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   Prologue 
 
      
 
    “No more! Plea-” My begging was cut off as crackling black energy wracked my body with pain, made my muscles spasm, and made me feel like my skin was being burned off. No one outside the room would hear me as I screamed as the thick stone walls of the underground sewer tunnels beneath the city created the perfect barrier against sound. 
 
      
 
    Each second felt like a year, and my mind went blank as my body twisted itself like a wet rag. I wanted it to stop. To stop the pain. I tried to cry that I would do anything, but only a whimper came out.  
 
      
 
    Then, thank the dark gods, the pain stopped, and I dropped to the ground. I could smell burnt flesh and my own piss, but it didn’t matter. It was over for the moment. I lay there panting, my bloody body betraying me, twitching and moving without letting me get up. Finally, after a time, I was able to move again and slowly got to my knees. 
 
      
 
    A figure cloaked in black shadows looked down at me with glowing crimson eyes and said, “There. We’ve dealt with the penalty for failing to protect my interests in the dungeon and letting investigators learn about the Infernal Crystals. Be thankful that we have already collected the bulk of the materials we need, so the loss will not be too great. Otherwise, I would have taken your life like I did the other goblin.” 
 
      
 
    I didn’t want to look at the burnt husk of the goblin not five feet from me. I could still smell the odor from his cooked flesh. I’d heard the dark stories about my boss when I took the job of pulling strange crystals from the freakish dungeon monsters, but the coin had been too good to pass up. I’d never thought my life would be on the line for not being able to finish the job. But if I needed to grovel to keep from being burned alive by the black flames that were cast by that cursed shadowy man, I would. “Thank you, great one. I will not fail you again,” I mumbled as I struggled to prostrate myself on the cold stone floor. 
 
      
 
    “Rise Nailspitter. I’ve arranged for you to become part of the goblin’s contest team. You have your instructions and know what I expect of you. If you fail me again, you will wish that I had simply killed you.” 
 
      
 
    I knew I was dismissed and crawled toward the heavy wooden door. A woman in a purple robe walked past me. I glanced back once and saw a flash of a green stone for a moment amidst the shadows around the cloaked man’s chest as he spoke to her. “Have the bodies been prepared with the crystals we harvested?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes. We followed all of the rituals you taught us, and everything is ready for the appointed time,” the woman answered.  
 
      
 
    It was the last of the conversations I heard as I crawled past the threshold of the alcove built in the sewers beneath the city. My body felt like it was on fire as I got to my feet, but fear of more pain gave me strength as my walk turned to a run. I scrambled out of the sewers and struggled to come up with some way to win the Ultimate Research Warrior Competition or figure some way to flee beyond the reach of the shadow man.  
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
   
 Chapter 1  
 
      
 
    The first rays of the rising sun streamed through a crack in the curtains as I lay in bed and stared at the window. I’d realized some hours ago just how awkward it was that, as a Metalman, not only was I incapable of sleeping but neither could I get out of bed without waking Niala, the gnome guard from the Institute that I’d gone out with last night, who was asleep beside me.  
 
      
 
    But more than anything, the inactivity was seriously driving me crazy. I didn’t know if it was just the manic schedule I’d gotten into over the past weeks or if it was some function of the Metalman frame, but I finally decided that I couldn't stay still any longer. With great care, I moved first one leg and then the other off the bed. I turned my heavy, iron-plated body on its side and then used my arms to raise myself, moving so slowly that a sloth would have urged me to hurry. A normal person would have had to worry about their arms tiring, but I did not have muscles that fatigued and could perform feats of endurance that no living man could. At least, that’s what she had said last night.  
 
      
 
    I chuckled in my mind at the joke but continued to creep along until I’d fully slipped out of the gnome woman’s bed. Once I was on my feet, I finally had a chance to see her bedroom in the light of day. It was the first bedroom I’d seen in this world--the hostel-style, bunkbed-laden apartment that Greebo lived in didn’t count--but nothing like what I’d expected. It was cozy. There were wooden floors, a small iron stove in one corner of the room with a stovepipe leading through the ceiling, and the walls were covered from floor to ceiling with vertical stripe pattern wallpaper. Every piece of furniture had a handcrafted quality: the bed frame was made of dark wood and had a canopy with frilly lace along the top, and there were several wooden dressers and a small nightstand. My old room on Earth couldn’t have been more dissimilar with its white stucco walls covered with movie posters, double-paned windows with thick blackout curtains, grey carpet, and a mismatched collection of furniture that I’d picked up from various yard sales.  
 
