time," said Ouragan. "We really should see how the inside of Trottel's wall is doing."

With that, Ouragan led all of them in flight. Moving with purpose, they flew to the top of the northern wall in no time at all.

"No! No! No! No!" cried out Trottel, as soon as he saw Smoke flying next to Ouragan and Chrysopelea. "No way can you fly!"

Trottel strongly shook his head in disbelief.

"That was an advanced form of the Fire Levitation, right?" asked the Lioumerean Prime Wizard. "But you just learned the Fire element recently. You can't possibly—" Trottel stopped himself, and scratched his head, bewildered.

"Earth, Fire, and now Wind?" further lamented Trottel. "Don't tell me you can use Lightning too?"

Smoke had half a mind to get out his twin lightning-rods, but decided otherwise. "Of course not," he said and shook his head in denial. He would have loved to see the look on Trottel's face, but knew that his lightning rods would be a dead give away of his true identity.

"Hmmp! Well, at least you suck at leading an army," blurted out Trottel. "I can't imagine how you managed to destroy almost all of those powerful Automaton Knights."

"I lost a lot of them trying to save your side of the city," said Smoke. "Yours was the only one who got its gate busted open."

"Of course it did! There was an UrukHai Colonel leading them," reasoned the Lioumerean.

"And what of Chrys' and Ouragan's side? Didn't they also have UrukHai Colonels?" challenged Smoke.

"Not on my end," interjected Ouragan.

"Same here," added Chrys. "The strongest one there, was the Ork Commander you killed earlier, Faux."

"Really?" said Smoke. "That's odd."

PLOP

Suddenly, Eleve teleported herself in front of Vitzytl's Generals.

"Magietrois Florissant, we did it," greeted Ouragan, and lowered his head before her.

Smoke, Trottel, and Chrysopelea hurriedly followed the old HighElf's lead.

"Indeed, we did," said Trottel. "My men are just double checking for any surviving Orks, but I'm confident that we've—"

Trottel's boastful ramblings was cut off, as Eleve's voice overpowered his.

"We've been had!" she yelled.

"Because I was too busy defending, I just got the report now," began Eleve. "As we speak, UrukHai Orks have been spotted outside the cities of Vona, Vectas, and Vlahui."

"No!" exclaimed Ouragan. "Vona only has its standing army left to defend it."

"The same goes for the rest of the cities," added Smoke.

Ouragan quickly took to the skies, and was about to fly off to his home city.

However, a massive red phoenix with flaming wings denied the old HighElf to do so.

"Are you senile?" asked Eleve. "You can't get there in time by flying!"

"What about the teleportation circles?" asked a troubled Chrys.

"Unfortunately, the teleportation circles have still been powered down. As their dedicated mana had been redirected to the Breathtaking Ballistae," explained Eleve. "It will take two hours before they are fully functional again."

"But we can't just stand here and do nothing," added Chrys. "I just became a Prime Wizard for god's sake."

"That's why I'm teleporting all of you to your respective cities," said Eleve. "Regrettably, your cities are so far apart, that my current mana can only send the three of you."

She paused, as she surveyed their reactions.

"Send me now!" replied Ouragan.

"I don't care," said Chrys. "I just need to be there."

"Send me home as well," added Trottel.

"Fine, then," said Eleve. "I'll pray to Tlaltezin for your success."

PLOP PLOP PLOP

One by one, Eleve sent the Prime Wizards to their respective cities. Only fiery afterimages of themselves remained where they stood.

"You think they'll be able to do something?" asked Smoke.

"I'm not sure," said Eleve. "But I think Ouragan and Trottel will manage somehow."

A worried Smoke walked up to her and asked. "What about Chrys?"

Eleve gulped. "The report had one other thing I intentionally left out."

"Well? Spit it out already!" said Smoke.

"It appears that Wertlosvati's banners were seen heading for Vectas City," she replied. "Maybe he's after the city because Chrysopelea has no real experience in being a Prime Wizard."

"Then, you have to go there," pleaded Smoke. "You can't let those Orks destroy Vectas."

Eleve strongly shook her head. "I can't leave Votl City defenseless. I'm bound to protect the capital above all else."

A disheartened Smoke looked down.

Shortly after, he grabbed the old HighElf's shoulder.

"Send me instead!" exclaimed Smoke. "Chrys has no way of defending a city against Wertlosvati, alone."

"And you think the two of you will stand a chance just because you're there?" asked Eleve.

Smoke fell silent. He knew that she was right, but he could not bare to imagine all of those Zectians to be raided by the cruel UrukHai General.

Wracking his brain for a solution, Smoke opened his map of the Sawtorn continent to confirm his idea. He grinned and gently tugged on Eleve's red robes.

"I have a plan," said Smoke. "Can you send me here?" he asked pointing to his map.

"Why? Anyway, I don't have enough mana to send you there right now," explained Eleve.

"But how could you teleport us from Pincer Island to the Seminary so easily?" asked Smoke.

"There are certain places that are a special case," replied Eleve. "Being the 16th Magietrois, it doesn't consume my mana to get to them."

"Then, drink this," he said, and fished out his last two jars of pompom juice. "I'm sure it will barely increase your mana, but maybe it will be enough to teleport me."

"Alright, let's give it a try," she said, and drank the two pompom juice in one go.

"You made this yourself, did you?" Eleve asked Smoke. She then paused, as she checked on her mana. "Would you look at that. Just enough to teleport one more schmuck."

"Great! Send me there, now!" begged Smoke.

"Are you sure?" asked Eleve, one more time. "I highly doubt sending you to Diebe Den would be of any help."

"We won't know unless we try," said Smoke. He took in a deep breath and gave her a respectful bow.

PLOP

"Godspeed, Faux," she said to Smoke's fiery afterimage.

As soon as Smoke disappeared, Eleve was forcibly teleported into one of the three tallest spires in the city.

Smoke's Flame Master stood in front of a beautiful young maiden. Eleve quickly bowed down before her.

"Please allow me to help them out, Mistress," she pleaded, and the old HighElf groveled at the young girl's feet.

Eleve's Mistress forcibly shook the old HighElf off her legs. "Stop that! I told you, you need to stay here and defend the capital."

"But you can defend this city all by yourself!" argued Eleve. "Heck! You can even destroy all of the invading Orks at once, if you wanted to."

"That's right! I could. If... I wanted to," replied the young maiden. "But I didn't! In fact, I didn't lift a finger in this entire fiasco, did I?"

"Of course, Mistress," said Eleve. "Please forgive my ignorance," she said and lowered her head even further.

"Besides, you are the acting Magietrois Florissant now," said the young maiden. "And I am just a carefree observer."

"Of course, Mistress," meekly replied Eleve.

The young maiden then motioned for Eleve to stand straight.

Eleve obediently stood up, but grumbled as she did.

"What was that?" angrily asked the young girl. "Did you say something?" she said in a threatening manner.

"Mistress, I just find it odd," answered Eleve.

"Odd?" asked the young Mistress. "What's odd?"

"I thought you liked Faux," replied Eleve. "But the only thing you ever did for him, was allow him to be one of your Journeymen."

"Eleve, Eleve, Eleve," said the maiden while shaking her head. "In all our years of being together, you are still the same naive young girl I first met."

The Mistress let out a sigh. "I told you, I'll only reveal myself to him after he finishes the real King's Quest."


TO BE CONTINUED...
 
 
    
 
   


  
 

Side Story – News of the Ork Invasion
 
    
 
   
A group of eleven people, stood in deep snow over half a meter thick. They wore long thick robes, and huddled together against the cold winds.

"Are you sure about this, Baskog?" asked their Exorcist Guild Leader.

"After I acquired the book's knowledge, it gave me this coordinates," replied a heavy-set Knight, equipped with black plated armor. He had a silver cross embossed on his chest. He also carried a black kite shield on his back with the same matching silver cross, and on his side he hanged an axe. "We're suppose to find the castle after we cross this path," he added, pointing to the entrance of a long and narrow road, which headed up to the cold misty mountain.

Then, a petite girl in fully covered green Aero Magus wardrobe walked up next to them. She slammed her tiny fist into Baskog's chest, smack at the center of the silver cross.

"Who would have thought that you would get a Hidden Job," she said. "And a Night Templar at that!"

The female Aero Magus then turned to three Death Knights, who also wore black plated armor. But theirs had white skulls on both shoulders, and had shields embossed with the same skull design.

"Unlike Puthaw, Bato, and Ligon. You've really done well, Baskog," she added, and giggled.

"Shut up, Magikera!" shouted the one called Puthaw. "Baskog was just lucky he got suspended from work. Otherwise, he would have ended up as a Death Knight, like us!"

"Yeah! Shut up, Magikera!" added the one called Ligon. "Besides, a Death Knight is also a Hidden Job."

"Sure it is, one that's already been well documented in the forums," taunted Magikera further.

"Bato, can't you make your little sister shut up?" asked Ligon.

"It's better if you just ignore her," said Bato. "She will tire of it... eventually."

"Bah! What about you, Magikera?" asked Puthaw. "You're still an Aero Magus, and that's not even a Hidden Job!"

"Not a Hidden Job, huh?" she asked. Suddenly, she lifted her right hand up, and sent Puthaw into the air, only to fall into the thick snow.

THUD KLANK

Puthaw's heavy Death Knight armor went right through the padding of the snow.

"Ouch! That hurt!" cried out Puthaw, but he did not retaliate in any way.

Then, a beautiful WoodElf with long black hair stepped in between them. "Alright, that's enough horsing around," said Hilot, wearing a Priestess' robe made for the freezing weather. "Let's just get in there, and find out if Baskog really found King Aquila's Castle."

"Pfft. Why do I even stay with you guys?" said an equally charming HighElf with the same black hair. "Amahan, can we go already?" asked the Priestess named Tabang.

"Wait a minute, Tabang," replied Amahan. "Atiman is still going through his checklist."

A muscular HighElf, who had a build fit to be a Knight, was mumbling to himself as he crossed out the Decane's provisions.

"We're still good on mana pots," said Atiman. "But our Tanks only have 65% of their usual number of life pots."

"I don't know about Baskog, but that's more than enough pots for us," interjected Puthaw. "See, we three won't need as much as before," he added, pointing to his fellow Death Knights. "That's just how we Death Knights roll!"

"Oh, shut up," said Magikera and got out her tongue.

"Anyway, Hilot, Puthaw, and Baskog have a scheduled four-hour break in the next two hours," said Atiman. "And after that are Ligon, Tirador, and myself."

"That's perfect," said Amahan, and gave Atiman a thumbs up. "Thanks for keeping up a tight hold on our logistics," he added.

"Let's use these two hours to gauge whether we need the entire force of the Decane for this Quest," explained Amahan. "But I'm certain, we can continue on even with three members missing."

"Why not drop this dead weight, while we're at it," said Magikera, and pointed to the eleventh member of the Decane. His cloak and robe completely covered his face, arms and hands.