      
 
    I shook my head, amazed at just how different this world was, and continued creeping toward the bedroom door. My heavy metal and wood body made the floorboards creak just when I’d reached the bedroom door, and then I heard a shriek. 
 
      
 
    Niala was instantly out of bed and rushed through her bedroom door while wielding a sword. I was so surprised by the sudden movement that I just stared at the ruffled blanket on the bed where the woman had just been sleeping soundly. After a brief moment, I stepped through the bedroom door and into the shared living room where I saw a pudgy gnome woman wearing a long nightgown standing on the kitchen table. She had a wild look in her eyes, and she was swinging a chair at Parker, my mechanical spider, who was reaching up with one of his front legs, a sign I recognized as him asking to be petted. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, gods. It's Emma. She’s deathly afraid of spiders.” 
 
      
 
    I’d thought it prudent to leave Parker out of the bedroom last night, but I hadn’t given him any other commands. “Come here, Parker,” I ordered. The mechanical spider dropped to all eight legs and practically bounced as he ran over to me. He raised his two front legs, and I knelt down and petted him. I felt a little bad. Between last night and this morning, it was the longest that Parker had ever been separated from me. He’d been by my side constantly ever since he had been made, even sitting beside me while I fabricated at night.  
 
      
 
    “What is that metal monstrosity?” The brunette gnome woman standing on the table asked hysterically. 
 
      
 
    I looked up and waved. “My name is Repair.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll thank you not to refer to my . . . uh, guest . . . as a monstrosity,” Niala said, waving her sword at Emma. 
 
      
 
    There was a pause and a look of confusion on Emma's face for a moment before she frowned and gestured with the chair still in her hands towards Parker. “Not the golem, the other thing!” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, sorry. This is Parker. He’s my mechanical companion,” I responded, petting the iron-plated spider again. “I’m sorry if he scared you, he was probably just a bit lonely.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, get him out of here. And you can go too.” 
 
      
 
    “Emma! That’s uncalled for. He didn’t know you were afraid of spiders.” 
 
      
 
    “But you did. And what is a golem doing in your room?” 
 
      
 
    Niala’s cheeks blushed and she stuttered, “Th-That’s none of your business.” 
 
      
 
    The third bedroom door opened, and another sleepy-eyed gnome staggered out. She was blonde, had a thin build, and wore a silky nightgown. “What’s all the noise about?” she murmured. Then her eyes widened as she took in the entire scene: a frightened-looking Emma standing on the kitchen table and wielding a chair like a weapon, Niala standing just outside her bedroom with an actual sword in hand, and me kneeling next to a mechanical iron spider. The gnome woman, whose name I recalled as Rosie, started to giggle and then broke into a full laugh.  
 
      
 
    “What in the world is going on here? It looks like some mad play,” Rosie asked as she walked up to Emma and helped her down from the table. Emma took one wary look at Parker, who was almost half her size, and then ran to her room and quickly closed the door. Rosie turned to Niala. “Well, I guess your little friend there explains why Emma was on the table. Poor little clerk can’t stand spiders. But why are you standing there in your birthday suit with a sword?” 
 
      
 
    Niala’s eyes widened as she realized that she’d jumped out of bed and ran out of the room without putting on anything. She made a strangled ‘eep’ sound and raced back into the room, slamming the door behind her. 
 
      
 
    I heard another giggle and turned to see Rosie smiling at me. “I don’t need to guess why you’re here.” She winked at me and asked, “So, is our Niala as fierce in bed as she is on the battlefield?” 
 
      
 
    “Don’t you answer that,” a voice behind me said. I turned to see Niala in an opaque striped nightgown, standing with her hands on her hips. 
 
      
 
    “I was just making polite conversation with your guest while you were dressing, Niala.”  
 
      
 
    “Polite?” Niala asked. 
 
      
 
    Rosie shrugged. “Well, polite for me. I really wanted to ask him for more details.” She turned and walked back towards her room but stopped as she reached her bedroom door. “Hope we’ll see you around more, Mr. Metalman.” Then she shut her bedroom door with a click. 
 
      
 
    I laughed. I couldn’t help it. The morning had been much more boisterous than I’d ever expected it to be.  
 
      
 
    “Don’t laugh! It’s not funny! Emma is such a prude, and Rosie is a gossip. Pretty soon, everyone in the building will know you stayed over.” 
 
      
 
    I held up my hands in surrender and my laughter petered off. “Sorry. I’m sure it's all very serious. But I just didn’t expect to come out this morning to find a shrieking gnome standing on a table or to see you wielding a sword in the buff. It’s a sight that I won’t soon forget.” 
 
      
 
    Niala blushed and lightly punched my shoulder. I stopped petting Parker and reached over to hug Niala. Her body was warm, and I could also feel the strong muscles underneath the gown. I felt something metal at my waist and looked down to see Parker trying to wiggle between Niala and me. Niala and I laughed, and she gave the mechanical spider a playful pat. “Don’t worry, Parker. I still have plenty of pets for you too.” Then she looked up at me. “I guess you should go. I’m sure you have stuff to do, and I have to get ready for my shift at the Institute.” 
 
      
 
    I nodded and gave her two thumbs up. She gave me a quick peck on the faceplate and walked Parker and me to the door, where she waved as I walked down the hall. I heard the click of her apartment door, and then it was just Parker and me in the hallway. I put Parker in backpack mode, and he climbed up to me and settled on my back with his legs reaching around my body to hug me tightly. My buddy secured, I walked down the two flights of stairs and exited the building.  
 
      
 
    The sun was only a few fingers above the horizon, but there were already people on the streets heading to their jobs. I stood there on the stoop of the building and watched the traffic on the sidewalk, which seemed to be a middle ground between the rich Eastern District and the poor, working-class Northern District. Handfuls of trolls, goblins, orcs, and other Dark Races from the Northern District hurried to their jobs as factory workers, cleaners, and servants dressed in black, soot-stained woolen clothing. However, most of the people I watched seemed to be of the working class, though more white-collar than blue. There were humans, dwarves, elves, halflings, and gnomes dressed as clerks, shopkeepers, and small businessmen who wore: white shirts, patterned vests, light-colored trousers and jackets, and dress shoes.  
 
      
 
    The architectural style of buildings around me was middle class: there were small decorations and moldings, but each structure maintained a purposeful and functional design. The structures were not made of marble like the rich Eastern District, nor were they made of cheap wood like the Northern District. Instead, the buildings were made of brick and stone and were three or four stories high. 
 
      
 
    I received a few sideways glances as I stepped onto the sidewalk and walked northward, and I noticed that, unlike in the Eastern District, there were no golems serving wealthy people or carriages being pulled by mechanical animals. Instead, the wagons were hitched to normal horses or the occasional Centaur taxi service. The result was that I stood out a bit more, but people were also more polite and kept their questions and opinions to themselves, simply going about their business.  
 
      
 
    I traveled north to the center of the city and the dungeon that was the heart of the city of Divitiae. The trip took a few hours, and I passed several shops opening up along the way, including an alchemist shop where I stopped to purchase sulfur, charcoal, and saltpeter. I’d run out of the materials the night before, and I needed them to fabricate more paper cartridges for my Flintlock Rifle.  
 
      
 
    The day was in full swing by the time I reached the fountain outside the dungeon, and the marketplace was crowded with adventurers, miners, and people selling all manner of items for those diving into the dungeon. The fountain was the normal meeting place for my goblin friend, Greebo, our group of goblins, and the Divas, an all-female company of miners and fighters. 
 