"I do not understand the cause for your resentment," said the eleventh member. "In the first place, you were the ones who put me in this predicament."

Without further warning, the concealed member got out his hand, and displayed a powerful blue orb, aimed at the mouthy Magikera.

Amahan quickly stepped in front of her, and blocked the orb's path.

"You've had enough fun, Magikera," he said, and pointed his finger at her. He then turned to the eleventh member and said. "I apologize in her behalf, Matz. That's just her own way of dealing with this cold, I guess."

"Your pitiful excuse for your comrades are just that, pitiful," said the robed member called Matz. "But I accept your apology," he added, and canceled the blue orb.

Amahan let out a deep sigh and said. "Let's all just head up this mountain, already."

Walking towards the entrance of the long and winding path, Amahan called out to his companions. "By the way, do you think we should make a rally point here?"

"Sure," replied Atiman. "I can see it, Merchants and Traders lining all up," said the Archbishop, pointing at the thick snow behind them. "But, after we've looted the castle... and hunted down all the rare item drops."

"Of course," said Amahan.

"How long do you think that would take?" Baskog asked Atiman.

"Not sure," replied Atiman. "Depends on your tanking abilities against the monsters here, I guess."

"If that's the case, then I'd say one week!" confidently declared Puthaw. "The Death Knights will decimate all the monsters here in just seven days!"

"Puthaw, it's saying things like that, that makes Magikera mouth off again," said Amahan, as he led the way into the steep narrow road.

Walking into the mist, the Decane members braced themselves, as the path they traveled on was only three meters wide. 

Now, it would not seem to be that narrow, but this icy road still gave all of them a slight case of acrophobia. Maybe it was because none of them could see the ground from either side.

"Magikera, you better stay quiet," reprimanded Amahan, before she could speak. "You don't want to be pushed, do you?"

"Haha," sarcastically replied Magikera, but kept her mouth shut all the same.

As they hiked in silence for the last twenty minutes, Amahan suddenly motioned for his guild to stop. He had picked up the familiar but disgusting scent of rotten flesh.

"Puthaw, your up," said Amahan, and moved back behind the three Death Knights.

Puthaw, Bato, and Ligon moved forward with their skull shields in front of them.

SHING SHING SHING

Puthaw was the first one to draw out his long executioner's blade, its hilt ornately designed with a skull. "Ligon, you take left. Bato, you take the one on the right."

Then, from both sides of the narrow path, two monstrous creatures with gorilla-like bodies clung to the edges of the road.

They had found the source of the foul stench, undead yetis with rotting flesh glared their red eyes at them. Only a few patches of their white fur remained, while the rest of their bodies had began to decompose.

In complete synchronicity, Bato and Ligon moved at the same time. Together, they severed their respective undead yetis' arms, which was grasping on the sides of the road. In one fluid motion, they smashed their skull shields into the monsters' chests, dropping them back to the abyss.

"See, Atiman?" asked Puthaw. "I told you us Death Knights can handle the monsters here."

The undead yetis revealed their life bars to be 900,000 HP. This made throwing them down, be the easier choice, rather than fighting them on the tiny space of the narrow road.

Suddenly, two more undead yetis walked up from behind their group. These monsters tried to ambush the Decane members, but Baskog stood his ground at the rear. Pointing his black kite shield with the embossed silver cross at the yetis, he used its holy cross attack. In one flash of white light, both invaders released their hold on the ledge of the road and fell.

"What about that, Puthaw? Did you see that?" taunted Magikera. "Well, I saw that clearly," she added, pointing out how Baskog had them outmatched.

"That one doesn't count," retorted Puthaw. He then charged forward at the undead yetis clinging on the sides of the road.

In one mad sprint, Puthaw wielded his executioner's blade with angst and fury. Numerous hairy arms flew up in the air, as the Death Knight cleaved them off the undead yetis who hindered their way.

Having survived countless quests together, the rest of the Decane members all knew too well to run as fast as they could. As they chased after the mad Death Knight, they dealt the finishing blow to those undead monsters clinging to the road, letting them fall back into the dark unknown.

It took them twenty minutes of running, slashing, and bashing, before they finally saw the end of the steep road. It led them to a expansive landing covered in snow.

All of them, except for Matz, were breathing hard as they tried to catch their breath. Their breath clearly seen through the cold air.

Then, Amahan pointed to the other end of the landing. "Look! Baskog was right after all," he said, as all of them watched a grandiose castle partly covered by the mist. 

From where they stood, they could make out the doors to the castle, whenever a gust of wind momentarily blew away the mist. They only had to cross the spacious palace grounds in front, with the dead flower gardens on its sides. 

The Castle was, however, blocked by a thick iron gate.

"Should I break it down?" asked Puthaw, readying his executioner's blade to hack the gate.

"Stop!" yelled Amahan. "We don't know if there are any traps."

"Or there could be monsters who will come at us, as soon as we break through the gates," added Atiman.

"I guess that makes sense," said Puthaw, and sheathed his lengthy blade. "If it wasn't coming from you two, I would've probably barged in already," he added and chuckled.

"So, what do we do now?" asked Puthaw.

"I propose that we move the break earlier," said Amahan. "Hilot, Puthaw, and Baskog, is that fine with you three? Or do you need to be somewhere later?"

"And then what? The rest of you will bust through the gates after we leave?" asked Puthaw, dropping a clear hint of hurt in his voice.

"Of course not," replied Amahan. "Actually, I was planning to take on those undead yetis again," he said. "I want to see their respawn time, and study their behavior."

The Exorcist paused, scrutinized Puthaw's expression before proceeding. "We might need to run away from the castle," he added. "And we can't escape down the same path, if we're blocked by undead yetis."

"Yeah," said Puthaw, while nodding his head. "That makes perfect sense."

Baskog timidly raised his hand. "Um. I don't mind if we move the break earlier," said the only Night Templar. "I do have to do something."

"How long will that take?" asked Amahan.

"Maybe, one hour, tops?" replied Baskog.

"That's in game time, right?" confirmed Atiman.

"Yup, an hour in Zectas," said Baskog.

"Okay, this is what we'll do," began Amahan. "Baskog will log out for one hour, while we fight those undead yetis again."

Amahan looked around his guild members, to check whether everyone understood. All of them nodded without a word.

"After that, we'll head back here and break the iron gates, together," added Amahan. "Everyone, got that?"

"Sure," replied Magikera.

While everybody else nodded silently again.

At once, Baskog logged out, while Amahan led the Decane members back to the narrow and steep road.

 
 
   * * * * * *  
 
   



After an hour passed, Baskog went back online. As expected, all of the guild members were waiting for him in the expansive landing in front of the iron gates.

"Brr. It's still this cold, huh?" asked Baskog.

"It isn't as cold for me anymore," said Puthaw. "But then again, we never left. So, we could be numb to it already."

"Yeah, yeah, yeah!" said Baskog. "I just had a really important errand to do," added the Night Templar. "How did the yeti hunting go?"

"Turns out they respawn every ten minutes," replied Atiman. "So, it could be a problem for us if we got mobbed."

"Ahem! Ahem!" Puthaw forcibly cleared his throat. "Are we ready to break the gates, or what?" he asked Amahan. "Afterall, the traitor is here already."

By now, it was common knowledge among the Decane members that Puthaw felt betrayed by Baskog's Hidden Job change.

"Sure, let's do it," said Amahan.

"Oh, wait!" said Baskog. "Before we go do that, I have to tell you about this rising star in the Sawtorn Continent."

"You mean, Faux?" asked Amahan. "I already know about him. He's quite a character all right, but let's talk about that another time."

Amahan paused and did a long stretch with both his hands together. "Now, let's just focus on what lies behind these gates."

The Exorcist then tapped on Puthaw's shoulder. "Please, do the honors!"

The Death Knight grinned, and whirled down his executioner's blade with one swift motion.

KLANK

The iron gates busted open. Puthaw, Ligon, and Bato were the first ones to enter the vast palace grounds. Whereas, Amahan, Atiman, and Tabang were in the center of their group. While, Magikera, Tirador, and Baskog were in the rear.

Whereas, Matz stood alone, and walked some distance behind them.

"Looks like we're in the clear," blurted out Magikera.

Suddenly, three red apparitions, over two-meters tall, materialized from the mist. Their faces were covered by a hood and a mask, but the thing that caught the Decane members' attention, were the massive crimson scythes they carried.

"Oops, spoke too soon," said Magikera.

"What do we do now?" Atiman asked Amahan.

The rest of the Decane members turned to face their Exorcist Leader.

"Okay, here's the plan," confidently replied Amahan. "Win!"

"Good plan!" shouted Puthaw, and charged at the apparition in front of him.

"Crescere Vita! Vitam Reficio!" Atiman started shouting out blessings on Puthaw. "Medeis Reficio! Sanctum Gladium!" The Archbishop increased the Death Knight's maximum life, mana recovery, life recovery, and holy offensive attack for the next ten minutes.

After blessing Puthaw, Atiman went on to cast the same buff spells on Ligon and Bato.

All four of them faced the same monster, but Puthaw moved faster than any of the other Death Knights.

SHLINK

Puthaw's executioner's blade was met with the red apparition's scythe, but the Death Knight maneuvered his sword to slide down the long handle of the scythe. He nicked two fingers off the monster, revealing its name and life bar, blood wraith (1,780,000/1,800,000 HP).

Meanwhile, on the other side of the castle grounds. Baskog tanked the second blood wraith by himself. Of course, he was already buffed by the standard spells from Hilot and Atiman. Simultaneously, Magikera and Tirador kept on attacking the same undead monster with their long range magical attacks.

Baskog pointed his black shield at the blood wraith, and unleashed his holy silver cross attack on the red apparition.

The blood wraith tried to block Baskog's holy attack with its scythe, but the white light went past it.

At the same time, Amahan faced the last blood wraith alone. He pointed out his right palm at the apparition, and a gigantic white hand appeared from underneath it. The giant hand held the monster firm, while the Exorcist pelted it with holy cross attacks.

The hooded Matz, who did nothing the entire time, walked next to the busy Amahan.

"You know, I could have finished all three of them at once," said Matz. "If you just did your research right."

"I keep telling you, I'm really sorry," replied Amahan, while still attacking his captured blood wraith. "But what's done is done. Let's just move on from it."

"I will move on... once you have fixed this," said Matz, pointing at himself from head to foot.

"Tsk. Tsk. Tsk." Matz clicked his tongue. "You know, I could have eliminated all three of them at once. Now, you just have to deal with these monsters the hard way."

As his eyebrows crossed, Amahan took in a gulp of air. His breath clearly visible through the cold weather as he exhaled it out. He then turned to Matz and said. "You mean something like this?"

Amahan canceled out the giant white hand holding his blood wraith. Instead, he pointed both his palms to the ground and shouted. "Maxime Exorcismo!"

An extensive casting circle appeared on the ground, covering the entirety of the castle grounds. A myriad of holy symbols appeared from within it.

At once, all three blood wraiths stopped moving.

"Hey? What gives?" complained Magikera, and ceased her attacks.

All of the Decane members followed suit, and stopped attacking as well. 

"Evinco Malum!" shouted Amahan, and the life bars of the blood wraiths steadily dwindled to the last HP. It took less than three minutes for the red apparitions' life bars to display zero.

TING DING TING

The sound of the blood wraiths dropping their scythes resonated within the castle grounds.

"Like that?" Amahan asked Matz.

The hooded Matz nodded once and said. "Yes, but my attack would not have drained all of my mana."

Amahan did not respond. Instead, he took out a blue potion and drank it all in one gulp. He walked away from Matz, and headed towards his guildmates. 

With his back facing the cloaked Matz, Amahan took out two more blue potions and chugged it down.

"Hey, Baskog, what were you saying about Faux, again?" asked the Exorcist, as he subtly tried to change the topic.

"Um," replied Baskog, surprised by the question out of nowhere. "Oh, right! The forums are saying that he's gotten to the point, where he is as famous as you, Tristan, and Smoke."

"I think he could be even better than Smoke," added Magikera. "But maybe that's just because that stupid DarkElf has been lying low lately?"

"Well, Faux isn't just lying around," said Baskog. "In fact, he had just successfully defended Votl City against an Ork Horde which numbered almost a million."

"How did he do that?" asked Puthaw, bewildered.

"Technically, he was only one of the thousands of people who defended the city," explained Baskog. "But he was given the temporary title of Vice-General."

"Faux, could be a big deal, but I don't think his fame will last long," said Amahan. "But like I said, as the same case as with Smoke and Tristan, if they're not in the continent of Nawterra, why bother with them?"

"True," said Baskog. "Now that you mention it, I think Faux is going to be in deep trouble soon."

"Why is that?" asked Magikera.

"Oh, right!" blurted out Baskog. "I forgot to mention that the Orks had fooled them all."

"Eh? How?" further asked Aero Magus.

"Vitzytl's capital city may have been defended," began the Night Templar. "But now the Ork Horde is going after the other three cities who have barely any defense."

"Ha! This Faux character isn't even on Smoke's level," said Amahan. "I'm sure that Smoke wouldn't have fallen for such a ploy."

Amahan let out another deep sigh, cleansing his mind.

"Alright, pick up the loot and let's see what this palace has to offer," ordered Amahan and led the way towards the castle doors.

Matz tried to walk directly behind Amahan, but the Exorcist hastened his pace.

Amahan stopped, and waited for everyone to arrive before he opened the door. "Everyone, ready?" he asked, holding the knob of the palace door.

"Do it, already!" yelled an excited Magikera.

As soon as they opened the door, a notification window popped up.
 
    
     
     
       
       	 - Entered King Aquila's Summer Home

  This was where the King and his family spent their holidays.
  Now, it is the home of ghosts and apparitions.

  - Monsters inside this mansion are highly aggressive.
  - Suggested level for entering this mansion is 250.
  
      
 
     
    
 
   
 
   
"Baskog, you said this was King Aquila's Castle, right?" asked Atiman. "Why does it say Summer Home?"

"I don't know," replied the Night Templar. "That's what the book told me."

"See? I knew we couldn't count on Baskog to get his facts right!" screamed an angry Puthaw.

 
 
   * * * * * *  
 
   



A sandstorm cleared up, which revealed a four-story ruined castle carved out from the side of a mountain. This ancient structure was part of the lost city in the scorching deserts of Grand Malodorant Dragonis.

Yet, its formerly abandoned streets were now filled with a bustling crowd of Sonstwelters and Zectians. All of them were busy doing business in front of medium-sized tents to ones that were extravagantly large. Most of these were owned by newly formed guilds.

The common stalls were filled with the finest armor, weapons, accessories, and potions. With one glance, any passerby could tell that these were expensive items.

After only a few months of being discovered, this place had become the largest rally point in the east. One of the main reasons people were drawn here, was due to the lack of taxes from any of the established kingdoms.

Because of this, this rally point received a daily arrival of fresh meat. Hundreds of Zectians and Sonstwelters arrived from the Kingdoms of Thanotl, Thayotl, and Matotl. They wandered through the streets, all looking for the next big score, gambling that they would make it big here.

Among them, were an Assassin and a Priestess.

"This place was discovered by Tristan and his DracoRicco members," said one of the new arrivals.

"Ironically, this was also the place where Tristan disbanded his guild," added a Paladin who walked behind them.

The Assassin then gently patted the Paladin's shoulder and said. "Hey, my name is Bon. How would you like to—"

The Assassin was rudely cut off by the hand of the Paladin. "Not interested," he said, and moved away from him.

"Ora, try that guy," Bon said to the Priestess, who stood next to him.

"Um. Excuse me, Sir. I just arrived here three days ago," began Ora. "And I was wondering if you would like to join me on a quest? The rewards are pretty—"

"Sorry, I'm busy," interjected the Paladin, cutting the Priestess off.

Ora let out a sigh.

Then, a muscular Cavalry Knight walked up to her. "Um, Miss? My name is Zhertva. I'm new here, and I don't have anything valuable to sell or trade. But I am interested to hear about this quest of yours."

"Really?" asked a delighted Ora. "That's great. Do you have a party with you?"

The Cavalry Knight paused, and studied the Priestess closely, as if scrutinizing if this was a scam. "No, I'm alone," replied Zhertva.

"Oh," said Ora, the disappointment in her voice clearly shown. "Sorry, but you alone won't be enough."

The Priestess walked away.

"Hey, wait," called out Zhertva. "I just wanted to try my luck here. Can't we look for other party members instead?"

Ora stopped walking, turned her head at him and said. "I've been waiting here for two days now, and the quest needs at least nine people in it."

"Then, that means we just need seven more," said Zhertva. "Does this quest need to be Sonstwelters only? Or can we hire some Zectian Mercenaries?"

"Just Sonstwelters," replied Ora. "And I already have one more companion," she said, pointing to the Assassin called Bon.

"Six, then," said Zhertva. "If you let me join this quest," he added.

"Why do you want to?" asked Ora.

"I need to make more money," replied Zhertva. "I may not look it now, but I used to have four Zectians in my personal army."

Ora's eyebrow raised. "And where are they now?" she asked.

"They died on the boat ride here," said the Cavalry Knight. "Even my golden jackal died, and he was very precious to me."

"Oh, sorry to hear that," said a sympathetic Ora. "You've already had your share of losses. So, you really shouldn't do this quest."

"But that's exactly why I need to," explained Zhertva. "I reached here because I had those Zectians act as my shield."

"That's why I need money to buy more," added Zhertva.

"I see. That makes sense," said Ora. "Alright, you can join us."

Bon suddenly pulled Ora away from Zhertva. The two of them began whispering, inaudible for the Cavalry Knight to hear.

"Fine!" yelled the Assassin, crossing his arms in protest.

Ora then smiled at Zhertva and said. "Welcome aboard! But I need you to help us recruit more people just like you."

"Of course!" replied the Cavalry Knight. "So, is this quest strict about only being nine Sonstwelters? Or can we have more?"

Ora and Bon turned to each other, as if speaking with their eyes.

"More than nine should be fine," answered Ora. "But I think fifteen should be our limit. We don't want too many people dividing the loot, now do we?"

"Right!" said Zhertva. "Oh, and this is just me being proactive," blurted out the Cavalry Knight. "But what about putting up a sign. You know, something like: Looking for Zecs to buy Zectians? Join us, now!"

Ora visibly shuddered, but nodded with a forced smile. "Alright, let's do that."

After putting up signs, they gathered a total of twelve members for Ora and Bon's Quest. Including Bon, Ora, and Zhertva; the party had four Priests, two Assassins, two Paladins, three High Wizards, and one Cavalry Knight.

"Good, this should be enough," Ora said to the assembled party. "Before I share the Quest, let's move outside the encampment. We don't want other people stealing our rewards, do we?"

With that, twelve Sonstwelters gathered outside the ruins of the forgotten city.

"This should be far enough," said Ora, and shared the Quest with them.

A notification window popped up in front of the new recruits.
 
    
     
     
       
       	 + Quest: Put out the Feuern Wyrm Queen
    Monster Hunting Quest
    Level: A

    A Mother Feuern Wyrm was found in the cave of Silok.
    Kill the Queen and win the hoard of riches the wyrms have gathered.

    Accept the Quest? [YES/NO]
  
      
 
     
    
 
   
 
   
Without hesitation, all of the recruits chose 'Yes.'

"Bon and I will not take part in any of the treasures we may find there," said Ora. "But in exchange, we will take the Wyrm Queen's head as our share of this Quest."

"Is that Wyrm head expensive, or something?" asked the other Assassin in the party. "Because if it's worth five times the entire hoard, then I don't like it."

"We just need it for a series quest," explained Bon.

It took a few minutes for the new party members to discuss amongst themselves.

Zhertva took command of the new recruits, and spoke in their behalf. "Fine! We all agree with your condition."

And so, all twelve members of the hunting party set forth to vanquish a Feuern Wyrm Queen.

 
 
   * * * * * *  
 
   



After three hours of travel, the newly assembled group arrived in front of a cavernous cave opening.

"We're here," said Ora.

Being a Priestess, she motioned for the Knights to enter first.

However, Zhertva and the other Knights did not comply.

"Ladies first," said Zhertva.

With an exaggerated shrug, Ora walked in. A few seconds later, the rest of the party members followed her. The party members saw an expansive cave with the height of over ten-meters and a width of over thirty.

A notification window popped up, to signify that they had entered another place.
 
    
     
     
       
       	 - Entered Silok Cave

  If you value your life, leave now! Beyond this place, lies the home
  of the Feuern Wyrm Queen

  - Monsters inside this cave are highly aggressive.
  - Suggested level for entering this cave is 250.
  
      
 
     
    
 
   
 
   

Ora used an illuminating spell to light their way. The other Priests in their party did the same, while the Mages used a similar ability.

"What kind of monsters are we expecting here?" Zhertva asked Ora, as they walked further in. "Are there other types other than wyrms?"

"Just one," replied Ora.

Suddenly, skeleton warriors and trolls charged at them from the dark shadows of the cave.

"I thought you said there were just Wyrms here?" asked Zhertva and slashed the closest skeleton warrior next to him.

Their High Wizard party members also released a torrent of spells, which illuminated the cave with bright colors and spells.

Zhertva's sword went through the skeleton warrior with ease, and the monster instantly vanished.

"They're illusions," said Bon, and casually stepped forward.

Hit by their Wizard members, the skeleton warriors and trolls faded back to nothingness.

"It's right here," said Ora, leading the party towards the next corner. "Bon and I managed to catch a glimpse of it, and estimated that about nine people were needed to take it down."