      
 
    I spotted a goblin sitting on the edge of the fountain with his feet dangling above the cobblestone floor. Greebo’s eyes caught mine, and I waved at my friend. I noticed that he wasn’t wearing the studded leather armor or the bronze short sword that I’d made for him. Instead, he was wearing a plain black suit, a white, collarless shirt, dark shoes, and a black armband. He hopped off the fountain edge and donned a black flat cap as he walked up to me. “Hey, Bolts. I tried the Gnome Institute yesterday, and when you weren’t there, I figured you would show up here this morning.” 
 
      
 
    I scratched the back of my head. “Yeah, I didn’t go back to the Institute. I spent the day with Niala after I went to see the Gnome Council.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, how’d that go?” 
 
      
 
    “After a bit of arguing and a duel with Gnomerad, I was confirmed as their champion. I’m going to get a shot at the competition and clear up that twenty-one thousand gold debt I owe them along with a chance at my freedom. They haven’t told me much about the competition itself, but they said they’d put the full support of the Institute behind my training and preparation now.” 
 
      
 
    He smiled up at me, and then quicker than I could react, punched me in the thigh. It didn’t hurt since the area was covered in iron plating, but it was surprising. “What?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    “I wasn’t talking about that stuff with those gnomes. I mean, I’m glad you beat up that stuffed shirt, Gnomerad, but you won the duel, right?” He smiled knowingly and raised an eyebrow as he continued. “I thought so, but I was asking how it went with that guard lady. You said you spent the day with her.” 
 
      
 
    “It was a good day. We went by the ice cream shop, and she got to try out all the flavors there. Then we walked through the marketplace, and she took me to a theater in the Eastern District where we saw a musical. I didn’t understand most of it, but I think it was about some goblins that found a treasure and how they lost it all on a farcical adventure home. There was lots of singing.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, I bet there was lots of singing but no real goblins in it, were there?” 
 
      
 
    “Uh, no. I thought that was weird. The goblins were actually Halflings painted green with fake noses and stuff. I didn’t understand why there weren’t actual goblins in it.” 
 
      
 
    “Nah, they don’t let us in their fancy theater--except to clean it up afterward.” He shrugged and continued, “But I’m glad you had a good time with your lady. How’d you do after the show?” He grinned and waggled his eyebrows suggestively. 
 
      
 
    Part of me wanted to brag and tell him everything, but the thought of Niala getting angry if she found out made me reconsider. Instead, I said, “A gentleman doesn’t kiss and tell.” 
 
      
 
    “Ah, so there was some kissing at least, eh, Bolts? Well, that’s good. Though I wonder: How you do that without lips?” He shrugged and continued, “I’m not much of a gentleman, so I’ll tell you that I spent the night with Gnarry myself.” Greebo’s expression fell. “Which brings me to the reason I was looking for you in the first place: Manny’s wake. It’s today at the Tipsy Minotaur. I already told all the guys and the Divas ‘bout it. Nothing fancy, but there’ll be food and drinks.” 
 
      
 
    My shoulders sagged, and I felt a weight settle on me as I was reminded of our friend's death. “I’ll be there. What time does it start?” 
 
      
 
    “Goblin wakes are an all-day thing. It lets people come and go as they can since most goblins can’t skip work.” 
 
      
 
    “Then we can head over now,” I said and the two of us left for the wake. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 2  
 
      
 
      
 
    As I followed Greebo through crowds around the dungeon towards the Northern District, my mind was on Manny and his death.  
 
      
 
    Greebo, Manny, the twins, and I had investigated a group of goblins from the Scavenger’s guild who we suspected of robbing adventurers and being involved in illegal activities--stuff that would tarnish the reputation of the Scavenger’s guild that Greebo’s father had founded. Yet, when we followed them, we stumbled upon something much darker than we could have imagined. The goblins were smuggling out barrels of powdered Infernal Crystal, a substance that had the power to rip out the soul of a living sacrifice, giving someone a huge boost to the amount of XP they gained from that person’s death. I had witnessed the magic performed on Manny after he’d escaped the ropes tying him and tried to attack the mage questioning us. Every bit of Manny’s flesh, bones, and armor had been burnt away, leaving only his soul which was consumed by that mage. 
 
      
 
    I shook my head to clear it of the image of Manny’s final agonizing moments. Even if the goblins and I eventually killed the mage that had hurt and killed our friend, it didn’t feel like it was enough. Harrison, the mage that had been transformed into some Frankenstein-like amalgamation of monster, troll, and man, had gotten off lightly in my opinion.  
 
      
 
    All around me shopkeepers hawked their wares, people ate food from the stalls, children played in the streets, and people were just going about their day. The world hadn’t stopped when Manny was killed and just kept right on going; yet, for Manny’s family, it must feel like it should have stopped. At least, that’s how I had felt when my parents died. I understood the pain and suffering Manny’s friends and family must be going through.  
 
      
 
    I remember being a teen, sitting in the front pew of the local church dressed in a cheap black suit that was too short at the sleeves and ankles. Crying people walked up and told me how much they would miss my parents and how sorry they were for my loss, but their words and the funeral all felt like a blur, like a dream that I just wanted to wake up from. I kept hoping that the alarm by my bed would go off and that I’d pop up in bed and go downstairs to find my mom cooking breakfast and my dad sitting at our chipped kitchen table, reading the paper before he left for work. But the alarm never went off, and I never went downstairs to find my parents again. Instead, the world kept turning, and I moved in with my aunt and floated through the next few years till I went to college. In a way, coming to this world and being reborn as a Metalman was the new beginning that I’d always wanted, but some things seemed to be unfortunately universal.  
 
      
 
    My experience with funerals was limited, and I expected the same somber ritual that I’d gone through. But as we reached the Tipsy Minotaur, I heard loud music. It was uncommon for anyone to be making so much noise this early in the morning since most folks were heading off to work or the dungeon. But the closer I got to the bar, the louder the music got, and I finally saw a large group of people milling around the bar. 
 
      
 
    The crowd was mostly made up of goblins, but there were a few trolls and orcs in the mix as well. Everyone was wearing some kind of white clothing, and each person sported a black armband. Unlike the dark and subdued experience I’d had at my parent’s funeral, everyone here was smiling and even laughing. The scene was completely unexpected and caught me off guard, and I wasn’t sure how I felt about it. I was glad that I didn’t have facial expressions for once, or I would have frowned.  
 
      
 
    “Here we are, Bolts,” Greebo said as he stopped a few feet outside the bar. He had to raise his voice to be heard over the music and the conversations that spilled out of the building.  
 
      
 
    I stood there, unsure of what to do. There was some trepidation inside of me, and I had flashbacks to my own parent’s funeral and how terrible I felt there. “I don’t know what to do, Greebo. I can’t drink with anyone. Should I go somewhere else?” 
 
      
 
    Greebo punched my leg lightly and said, “I know things are different for the other races, but us goblins never had long lives. We were the first to be sent into a war, the first to fight adventurers in our tunnel homes, and we did the most dangerous jobs for our masters. We died so often that we just got into the habit of thinking of death differently. We celebrate the life of the goblin that died and tell stories about them so that no matter what, their life would be remembered by someone.” Greebo bowed his head for a moment, and I heard a sniffle, but he was smiling when he raised his head again. “Just go on inside and talk to some of Manny’s other friends and family. I know you didn’t know him long, but you were his friend, Repair. Be his friend now and tell’em about the Manny you knew and about his last moments.” 
 
      
 
    I nodded, not trusting my voice to not blurt out some excuse why I had to leave. Despite my own unease, I knew that I needed to go inside the bar and do my duty for Manny. Greebo was right. I was his friend, and speaking at his funeral was the least that I could do to honor his sacrifice. My fists clenched and took one step and then another. My legs felt unusually heavy, and my mind started to get that fuzzy haze that I had felt at my parent’s funeral, but the moment I opened the bar door, the sounds of music, laughter, and cheering hit me. The haze disappeared as I saw, not the oppressive sadness and pain I was expecting, but happiness and smiles on people’s faces. Angus the minotaur bouncer was standing just by the door, and he nodded at me as I entered. There was a goblin band playing in one corner, and Gnarry and a couple of other goblin waitresses were circulating the room between the groups of people with big pitchers of ale and beer, refilling people’s mugs and plates of food. 
 