She stopped, and signaled for everyone to keep quiet. Popping only their heads to take a peek. There, they found a flaming orange dragon without wings. It looked peaceful, curled in a deep slumber.

"We estimate it to have a length of seven meters from head to tail," explained Bon. "But the girth of its body should only be one and a half meters."

"My, that's one big wyrm," whispered Zhertva.

"Yes, it is," said Bon. "But look at the treasure behind it," added the Assassin, pointing to the mountain of loot the feuern wyrm was guarding.

"And all you want is that wyrm's head, huh?" asked Zhertva once more.

"Yes, that's all we ask," answered Ora.

"Alright, let's do this, then," said Zhertva. "So, what's the plan?"

"Nothing fancy," began Ora. "Knights in the front, Healers and Mages in the back, and Assassins for back and head attacks."

The other Priest party member was about to cast buff spells on everyone, but Ora stopped him. "Let me do it, you save your mana for healing," she said and proceeded to cover them with her magical abilities.

As all of the party members finished their preparations, they readied themselves mentally to face the feuern wyrm.

"Wait," called out Bon. "If one of you are attacked and about to die, just run until here," he said, pointing to the place where they were. "Ora will be able to heal you here."

"Okay, okay. I think we've all got it," said Zhertva. "Let's go!" he yelled out, calling the attention of the sleeping feuern wyrm.

"Raaaooooor!" roared the awoken feuern wyrm.

"Why did you do that?" asked Ora. "Now, it knows we're here."

"Simple, so that I can direct its attention to you, Two," replied Zhertva and pushed both Ora and Bon in front of the wyrm's mouth.

The Assassin and Priestess stood still, while the feuern wyrm extended the length of its body, towering over the two Sonstwelters before it.

"Thanks for telling us about this place," called out Zhertva from behind them. "Don't worry, we'll equally share the loot amongst ourselves, and find the series quest related to this feuern wyrm."

The mages fired their spells at the wyrm, but the wingless dragon remained unaffected. Instead, it focused on Ora and Bon.

In one fell swoop, it wrapped its thick body around the Assassin and the Priestess, squeezing out their life bars.

"Wizards, aim for its head," called out Zhertva, as he led the charge at the wyrm's body.

The Knights' swords did little damage to the wyrm, as its name and life bar were displayed, Truffatore (2,458,000/2,500,000 HP).

Truffatore ignored the other party members, as it was about to finish off Ora and Bon. Both of their bodies were sent crashing against the cave walls.

Bon's body vanished, and Ora's shortly followed seconds later. Yet, their bodies did not disappear in the same manner as when a body normaly fades out of Zectas.

"Looks like they were much weaker than I thought," said Zhertva out loud. "But we can still do this," he added.

However, Truffatore had other things in mind. Moving its body fast beyond its size, it coiled its thick girth around the Knights in front. Only Zhertva was able to dodge the wingless dragon's attack, but just barely.

CRACK CREAK CRACK

The sounds of their bones being crushed echoed in Silok Cave.

Healing lights and magical attacks came towards Truffatore's direction. The Heal spells were directed at the Knights while the offensive ones attacked the monster's eyes.

"Acccck!" cried out Truffatore, the attack on its sight proved to be effective, or so they thought.

It did momentarily stop the dragon from crushing the Knights, but not because it was hurt.

An irritated Truffatore squeezed the final hit points of the ones caught in its body. Yet, before they died, it opened its mouth, revealing it wide enough to fit an ancient bison inside. One by one, it wolfed down the Knights.  

"Run!" Zhertva yelled at the Priests and Mages, but they remained standing still. "No! It can't be! It has a stunning abili—?" were his last words as Truffatore devoured each one of them there.

The cavern fell silent.

"Kaaacck, kaaak, bleaak," came the sounds of Truffatore, as it regurgitated the equipments of its invaders.

TING DING TING TING DING

Swords, shields, boots, wands, and rings fell into a pile of sticky gunk.

Then, Ora and Bon stepped out from the entrance of Truffatore's treasure hoard.

"Looks like middle tier items," said the Assassin.

"Well, what do you expect from low level Sonstwelters?" asked the Priestess. "I bet none of them even went beyond level 120."

"Tell me about it," said Ora. "They didn't even catch me stunning them earlier," he added and chuckled. "And that Zhertva guy thought that it was Truff who had the stunning ability!" he said and laughed some more.

"Raaaooooor!" roared the flaming orange dragon.

"Oh, shut up, Truff!" said the Assassin. "Has Tristan come back yet?"

The wingless dragon obediently curled down and shook its head.

"You think any of them realized what we were up to?" asked a worried Ora. "Maybe they'll talk about us in the forums, and then we won't be able to gather any more people to feed this big oaf," she added, and pointed to the orange dragon.

"Relax, Aurora, I'm sure all of them are cursing about being killed," said the Assassin. "Not to mention that there is no save point here!" he added and snorted.

WOOOSH WOOSH WOOSH SHOOOOOO

A Paladin Lord logged in, and appeared in front of the treasure hoard. "Oh? Aurora! Bones! You just finished another batch?" asked Tristan.

"Where have you been?" asked Aurora.

"Sorry, it took a while," said Tristan. " I was reading up on this DarkElf named Faux. He's suppose to be better than Smoke."

Aurora crossed her arms and asked. "Just how many more do we need before Truffatore grows to the next level?"

"Wait, let me check," said Tristan and opened a window. "About a thousand."

"Then, you do that by yourself!" cried out Aurora. "You can count me out."

"Come on, Aurora. It's not like these guys didn't deserve it," said Bones.

"These guys did, but we can't expect all of the new arrivals to be like them," she argued.

"And I still don't like how you're copying Smoke's idea," Aurora said to Tristan.

"I may hate the guy," said Tristan. "But his strategy works."

He paused and clenched his fist. "I still can't forget that smug look on his face, pretending to be a Novice outside a city! He really thought he could fool me?"

Tristan took in a deep breath to calm himself.

"Get over it already, it's been well over a year!" exclaimed Aurora.

"Good thing we didn't sell our low level equipments," said Bones, trying to steer away from the sensitive topic of Smoke. "It works great, in luring in people like Zhertva."

"Who's Zhertva?" asked Tristan.

"A Cavalry Knight that used to own that sword," replied Bones, pointing to the pile of equipments with gunk.

"Truff, add this to the pile," Tristan ordered the dragon. "And get out of that wyrm form."

The orange dragon lowered its head in obedience. Crimson flames then covered its body and a pair of large wings sprouted out on its back. Next, came out its arms and legs, with sharp claws on its ends. A set of majestic horns popped out of its head, forming the shape of a crown. When it was done, Truffatore had the spitting image of Valdurath, one of the twelve legendary dragons of Zectas.

"Hm," said Tristan, while examining the dragon. "You're still about a fourth of your father's size, but don't worry, we'll get there."

"You know, I still say Smoke wasn't trying to trick—" blurted out Aurora, but quickly stopped herself when she saw Tristan's eyes glaring at her.

"So, what were you saying about this... Faux character again?" asked Aurora.

Tristan raised his eyebrows, and decided to allow Aurora's clear attempt of changing the subject. "Apparently, he became a Vice-General in Vitzytl Kingdom and defended its capital city from a horde of Orks."

"That sounds really impressive," said Bones.

"It was," said Tristan, but then he chuckled. "Until everyone discovered that they were being played by the Orks. I mean, who gets tricked by a dumb race like the Orks?"

"Um? Why? What happened?" asked Bones, as Tristan had not fully explained the situation.

"Faux is now in a pile of turd," began Tristan. "Because they redirected all of their forces to one city, the other cities of the Kingdom are being attacked by the Orks."

"And what happened to the cities?" asked a worried Aurora.

"I don't know," replied Tristan. "It hasn't been posted in the forums yet. I think they're still being invaded as we speak."

"Oh! So, you were just reading things on the forum," said Aurora. "You know, those things aren't always reliable."

"I know that!" said Tristan. "But it just makes me laugh."

"What does?" asked Bones.

"How others make this Faux person to be on the same level as me, Amahan, and Smoke. I mean, even Smoke wouldn't fall for such an obvious diversion."

"Is it really that obvious?" asked Aurora. "I mean, if I had information about the capital being invaded, I would have probably done the same thing."

Tristan gave her another annoyed look.

"But it's really surprising that you think highly of Smoke," she blurted out. "Why do you think he wouldn't be fooled by this?"

"Hmmp! That's simple," replied Tristan. "That cunning bastard always has something up his sleeve."

Meanwhile, Bones was looking through their hoard of items. "Tristan, do we really need to stick to Sonstwelters alone? Why don't we bring in some Zectians?"

"No!" yelled both Tristan and Aurora simultaneously.

The two of them looked at each other and laughed.

"Bones, it doesn't really do us any good if we brought in Zectians," explained Tristan. "Most of the Mercenaries here don't have any decent equipment, and we need to keep increasing that treasury."

"Fine!" said Bones. "But I still don't get why we had to disband the guild though," he said grumbling to himself.

"Alright, I'll tell you," said Tristan. "You see, I plan to have us three sit on top of the world."

"How?" asked Bones.

"Amahan has ten members in his Decane guild, right?" asked Tristan. "And what's better than a guild of ten? An even more elite guild of three members of course!" he said with a smug face.

"That sounds interesting," said Bones. "But I don't think we can take them head on by ourselves."

"That's why after Truffatore grows up, the two of you will be getting your own dragons," said Tristan.

"And what about Smoke?" asked Aurora. "What do you plan to do against his private army of Zectians?"

"Bah! You can forget about him," replied Tristan. "All his good for is his sneaky tricks."

The Paladin Lord angrily shook his head. He grumbled and clenched his fists.  

 
 
   * * * * * *  
 
   



Sierra endearingly traced the writings on the stone monument, which towered over ten-meters in the vast field, south of Verbrannt.

It was a statue of König Mitleid sitting on his throne, looking to the east.
 
    
 
    
     
     
       
       	   Here sits König Mitleid, the most compassionate King of the Maneators.
  Surveying Zectas from beyond. Assuring Justice will find those who need it.
  
      
 
     
    
 
   
 
   

This place was where countless Farmers and Fishermen were slaughtered by the invading Brandals. It was also where Mitleid sacrificed his life. He held off thousands of bandits from attacking their village, while waiting for Smoke and Sierra to arrive.

Now, this vast stony plain of twenty square kilometers had become a part of their home.

Tall earth-walls of over thirty-meters blocked out the threat of invading forces. Standing on them, were scattered Archers, trained by the Banalite Archers. They acted as the first line of defense for the village.

Always vigilant from attacks, Verbrannt was presently surrounded by eight walls, each one independent from the other. A blanket of defenses before reaching Rauch Castle, the center of the village.

They needed to expand quick, and to have more fertile grounds. With the promise of a good life, protection from robbers, and monsters, the population of Verbrannt had grown to twice its size.