      
 
    As I walked further into the room, I saw that most of the people inside were goblins, but there was a mix of other races from the neighborhood and I overheard a snippet of a conversation about a missing group of miners. But along the far side of the room, there was a group that stood out among the sea of green: a pair of dwarves, a few humans, and an elf.  
 
      
 
    I recognized the Divas and made a beeline over to the familiar group. As I reached them, I was spotted by Devena Diva, the all-female group's leader, a dwarf with fair skin and blonde braided hair. “Aye, it’s the mechanical crafter himself.” The dwarf gestured with the tankard in her hand, and the ale sloshed as she talked. “Have you come to join the fun these goblins seem to be having?” 
 
      
 
    A quick glance at the group of ladies showed they were a bit less jovial than the rest of the crowd, and Devena in particular looked rather somber.  
 
      
 
    “Yeah, I have. Greebo found me and told me the wake was happening, although it’s a little different from what I’m used to,” I said.  
 
      
 
    Dannie, the cousin to Devena, raised a mug and added, “It's not the dwarf thing to have this much fun when a comrade falls in battle, but the drinking is something we do quite well.” She took a drink of her ale as if to prove her point, and there was a general agreement from the other Divas.  
 
      
 
    The elf in the group said in a melodic voice, “Elves have a period of mourning, called Oniu. It may be a few months or even a few years, but we contemplate privately and quietly the loss of our loved ones. This”--she gestured toward the party-like atmosphere with her long pale fingers--“is indeed something different.” 
 
      
 
    I nodded in agreement. “Greebo says we’re supposed to go around talking about Manny we knew. I’m not sure what I’m supposed to say though.” 
 
      
 
    “You say the truth about my son, good or bad,” a voice behind me said. I turned to see a female goblin with dark green wrinkly skin. If she’d been human, I’d have said she was in her late forties, but with goblins, it was much harder for me to peg their ages. She was wearing a white dress with a black shawl around her head, but I recognized that she had the same wide nose as Manny. She looked up at me and said, “I’m Manny’s mother, Thralina. You must be Repair, Greebo’s friend. My Manny mentioned you last the time he visited me. Said you were the reason he’d gotten out of the factory and gotten a class.” She reached out with a thin green hand, spotted with age and scarred with cuts and burns, and grabbed my cold iron hand. “Thank you for helping my boy get out of the factories, I’ve worked in one for years and only know too well how dangerous they can be for a goblin. He was so happy to know you and work for you and Greebo. Please, tell me about the Manny you knew.” 
 
      
 
    I expected an angry denouncement from her for my part in getting her son killed when she told me she was Manny’s mother, but while I could see the pain behind her eyes, there was still an expectant smile on her face as she looked up at me.  
 
      
 
    “He was the best goblin I’d ever met,” I started, but stopped and felt a sharp kick to my knee that interrupted me.  
 
      
 
    Thralina had kicked me and her smile changed to a scowl. “You aren’t goblins, so I don’t expect you to know this, but at a goblin’s wake, we don’t just tell pleasant lies or half-truths about the dead. I said it before, and I’ll say it again:, ‘You say the truth about my son, good or bad’. We’re here to remember who my boy was. I know he wasn’t perfect. He was selfish sometimes, stubborn, and he had a mean streak when he was angry. But he could also be kind and generous.” She poked me with a finger. “Your duty is to tell about the Manny you knew. The good and the bad.”  
 
      
 
    It was a strange request. I’d been raised on Earth to ‘never speak ill of the dead’ and knew that my culture tended to gloss over the bad parts of a person’s life or personality. But here, Manny’s mother was asking for a brutal truth. While it felt uncomfortable, I did as she asked.  
 
      
 
    “Manny wasn’t the best goblin I’d ever met. I honestly didn’t know him as well as I would have liked. He was quiet most of the time, which made everyone listen when he did have something to say. He could be stubborn but in a good way. He stubbornly stood in the face of danger to protect others, even at the cost of his life. He also had a cruel streak towards those that hurt his family, but he was also kind and wanted to help his community.” 
 
      
 
    “He was also a fierce lover,” Devena said quietly, almost to herself. Then, in the silence that followed her statement, she realized she’d said the words aloud, and her eyes locked with Manny’s mom. The goblin looked at Devena, mouth hanging open, but she did not interrupt.  
 
      
 
    Devena straightened her shoulders and said more loudly, “He was a fierce fighter and a fiercer lover. His kisses got sloppy when he’d had too much to drink, but he was a passionate goblin when you were alone with him. He had a dwarven level of love of kin, something I found very attractive.” The dwarven woman’s voice broke, her head lowered, and I saw tears drop to the wooden floor of the bar.  
 
      
 
    The next moment, Thralina was next to the normally strong and boisterous Devena, arms around the dwarf. I couldn’t hear the exact words said between the two, but there were sobs and hushed whispers from both women. 
 
      
 
    There were tears in their eyes when the two separated, but they were both smiling. Manny’s mother said, “It’s good you cared about my boy so much. He may be gone, but what you two shared will be with you for a lifetime.” 
 
      
 
    Devena nodded and picked up the tankard of ale she’d placed on the table and took a long drink.  
 
      
 
    Dannie put a comforting arm on her cousin and then said to the group. “I didn’t know Manny as well as Devena or even as well as Repair. We only drank a few times together at the bar, but we fought every day together in the dungeon. I’d not thought much of the goblin at first, not having many good experiences with you lot in the Dungeon Wars, but Manny protected my girls like they were his own people, and he earned my respect.” Dannie raised her drink in the air, “To Manny!” 
 
      
 
    There were nods of agreement from the other Divas and everyone around us raised a glass and repeated, “To Manny!” 
 
      
 
    That so many people had toasted made me realize how many people had been listening to us. Manny’s mother nodded to us and said, “Thank you for sharing your Manny with me.” Then she turned around and walked through the crowd to the next group of people. I watched as she was greeted by the group of goblins and each told their stories about how they knew Manny and what he meant to them. 
 
      
 
    I decided I should follow the example set by Manny's mother and mingled among the crowds in the bar. I expected each group to give me an odd look when I first approached them, but after introducing myself, they welcomed me and asked the same questions, “How did you know Manny?” and “Who was your Manny?” 
 
      
 
    My response was similar to the one that I’d given Manny’s mom and then in turn each person would give their own. I heard stories about Manny’s childhood from those that grew up with him or watched him grow up. There were old girlfriends here and there who told about how they cared for him and the messy breakups that ended their relationships. There were scarred, coughing, former co-workers that described how even though Manny had hated his job he went out of his way to help newcomers learn how to do their work safely. People were candid about Manny, and each story told both the good and bad sides of the goblin. Together, the stories built a full picture of just who Manny was, and I felt his loss more keenly for it.  
 
      
 
    But I was a minority in those sentiments. At least, I think I was. All around me, people smiled, joked, ate, drank, and talked cheerfully. I finished making a circuit around the room and spotted Greebo talking to a goblin woman. He was rubbing his forehead, and as I approached, I heard him say, “I will not come home and work in the factory-like a good little goblin. I’ve made more coin in the dungeon than I’d have made in a decade as a factory worker.” 
 
      
 
    The goblin woman raised her hand and pointed a finger at Greebo and yelled, “Yes, and look what it’s gotten you! You’ve gotten your cousin killed! All ‘cause you didn’t stay in your place, just like your dad!” 
 
      
 
    The entire bar went silent at the yelling, and everyone turned to see what the ruckus was about. Greebo stood there, eyes wide and mouth agape. His brows lowered, and he gritted his teeth as surprise turned to anger. Greebo’s fists clenched, and I thought he would strike out at the goblin woman, but he shook his head and said, “Don’t you talk about Dad like that. He helped a lot of people and founded our guild.” 
 
      
 
    The goblin woman spat on the floor of the bar. “Yes, he helped a lot of people, but not his own family. He put every copper into that blasted guild of his and didn’t leave anything for us when he died. You gonna do the same? You gonna die in the dungeon for that stupid guild and leave me, your poor old mother, alone and copperless?” 
 
      
 
    Thralina cut through the crowd watching and said, “That’s enough, Shurix. This is not the place to hash things out with your son.” 
 