In the span of six months, Mamelon had brought in close to thirty-thousand immigrants. They came from the neglected villages of Centeo and Centza, the northern cities of Chayotl Kingdom.

'Maybe soon we will expand up to the vast plains of Warten,' mused Sierra, thinking about the field five kilometers away from their most recently completed wall.

Sitting down next to Mitleid's plaque, Sierra enjoyed the rays of the rising sun.

"Verbrannt Status Window," called out Sierra.
 
    
     
     
       
       	 Verbrannt Village

  + Ownership of the Verbrannt Village belongs to: Sierra

  The flourishing village of Verbrannt has grown comparable to that of a small city. Despite the various races and beliefs in the village, its residents have come to respectable terms with one another.

  Status:
  * Happiness: 50%
  * Health: 53%
  * Food: 10%

  Stats:
  * Citizens: 41,963
  * Offensive Power: 2,440,000
  * Defensive Power: 5,500,000
  
      
 
     
    
 
   
 
   
Sierra clicked her tongue. She was dissappointed after she saw how low their offensive power still was, but she did not mind as much. The important thing was that the people living inside the village were safe, healthy, and happy.

Then, her eyes caught movements from the inner wall. The gates of the seventh fortification opened, ushering in a crowd carrying pick-axes, shovels, or pulling on wooden-carts. They were the new immigrants, eager to till the land and cultivate its soil. The field allotted to them was rocky, dry, and uneven, but they still wore smiles on their faces.

Then, a Tikbalang with massive bat-like wings flew overhead. Sierra watched the creator of the Verbrannt walls go by.

Ledur proceeded to dig deep irrigation canals. As a part of their expansion plan, they were going to have the waters of the Murray river reach here.

Next, four Maneators stepped out from the inner gate. They carried specially crafted shovels over two-meters wide. Behind them, were three-thousand men who were at their beck and call.

Sierra got off Mitleid's monument and walked up to the last of the Maneators.

"Hey, Guys, starting work already?" Sierra asked the gray Maneator.

"Yeah, we have to. Otherwise, we won't make Ledur's schedule," replied Weise.

With cheerful disposition, the Maneators and their subordinates began clearing out the earth left by Ledur. They then proceeded to smoothen out the canal in preparation for the reinforcement and filtration layer.

After the immigrants gathered up the large stones and rocks from the field, they gave them to the gray Maneator.

"Here you go, Weise," said one of them pulling a cart full of stones.

"Thanks," replied Weise, and lifted the cart with both his hands, dropping its content into the trench.

A red Maneator then scooped the rubble from the pile, and pounded them into the floor of the irrigation canal.

"Stark, don't over do it," said Weise. "You're suppose to line the stones in the flooring, not turn them to powdered sound."

"Stark sorry," replied the red Maneator. "Stark be more careful."

On another pile of rocks, an orange Maneator moved in and out between his subordinates. Rasant carried large buckets of the rocks and speedily placed them on the flooring of the canal.

"That's too close together, Rasant," said Weise from above the canal. "We just want to filter the water, not make a swimming pool."

"Of course! What was I thinking? I was just rushing and as always I forgot to space them right," said Rasant in one breath. "I'll fix it in a jiffy, and I'll tell my men to do the same as well. Don't worry, Weise. I got this covered," he said and ran off to do just that.

And on another pile, a golden Maneator led her group to form one straight line. They handed each other small buckets filled with rocks, until it reached a worker putting them into the canal flooring.

"What about me, Weise?" asked Adelige. "Any advise?"

"None," said Weise and grinned. "Just keep doing what you're doing."

Sierra left them alone and was headed to Rauch Castle, but she stopped when saw the outermost southern gate open. She saw Mamelon leading another group of new residents for Verbrannt.

This time, the Aqua Knight wrangled five-hundred golden jackals with her.

"Hey," called out Sierra who ran towards her. "Where's your usual herd of aardwolves?"

Mamelon got off her golden jackal and the two of them hugged.

"I stopped going after them," replied Mamelon. "It seems that Macher and Sagen have picked up on where their feeding grounds are."

Sierra's eyes widened with worry. "You didn't meet them again, did you?"

"No, no," said Mamelon. "But my men and I had to go through a lot of trouble just to get these golden jackals."

"Of course," said Sierra. "These mounts are as expensive as dirus wolves, right?"

Mamelon nodded. "But this batch will be my last one," she said.

"What? You're not going to gather mounts anymore?" asked Sierra. "But we only have about ten-thousand, and I was hoping that we could get at least twenty-thousand before the war."

"Sorry, that's not what I meant," replied Mamelon. "Courant and Virer will still continue to round up dirus wolves and golden jackals, but I suspect it will be even less than this bunch."

"Okay, as long as they're still going to be hunting more mounts," said a relieved Sierra. "So, what are you planning to do?"

"I have a special pet project of my own," said Mamelon.

"What kind?" asked Sierra.

"Before I tell you, let me first share what I learned after I went to Centeo City," replied the Aqua Knight. "There, I met a Zectian named Kalim Sulimov, and he told me something really interesting."

Sierra's eyebrows raised, intrigued. "And? What is it? Spit it out already."

Mamelon chuckled. "Well, he told me that there's supposed to be a special breed of mount that rarely appears in the wild."

The busty Aqua Knight paused to tease Sierra.

Sierra lightly tapped her left arm and said. "Stop stalling!"

"It's suppose to be larger than a dirus wolf and has the same golden fur as the jackal," said Mamelon. "But the most interesting part, is that it's suppose to have an active and passive ability."

"So, did this guy tell you where to get this special mount?" asked Sierra.

An excited Mamelon nodded. "Not where, but how."

"Eh?" asked Sierra, confused.

"Apparently, this mount is a hybrid between a dirus wolf and a golden jackal," replied Mamelon. "So, that's what I'm going to be doing for a while. I'm going to breed an Aureus."

"Is that the name of the hybrid mount?" asked Sierra.

A giddy Mamelon nodded.

Sierra's face grew to a grin, imagining what the mount would look like. Then, it hit her. "If you're still about to breed it, then we won't be able to use it in time for the war," she said to Mamelon.

"That's most likely," replied the Aqua Knight. "But we also need to think about the future."

"For when after we win against Duke Burmistrz," added Mamelon.

"Alright," said Sierra, with half the enthusiasm as she had before. "Good luck on that pet project then."

Sierra's shoulders sank. "Listen, I have to go," she said. "I need to check if the preparations for my departure is done."

"Wait," called out Mamelon, and strongly grabbed Sierra's arm. "Before you leave, I want to know how Smoke and Ilad are doing."

Sierra looked at Mamelon's hand holding her arm tightly. 

"Oh, sorry. It's just that I haven't seen Ilad for so long. I was wondering if he's still around or he dropped out, or something," explained Mamelon.

"Smoke and Ilad are still out recruiting," said Sierra. "Smoke said that they should return with really powerful allies."

"And Ilad too?" asked Mamelon.

"Of course, Ilad will return together with Smoke," answered Sierra.

Mamelon laughed, clearly relieved of what Sierra told her.

"You know, I've been missing him for so long, that I even thought Ilad was the DarkElf who has been famous in the forums lately," said Mamelon.

"What are you talking about?" asked Sierra.

"When you told me that Smoke and Ilad had gone south, I thought that they crossed the seas and were now in the Sawtorn Continent," explained Mamelon, and hollowly laughed. "I thought Ilad was Faux in disguise, but then after I read how he entered the Magi Gagnant Tournament, I knew that it wasn't him."

"Yeah, Faux definitely isn't Ilad," nervously said Sierra. "I think I read somewhere that they were suppose to fight against an Ork Horde? But that it hasn't happened yet?" added the Lady of Verbrannt.

"Oh, I just read that the invasion happened," said Mamelon. "But the Orks threw a fast one over Faux."

"What do you mean?" asked Sierra.

"Well, it seems like Faux had most of the people from the other cities defend its capital, Volt City or something like that," began Mamelon. "Because of that, they defended the capital city against the Orks, but then there were other Ork Hordes lying in wait. Now, I think they're about to attack the other undefended cities."

"Oh, no!" gasped Sierra.

"Huh? What's wrong?" Mamelon asked Sierra.

"Nothing," Sierra quickly answered. "I'm just wondering what Faux will do now."

"I don't know," replied Mamelon. "The distance between cities is quite far."

"Yeah, it really is," said Sierra with a stricken expression.

"Anyway, tell Ilad I said hi," said Mamelon. "How silly of me to think that this Faux character was him. I mean Ilad would never fall for such a trick like that."

"That's right," said Sierra, forcibly nodding her head in agreement. "He definitely wouldn't."
 
 
   


  
 

Smoke and Sierra's Status Window
 
   
 
 
    
    
      
      	 Character: Smoke
  
      	 Level: 124
  
      	 Job: Beggar
  
     
 
      
      	 Race: DarkElf
  
      	 Alignment: Neutral
  
      	 Money: 1,000,000 zecs
  
     
 
      
      	 Fame: 1,250
  
      	 Titles: (+ to all stats)
Condortl Savior (+2)
5th Swordsman to Knight Champ (+1)
King of Maneators (+4) 
 Florissant Journeyman (+3)
  
      	 Pet: None
  
     
 
      
      	 Life: 322,454 HP
  
      	 Mana: 460,172 MP
  
      	  
  
     
 
      
      	 DEX: 605(+65)
  
      	 STR: 145(+58)
  
      	 AGI: 60 (+620)
  
     
 
      
      	 VIT: 10 (+157)
  
      	 INT: 300(+235)
  
      	 Wisdom: 120 (+40)
  
     
 
      
      	 Leadership: 143 (+10)
  
      	 Charisma: 30 (+10)
  
      	 Luck: 999
  
     
 
      
      	 Attack Speed:25(+71)
  
      	 Movement Speed:65(+30)
  
      	 Defense:2,513(1/4)
  
     
 
      
      	 Weapons:
  
      	  
  
      	  
  
     
 
      
      	 Power Chainsaw Bow: 135-148(1/4)
  
      	 Attack: 7,888-8,548 (1/4)
  
      	  
  
     
 
      
      	 Twin Lightning Rods: 206-220(1/4)
  
      	 Attack: 13,135-14,348 (1/4)
  
      	  
  
     
 
      
      	 Elemental Resistance:
  
      	 Elemental Affinity:
  
      	  
  
     
 
      
      	 Fire:            90%
Dark:          60%
Poison:       44%
Wind:         20%
Water:        20%
Earth:         40%
Lightining: 22%
  
      	 Fire:           90%
Earth:         80%
 Lightning:  55%
 Poison:       52%
Wind:         25%
 
  
      	  
  
     
 
      
      	  
  
      	 Equipment Effects: (1/4)
  
      	  
  
     
 
      
      	  
  
      	 *Hooded Cape of Cologus
 +20% Earth Affinity
 +20% Wind Affinity
 +20 Strength
 +20 Dexterity
*Claws of Chiropterra
 +15% Earth Affinity
*Heart of ReenTe
 +30 Vitality
*Sable Wizard's Surcoat
 +510 Defense
 +10% All Resistance
 +15% Bonus Exp 
* Scorching Serval Shoes
   +30 Movement Speed
    +20 Intelligence
* Wise Ring of  the Dire Fox
    +30 Intelligence
    +30 Wisdom
* Horse Ring of Domination
    +50 Intelligence
    +30% Earth Affinity
* Berserker's Ring of Flames
    +50 Intelligence
    +30% Fire Affinity
* Electromagnetic Golem Offering
    +50 Intelligence
    +30% Lightning Affinity
 * Paradox Pyro Mask
    + 10 Intelligence
    + 10 Vitality
 * Florissant: Journeyman Emblem
    +20,000 HP
    +50,000 MP
    +20 Intelligence
 * Acquired Intelligence from Reading
    +20 Intelligence

*Beggar Belt [1 stone]
  
      	  
  
     
 
      
      	  
  
      	 Skill Effects:
  
      	  
  
     
 
      
      	  
  
      	 * Agility of the Horned Rabbit (Agility + 600)
* Cooking (Vitality + 67)
* Dual Wield (Attack Speed + 75)
* Knife Mastery (Knife Damage + 66%)
* Bow Mastery (Bow Damage + 92%)
  
      	  
  
     
 
    
   
 
   


 
 
    
    
      
      	 Character: Sierra
  
      	 Level: 119
  
      	 Job: Druid Archon
  
     
 
      
      	 Race: HighElf/Werebear
  
      	 Alignment: Neutral
  
      	 Money: 999,000,000 zecs
  
     
 
      
      	 Fame: 1,087
  
      	 Titles: (+ to all stats)
Lady of Verbrannt (+3)
Alpha Werebear(+5) 
  
      	 Pet: Ruby Bear(named Rubie)
  
     
 
      
      	 Life: 
 Werebear: 435,283 HP
 HighElf: 273,819  HP
  
      	 Mana:
 Werebear:  116,700 MP
 HighElf: 325,100 MP
  
      	  
  
     
 
      
      	 DEX: 20(+8)
  
      	 STR: 60(Werebear+208/HighElf+8)
  
      	 AGI: 20 (+8)
  
     
 
      
      	 VIT: 347 (Werebear+208/HighElf+108)
  
      	 INT: 160(+18)
  
      	 Endurance: 623 (+8)
  
     
 
      
      	 Leadership: 210 (+8)
  
      	 Charisma: 50 (+8)
  
      	 Luck: 10
  
     
 
      
      	 Attack Speed:22
  
      	 Movement Speed:45
  
      	 Defense: 3,175
  
     
 
      
      	 Weapons:
  
      	  
  
      	  
  
     
 
      
      	 Werebear Claws: 220-305
 Sierra's Ferule: 160-170
  
      	 Attack: 12,100 -13,900
 Attack: 8,500 – 9,000
  
      	  
  
     
 
      
      	  
  
      	  
  
      	  
  
     
 
      
      	 Elemental Resistance:
  
      	 Elemental Affinity:
  
      	  
  
     
 
      
      	 Fire:            20%
Wind:         20%
Water:        20%
Earth:         20%
Lightining: 20%
  
      	 Light:          70%
 Fire:            20%
Wind:         20%
Water:        20%
Earth:         20%
Lightining: 20%
  
      	  
  
     
 
      
      	  
  
      	 Equipment Effects: 
  
      	  
  
     
 
      
      	  
  
      	 Sierra's Ferule: + 10 Intelligence
 Armored Armadillo Shield: +100 Vitality
  
      	  
  
     
 
      
      	  
  
      	 Skill Effects:
  
      	  
  
     
 
      
      	  
  
      	 * Werebear Resistance(20% increase to Fire,Earth,Wind,Water,Lightning)
* Werebear Constitution (+200 Vitality, +3000 Defense)
* Werebear Prowess (+200 Strength)
* Lycanthrope Pack Mastery (+30,000 HP, +2% increased attack speed to pack members)
  
      	  
  
     
 
    
   
 
   

 
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

Zectas Appendix
 
    
 
    
 
   
  
 

Zectas Appendix 
 
   SPOILER WARNING! (Contains names of persons you may have not read before) 
 
   


note: 
 
   Sonstwelter - Real World Player
 
   Zectian - NPC
 
   
Smoke (Nash Smoak) 
 
   Sonstwelter
 
   Race: DarkElf 
 
   Job: Beggar 
 
   Titles: King of Maneators, Savior of Condortl - Honorary Chief of Condortl, 5TH Swordsman to 
 
   Guild: Vagrant Vigilantez
 
   Organization: Verum de Mendicantibus 
 
    
 
    
    
      
      	 
        
        Abaven Adder
 
        Zectian
 
        Race: Human
 
        Job: Warrior 
 
        Title: Commander of Smoke's private army.
 
        Guild: Vagrant Vigilantez
 
        Organization: Smoke's private army. 
 
        Note: Formerly next in line to be chief of Condortl. Lost his left limb in order to save Smoke.
 
       
  
      	 
        
        Sharur Attrayant
 
        Zectian
 
        Race: OrkElf
 
        Job: Range Sieger
 
        Title: <None>
 
        Guild: Vagrant Vigilantez
 
        Organization: Smoke's private army. 
 
        Note: Twin brother of Jinggu. Idolizes Smoke and Adder.
 
       
  
     
 
      
      	 
        
        Sharanga Sundara
 
        Zectian
 
        Race: WoodElf
 
        Job: Huntress
 
        Title: <None>
 
        Guild: Vagrant Vigilantez
 
        Organization: Smoke's private army. 
 
        Note: Twin sister to Vijaya. Specializes in Traps and other ingenious enhancements.
 
       
  
      	 
        
        Jinggu Attrayant
 
        Zectian
 
        Race: OrkElf
 
        Job: Range Sieger
 
        Title: <None>
 
        Guild: Vagrant Vigilantez
 
        Organization: Smoke's private army. 
 
        Note: Twin brother of Sharur. Idolizes Smoke and Sierra.
 
       
  
  
     
 
      
      	 
        
        Vijaya Sundara
 
        Zectian
 
        Race: WoodElf
 
        Job: Huntress
 
        Title: <None>
 
        Guild: Vagrant Vigilantez
 
        Organization: Smoke's private army. 
 
        Note: Twin sister to Sharanga. Is the only Huntress who has 2 falcons.
 
       
  
      	 
        
        Laernea Lowe
 
        Zectian
 
        Race: Lioness Limourean
 
        Job: Pathfinder 
 
        Title: <None>
 
        Guild: Vagrant Vigilantez
 
        Organization: Smoke's private army. 
 
        Note: Her stag moose is called Bilis.
 
       
  
  
     
 
      
      	 
        
        Ichaival Jackal
 
        Zectian
 
        Race: Human
 
        Job: Hunter
 
        Title: <None>
 
        Guild: Vagrant Vigilantez
 
        Organization: Smoke's private army. 
 
        Note: Son of James Jackal (Nanahuatl's resident Tailor). He's madly in love with Sharanga. 
 
       
  
      	 
        
        Gandiva Macan
 
        Zectian
 
        Race: Tigress Limourean
 
        Job: Pathfinder 
 
        Title: <None>
 
        Guild: Vagrant Vigilantez
 
        Organization: Smoke's private army. 
 
        Note: Her stag moose is called Tulin.
 
       
  
     
 
      
      	 
        
        Thyrsus Fishcer
 
        Zectian
 
        Race: Human
 
        Job: Hunter
 
        Title: <None>
 
        Guild:Vagrant Vigilantez
 
        Organization: Smoke's private army. 
 
        Note: Son of Peitro Fischer, Nanahuatl's best Fishermen 
 
       
  
      	 
        
        Weise Rind
 
        Zectian
 
        Race: Maneator
 
        Job: Guardian
 
        Title: <None>
 
        Guild: Vagrant Vigilantez
 
        Organization: Smoke's private army.  
Note: Smoke's first Maneator. Has high Intelligence and specializes in Defense. 
 
       
  
     
 
      
      	 
        
        Espion TÃªtu
 
        Zectian
 
        Race: Human
 
        Job: Spy
 
        Title: <None>
 
        Guild: Vagrant Vigilantez
 
        Organization: Smoke's private army. 
 
        Note: Son of Beggar Evocatti Caid. 
 
       
  
      	 
        
        Rasant Rind
 
        Zectian
 
        Race: Maneator
 
        Job: Assailant
 
        Title: <None>
 
        Guild: Vagrant Vigilantez
Organization: Smoke's private army.  
 
        Note: Smoke's second Maneator. Has high Agility and specializes in Offense. 
 
       
  
     
 
      
      	 
        
        Stark Rind
 
        Zectian
 
        Race: Maneator
 
        Job: Guardian
 
        Title: <None>
 
        Guild: Vagrant Vigilantez
Organization: Smoke's private army.  
 
        Note: Smoke's third Maneator. Has high Strength and specializes in Defense. 
 
       
  
  
      	 
        
        Rudel a.k.a. Ledur
 
        Zectian
 
        Race: Centaur/Winged Tikbalang
 
        Job: Earth Meister
 
        Title:Captain of the Tikbalang Corps
 
        Guild:Vagrant Vigilantez
Organization: Smoke's private army.  
 
        Note: Smoke's captain of his Tikbalang platoon. He was next in line to be Pferede Centaurs Chief. 
 
       
  
  
     
 
    
   
 
    
 
   Sierra (Sherry Levine) 
 
   Sonstwelter
 
   Race: Werebear / HighElf 
 
   Job: Acolyte 
 
   Title: Lady of Verbrannt
 
   Guild: Vagrant Vigilantez
 
   Organization: <None> 
 
   
Tristan (Tristan ?????) 
 
   Sonstwelter
 
   Race: Human 
 
   Job: Paladin Lord 
 
   Title: Baron of Tonaci, Guildmaster of DraccoRicco 
 
   Guild: DracoRicco 
 
   Organization: ????? 
 
   Note: Currently the only person who owns a main city. Has the largest private army of NPCs at 300 members.
 
    
    
      
      	 CURRENT MEMBERS 
  
      	 FORMER MEMBERS: 
  
     
 
      
      	 
        
        Aurora (?????) 
 
        Sonstwelter 
 
        Race: Human 
 
        Job: Arch Bishop 
 
        Title: Commander of DraccoRicco 
 
        Guild: DracoRicco 
 
        Organization: <None> 
 
       
  
      	 
        
        Damien (?????) 
 
        Sonstwelter
 
        Race: Human 
 
        Job: Ranger 
 
        Title: ????? 
 
        Guild: ????? 
 
        Organization: ????? 
 
       
  
     
 
      
      	 
        
        Bones (?????) 
 
        Sonstwelter
 
        Race: Human 
 
        Job: Shadow Phantom 
 
        Title: Commander of DraccoRicco 
 
        Guild: DracoRicco 
 
        Organization: <None> 
 
       
  
      	 
        
        Trisha (?????) 
 
        Sonstwelter
 
        Race: Human 
 
        Job: Dancer 
 
        Title: ????? 
 
        Guild: ????? 
 
        Organization: ????? 
 
       
  
     
 
      
      	  
  
      	 
        
        Veiz (?????) 
 
        Sonstwelter 
 
        Race: Human 
 
        Job: Wizard 
 
        Title: ????? 
 
        Guild: ????? 
 
        Organization: ????? 
 
       
  
     
 
    
   
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Amahan (?????) 
 
   Sonstwelter
 
   Race: Human 
 
   Job: Exorcist 
 
   Title: Guildmaster of Decane 
 
   Guild: Decane 
 
   Organization: ????? 
 
   Note: Currently the highest level player in Zectas. Currently exploring the uncharted northern regions.
 
    
 
    
    
      
      	 
        
        Hilot (?????) 
 
        Sonstwelter
 
        Race: LightElf 
 
        Job: Arch Bishop 
 
        Title: <None> 
 
        Guild: Decane 
 
        Organization: <None> 
 
       
  
      	 
        
        Tirador (?????) 
 
        Sonstwelter
 
        Race: Tiger Lioumerean 
 
        Job: Heavy Cannooner 
 
        Title: <None> 
 
        Guild: Decane 
 
        Organization: <None> 
 
       
  
     
 
      
      	 
        
        Tambal (?????) 
 
        Sonstwelter
 
        Race: Human 
 
        Job: Arch Bishop 
 
        Title: <None> 
 
        Guild: Decane 
 
        Organization: <None> 
 
       
  
      	 
        
        Baskog (?????) 
 
        Sonstwelter
 
        Race: Human 
 
        Job: Palladin 
 
        Title: <None> 
 
        Guild: Decane 
 
        Organization: <None> 
 
       
  
     
 
      
      	 
        
        Atiman (?????) 
 
        Sonstwelter
 
        Race: Human 
 
        Job: Shadow Priest 
 
        Title: <None> 
 
        Guild: Decane 
 
        Organization: <None> 
 
       
  
      	 
        
        Ligon (?????) 
 
        Sonstwelter
 
        Race: Lion Lioumerean 
 
        Job: High Knight 
 
        Title: <None> 
 
        Guild: Decane 
 
        Organization: <None> 
 
       
  
     
 
      
      	 
        
        Magikera (?????) 
 
        Sonstwelter
 
        Race: HighElf
 
        Job: Aero Magus 
 
        Title: <None> 
 
        Guild: Decane 
 
        Organization: <None> 
 
       
  
      	 
        
        Puthaw (?????) 
 
        Sonstwelter
 
        Race: Panther Lioumerean 
 
        Job: Melee Sieger 
 
        Title: <None> 
 
        Guild: Decane 
 
        Organization: <None> 
 
       
  
     
 
      
      	  
  
      	 
        
        Bato (?????) 
 
        Sonstwelter
 
        Race: Cheetah Lioumerean 
 
        Job: Fire Knight 
 
        Title: <None> 
 
        Guild: Decane 
 
        Organization: <None> 
 
       
  
     
 
    
   
 
    
 
    
 
   Macher (?????) 
 
   Sonstwelter
 
   Race: Human
 
   Job: Cavalry Knight 
 
   Title: ????? 
 
   Guild: ????? 
 
   Organization: ???? 
 
   Note: Helped Smoke get into Coatl city. Proposed to be partners with Smoke in the Mounted Racing event. Revealed to be working for Duke Burmistrz, was promised to own Tonaci City.
 
   
Sagen(?????) 
 
   Sonstwelter
 
   Race: Human
 
   Job: Swordsman 
 
   Title: ????? 
 
   Guild: Feras 
 
   Organization: ????
 
   Note: Won against Smoke's younger brother in the real world. Was defeated by Smoke in the 'Swordsman to Knight Tournament'. Guild leader of Feras.
 
   
Mamelon(?????) 
 
   Sonstwelter
 
   Race: Human
 
   Job: Aqua Knight 
 
   Title: ????? 
 
   Guild: Vagrant Vigilantez 
 
   Organization: ????
 
   Note: One of the leaders of the NAP Smoke created during the mounted race. Joined Sierra's fight against Macher near Verbrannt.
 
    
 
   Chrysopelea(?????) 
 
   Sonstwelter
 
   Race: DarkElf
 
   Job: Aero Magus 
 
   Title: Prime Wizard of Vlahui City
 
   Guild: ????
 
   Organization: ????
 
   Note:  One of the finalists in the Magi Gagnant Tournament
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   
  
 

NPCs:
 
   Darius
 
   Zectian
 
   Race: Human
 
   Job: Beggar Legati
 
   Title: ?????
 
   Guild: <None>
 
   Organization: Verum de Mendicantibus (Secret Society of Beggars)
 
   Note: Smoke's most trusted NPC. He's the one who gave Smoke's hidden job. Nanahuatl's savior. Currently forced to stay within Nanahuatl.
 
    
 
   Kumbaba
 
   Zectian
 
   Race: DarkElf
 
   Job: Beggar Imperator 
 
   Title: Imperator of the secret society of Beggars
 
   Guild: <None>
 
   Organizations: Verum de Mendicantibus (Secret Society of Beggars) , Domitor Arva
 
   Note: Was once the strongest mortal alive. Sacrificed his life to save the world from his son.
 
    
 
   Giro
 
   Zectian
 
   Race: DarkElf
 
   Job: Beggar Legati
 
   Title: ?????
 
   Guild: <None>
 
   Organizations: Verum de Mendicantibus (Secret Society of Beggars)
 
   Note: Was corrupted by the power of the essence diamond. Turned into a half Demon.
 
    
 
   Franz Briar
 
   Zectian
 
   Race: Human
 
   Job: Farmer
 
   Title: Former Briar Family Head
 
   Guild: <None>
 
   Organizations: <None>
 
   Note: Gave Smoke the quest on gathering root crops.
 
    
 
   James Jackal
 
   Zectian
 
   Race: Human
 
   Job: Tailor
 
   Title: Former Jackal Family Head
 
   Guild: <None>
 
   Organizations: <None>
 
   Note: Gave Smoke the quest on liberating Condortl village.
 
    
 
   Howard Hide
 
   Zectian
 
   Race: Human
 
   Job: Tanner
 
   Title: Former Hide Family Head
 
   Guild: <None>
 
   Organizations: <None>
 
   Note: Gave Smoke the quest on liberating Condortl village.
 
    
 
   Peitro Fischer
 
   Zectian
 
   Race: Human
 
   Job: Fisherman
 
   Title: Former Fishcer Family Head
 
   Guild: <None>
 
   Organizations: <None>
 
   Note: Gave Smoke the quest on clearing Murray river from the murlocks.
 
    
 
   Nenek
 
   Zectian
 
   Race: Human
 
   Job: Moon Priestess
 
   Title: ?????
 
   Guild: <None>
 
   Organizations: ?????
 
   Note: Sierra's Beginner guide.
 
    
 
   Zauberer
 
   Zectian
 
   Race: Human
 
   Job: Alchemist
 
   Title: ?????
 
   Guild: <None>
 
   Organizations: ?????
 
   Note: Sierra's potions guide.
 
    
 
   Vico
 
   Zectian
 
   Race: Human
 
   Job: Battle Priest
 
   Title: ?????
 
   Guild: <None>
 
   Organizations: ?????
 
   Note: Sierra's mace guide.
 
    
 
   Madam Dawny
 
   Zectian
 
   Race: Human
 
   Job: Retired Adventurer
 
   Title: ?????
 
   Guild: <None>
 
   Organizations: ?????
 
   Note: Mysterious benefactor of Smoke and his men.
 
    
 
   Duke Burmistrz
 
   Zectian
 
   Race: Human
 
   Job: ?????
 
   Title: Mayor of Coatl City
 
   Guild: <None>
 
   Organizations: ?????
 
   Note: Business minded mayor of Coatl. Revealed to be true leader of the Brandals. AKA Ultimo Maire.
 
   Caid
 
   Zectian
 
   Race: Human
 
   Job: Beggar Evocati
 
   Title: Boss of Noir Emporiom
 
   Guild: ?????
 
   Organizations: Verum de Mendicantibus (Secret Society of Beggars)
 
   Note: A Beggar that had inherited his abilities from his Beggar father.
 
    
 
   High General Lizardo
 
   Zectian
 
   Race: Lizardite
 
   Job: ?????
 
   Title: High General of the Lizardites, ?????
 
   Guild: ?????
 
   Organizations: ?????
 
   Note: One of the leaders of the great Reptilian Race.
 
    
 
    
    
      
      	 
        
        Spyteria
 
        Zectian
 
        Race: Lizardite
 
        Job: Assassin
 
        Title: <None>
 
        Guild: ?????
 
        Organizations: ?????
 
        Note: formerly assigned to follow Smoke around.
 
       
  
      	 
        
        Alteria
 
        Zectian
 
        Race: Lizardite
 
        Job: Assassin
 
        Title: Commander of the Fecund & Virile Lizard
 
        Guild: ?????
 
        Organizations: ?????
 
        Note: Leader of the Lizardites who conquered Condortl village.
 
       
  
     
 
      
      	 
        
        Aquaria
 
        Zectian
 
        Race: Lamia
 
        Job: Ice Elementalist
 
        Title: <None>
 
        Guild: ?????
 
        Organizations: ?????
 
        Note: leader of the lamias and murlocks who almost killed Smoke.
 
       
  
      	 
        
        Netteria
 
        Zectian
 
        Race: Lizardite
 
        Job: Assassin
 
        Title: <None>
 
        Guild: ?????
 
        Organizations: ?????
 
        Note: Lizardo's spy for the Brandals.
 
       
  
     
 
    
   
 
    
 
   Ultimo Maire AKA Duke Burmistrz
 
   Zectian
 
   Race: Human
 
   Job: ?????
 
   Title: Supreme Leader of the Brandals, ?????
 
   Guild: ?????
 
   Organizations: ?????
 
   Note: Allies with High General Lizardo.
 
    
 
   Indignus AKA Semblant
Zectian
 
   Race: Simiavulg - Orangutan
Job: ?????
 
   Title: Grandmaster of Manatl
Guild: ?????
 
   Organizations:WOM - Ways of Manatl
Note: Strongly despises Smoke. Revealed to be a spy of High General Lizardo.

Doctus
 
   Zectian
 
   Race: Simiavulg - Orangutan
Job: ?????
 
   Title: Master of Pillar Temple
Guild: ?????
 
   Organizations:WOM - Ways of Manatl
Note: Helped Smoke gain entry to Saruras village.

Tenvis
 
   Zectian
 
   Race: Simiavulg - Gorilla
Job: ?????
 
   Title: A Master of the specialized temples
Guild: ?????
 
   Organizations:WOM - Ways of Manatl
Note: Has the Manatl that works against physical attacks.

Castas
Zectian
 
   Race: Simiavulg - Chimpanzee
Job: ?????
 
   Title: A Master of the specialized temples
Guild: ?????
 
   Organizations:WOM - Ways of Manatl
Note: Has the Manatl that works against Debuff attacks.

Meras
 
   Zectian
 
   Race: Simiavulg - Gibbon
Job: ?????
 
   Title: A Master of the specialized temples
Guild: ?????
 
   Organizations:WOM - Ways of Manatl
Note: Has the Manatl that works against elemental attacks.

Saru
 
   Zectian
 
   Race: Simiavulg - Gorilla
Job: ?????
 
   Title: None
Guild: ?????
 
   Organizations:WOM - Ways of Manatl
Note: An albino gorilla assistant to the Grandmaster Indignus.
 
   Sot
Zectian
 
   Race: Human
Job: ?????
 
   Title: Banal Village Chief
Guild: ?????
 
   Organizations: Banal Council
Note: A stout man bald man who sees things in black and white.
 
 
   Sympa
Zectian
 
   Race: Human
Job:Archer
 
   Title: None
Guild:Vagrant Vigilantez
 
   Organizations: Banal Archers
Note: A young, sporty woman who joined Smoke's guild through Ichaival's introduction.

Duke Jeune Souverain 
 
   Zectian
 
   Race: Human
Job: ???
Title: Mayor of Centzo City
 
   Guild: ????
 
   Organizations:????
Note: A young ruler, who deeply cares about his city. He listens to the counsel of his adviser, Prosjak.


Prosjak Clandestine 
Zectian
 
   Race: Human
Job: ???
Title: Royal Adviser to Duke Jeune Souverain
 
   Guild: ????
 
   Organizations:????
Note: A middle aged puppeteer who tells the young Duke with heroic tales and guides him through his stories.

Perdant Marchand
 
   Zectian
 
   Race: Human
Job:Merchant
Title: ????
 
   Guild: ????
 
   Organizations:????
Note: An old Merchant originally from Banal Village. He traveled through the southern seas and reached the continent of Sawtorn where he met Smoke and became his personal peddler.



Colere Ecarte
Zectian
 
   Race: OrkElf
Job: ???
Title: Settler Leader of Souer Settlement
 
   Guild: ????
 
   Organizations:????
Note: A burly OrkElf, who Smoke temporarily hired as a guide when he reached Vitzytl Kingdom in the Sawtorn Continent. He shares leadership with his wife, Esper.

Esper Ecarte
Zectian
 
   Race: OrkElf
Job: ???
Title: Settler Leader of Souer Settlement
 
   Guild: ????
 
   Organizations:????
Note: A petite OrkElf, who Smoke temporarily hired as a guide when he reached Vitzytl Kingdom in the Sawtorn Continent. Souer is Esper's younger sister and is the inspiration for the settlement's name.


Duke Fiable
Zectian
 
   Race: LightElf
Job: ???
Title: Mayor of Vona City
 
   Guild: ????
 
   Organizations:????
Note: A young LightElf who displayed his Teleportation ability during the finals of the 999th Magi Gagnant Tournament.

Avilo Dawkins
Zectian
 
   Race: WoodElf
Job: ???
Title: 9th in line for the throne of Vitzytl Kingdom
 
   Guild: ????
 
   Organizations:????
Note: A young aristocrat, who lives in Votl City and is a big fan of Ouragan.

Mouche
Zectian
 
   Race: HighElf
Job: ???
Title: ???
 
   Guild: ????
 
   Organizations:????
Note: An old HighElf who is the steward of Avilo Dawkins.

Cynar
Zectian
 
   Race: OrkElf
Job: Assassin
Title: Leader of the Diebe Den Thieves
 
   Guild: ????
 
   Organizations: Diebe Den Thieves
Note: Raised an OrkElf settlement into Newt Village.

Blaise
Zectian
 
   Race: OrkElf
Job: Flame Knight
Title: Leader of the Diebe Den Thieves
 
   Guild: ????
 
   Organizations:????
Note: He spends most of his time traveling all over Vitzytl, recruiting OrkElves for their war against the Orks.

Jack Dawkins
Zectian
 
   Race: WoodElf
Job: ???
Title: 25th in line for the throne of Vitzytl Kingdom
 
   Guild: ????
 
   Organizations:????
Note: A young aristocrat, who was captured by Cynar. He also stole Smoke's bag of gems.

Daniel Dickinson
Zectian
 
   Race: WoodElf
Job: ???
Title: 30th in line for the throne of Vitzytl Kingdom
 
   Guild: ????
 
   Organizations:????
Note: Older brother of Geisel, best friend of Jack.

Geisel Dickinson
Zectian
 
   Race: WoodElf
Job: ???
Title: 100th in line for the throne of Vitzytl Kingdom
 
   Guild: ????
 
   Organizations:????
Note: Younger sister of Daniel. Used by Cynar as hostage to enslave Jack and Daniel.

Xantana
Zectian
 
   Race: LightElf
Job: Pyro Magi
Title: ????
 
   Guild: ????
 
   Organizations:????
Note: One of the favorites to win in the Magi Gagnant Tournament. Mouche has a poster of her in his room.

Chouchou
Zectian
 
   Race: Lioumerean (tiger)
Job: Pyro-magical Warrior
Title: ????
 
   Guild: ????
 
   Organizations:????
Note: Discovered to be Xanata's lover, was easily eliminated by Chrysopelea.

Paysan
Zectian
 
   Race: OrkElf
Job: Farmer
Title: Settler Leader of Lagraine
 
   Guild: ????
 
   Organizations:????
Note: Peace-loving Farmer, whom Smoke learned to make pomegranate juice.

Eleve
Zectian
 
   Race: HighElf
Job: Flame Archon
Title: Inheritor of Magietrois Florissant
 
   Guild: ????
 
   Organizations:????
Note: An elderly red-haired disciple of Florissant, caretaker of the Florissant Seminary

Flora
Zectian
 
   Race: HighElf
Job: ????
Title: ????
 
   Guild: ????
 
   Organizations:????
Note: A young red-haired girl, who introduced Smoke to Eleve
 
    
 
   
  
 

Races
 
    
 
    
 
   Immortal Celestial Beings
 
   The first and true rulers of Zectas. There are many stories about the celestial beings, but no one is alive to tell if any of them are true.
 
    
 
   Sub-Races
 
    
    
      
      	 Great Gods
  
      	 Great Demons
  
     
 
      
      	 Gods
  
      	 Demons
  
     
 
    
   
 
    
 
    
 
   Gigantes
 
   The strongest mortal race. The second rulers of Zectas but they had a very small population. They mysteriously vanished.
 
    
 
   Sub-Races
 
    
    
      
      	 Titans
  
      	 Cyclops
  
     
 
      
      	 Elementi
  
      	 Raksasa
  
     
 
    
   
 
    
 
    
 
   Reptilians
 
   At one point, they were the most powerful and plentiful race in all of Zectas. It was rumored that they were the reason why the Gigantes vanished.
 
    
 
   Sub-Races
 
    
    
      
      	 Lizardites
  
      	 Chameleonese
  
     
 
      
      	 Crocodilians
  
      	 Draconians
  
     
 
    
   
 
    
 
   Humans
 
   Currently the race with the highest population. Is said to be the most adaptive race but is also considered to be the most fragile.
 
    
 
   Dwarves
 
   The race said to be the most gifted in handling metal. Most of their cities are hidden underneath the ground.
 
    
 
   Sub-Race
 
    
    
      
      	 Dwerlves
  
     
 
    
   
 
    
 
   Gnomes
 
   There is a long debate to categorized the Gnomes as a sub-race of the Dwarves but they insist that they aren't. It is true that they are not gifted in metallurgy but their expertise lie in agriculture.
 
   Sub-Race
 
    
    
      
      	 Gnolves
  
     
 
    
   
 
    
 
   Halflings
 
   A mixture between two races.  Mostly of Elves and Dwarves, but there are some cases of Elves and Gnomes. 
 
    
 
   Sub-Races
 
    
    
      
      	 Dwerlves
  
      	 Gnolves
  
     
 
    
   
 
    
 
   Centaurs
 
   The race with the upper body of a man with a lower body of a horse. Their race mostly resides in the southern kingdoms.
 
    
 
   Elves
 
   The race with the highest affinity for magic, they also belong to the top 3 races with the longest life spans.
 
    
 
   Sub-Races
 
    
    
      
      	 HighElves
  
      	 WoodElves
  
     
 
      
      	 LightElves
  
      	 DarkElves
  
     
 
      
      	 ManElves
  
      	 OrkElves
  
     
 
      
      	 Dwerlves
  
      	 Gnolves
  
     
 
    
   
 
    
 
   Orks
 
   The race with the highest fertility rate. Unfortunately, their thirst for battle starts at a very young age, which makes them kill each other. Only 20% reach to the age of adolescent.
 
   Sub-Race
 
    
    
      
      	 UrukHai
  
      	 MoriHai
  
     
 
      
      	 OlegHai
  
      	 MadoHai
  
     
 
    
   
 
    
 
   Lioumereans
 
   The race of the cat-like people. They are natural animal whisperers, and their bodies were built for agility and strength.
 
    
 
   Sub-Race
 
    
    
      
      	 Tigers
  
      	 Lions
  
     
 
      
      	 Panthers
  
      	 Cheetahs
  
     
 
    
   
 
    
 
   Simiavulgs
 
   The race of the monkey-like people. Their race insist on living a nomadic life style and mostly stay within a transmigration path.
 
    
 
   Sub-Race
 
    
    
      
      	 Gorillas
  
      	 Chimpanzees
  
     
 
      
      	 Gibbon
  
      	 Orangutans
  
     
 
    
   
 
    
 
   Therianthropes
 
   Said to be a cursed race variation of any races mixed with other animals. Also known as the were-people.
 
    
 
   Sub-Race 
 
    
    
      
      	 Werebear
  
      	 Werewolf
  
     
 
    
   
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   
  
 

Religions
 
    
 
   Cuezaltzinity
 
   Followers of the great god Cuezaltzin.
 
   Doctrine: They believe in universal equality. You receive good/bad things according to the good/bad actions you do.
 
    
 
   Tezcazinism
 
   Followers of the great god Tezcazin.
 
   Doctrine: They believe that there is no afterlife. All there is, is now. Mostly value worldly possessions.
 
    
 
   Chalchizinity
 
   Followers of the great god Chalchizin.
 
   Doctrine: They believe that death is the true meaning of life. Only in death will they truly live forever.
 
    
 
   Tlaltezinism 
 
   Follwers of the great god Tlaltezin.
 
   Doctrine: They believe in natural selection. The strong have the right to dominate the weak, and the weak are only there to serve the strong.
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