      
 
    The goblin woman turned, and I saw her face for the first time. She looked a bit like Greebo. She had his eyes and his mouth, though her nose was longer and more pointed. But unlike Greebo, who usually had a smile on his face, the frown lines on her face indicated that the scowl she had was her default expression.  
 
      
 
    But when Shurix saw it was Manny’s mother talking, her expression softened, and she looked ashamed. “I’m sorry, Thralina. You are right. I should not waste breath on my no-account son.” Then she walked away, leaving Greebo standing there with his mouth open and looking like he wanted to say something. The crowd parted to let Greebo’s mother pass, and the goblin woman made a beeline for the bar where she sat down and ordered a mug of ale. The room slowly went back to its former state, and the buzz of conversation returned to the room, though the atmosphere wasn’t quite as jovial. 
 
      
 
    I took advantage of the crowd parting to get to Greebo, who was practically shaking with anger. “Hey, buddy, you ok?” 
 
      
 
    Greebo shook his head. “No, I’m not ok. My mom always knows just what to say to get to me. It’s so infuriating.” 
 
      
 
    “Your mom doesn’t mean to be hurtful, Greebo.” Thralina’s voice came from behind me, and I turned to see her reaching out to Greebo. She hugged my friend and continued, “Even though it's been years since your dad died, she’s never gotten over the loss and just doesn’t want to lose you too.”  
 
      
 
    Greebo pulled away from the hug. “No, Mom never liked that Dad tried to rise above his place. They argued about it a lot. She thought he was just asking for trouble. Especially after he founded the guild.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes. Well, you have to understand that your mom and dad grew up together and they saw what happened to goblins that stuck out. They were hammered down. But that doesn’t mean your mom doesn’t love you. Since she moved in with me, not a day has gone by that she hasn’t talked about you.” 
 
      
 
    “Bet you it’s mostly about why I’m not married or working in the factories like a good goblin,” my friend said. 
 
      
 
    The silence from Thralina was all the answer Greebo needed to confirm his suspicion. “Yeah, I thought so.” He shook his head once, and then as he looked around at the bar full of people, he forced a smile on his face and said to Thralina, “I’m sorry, auntie. Here you are, trying to comfort me when it's me who should be comforting you. I’m sorry for causing such a scene. Today is not about me or Mom. It’s about Manny.”  
 
      
 
    Greebo looked over at me pleadingly, and I quickly jumped in to change the conversation. “Thralina was just teaching the Divas and me about the goblin tradition to tell the both good and bad about those that have passed. You’ll never guess what Devena said.” 
 
      
 
    “That Manny was a ‘fierce lover’?” Greebo chuckled and his smile seemed less forced as he continued, “Yeah, Bolts, I heard about that. It’s one of the stories that spread through the entire wake. I knew Manny was interested in Devena, but I didn’t know the two had gone that far.” 
 
      
 
    Manny’s mother giggled and said, “I’ll admit that I was surprised to hear the dwarf woman say it. I’d hoped Manny would find a good goblin girl, but I’m happy my son found someone that cared for him before he died. I always worried he was too shy. As a little goblin, he would hide behind my skirts when a stranger or pretty goblin girl approached.” She stood there a moment, looking at nothing, likely lost in a memory. 
 
      
 
    “He lived a good life auntie and the gods have accepted him into their embrace,” Greebo said, making Thralina blink. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, the gods have accepted him into their embrace,” she repeated. Thralina hugged Greebo again and said, “Thank you for hosting the wake here. Please excuse me while I continue my rounds. New people have come, and I must hear their truths about Manny.” With those words, Thralina walked away and moved toward a new group of people that had entered the bar. 
 
      
 
    Greebo took his leave under the excuse that he needed to tend to some bar stuff, but I could see from his expression that he was still a little upset by the conversation with his mother. Truthfully, there wasn’t much I could say to him in the situation. I had no idea how to deal with someone like her. My mom had died decades ago and hadn’t been anything like Shurix.  
 
      
 
    Instead, I continued moving around the room, meeting new people from Manny’s life and listening to their stories about him. Everybody ate the free food and drank their drinks, and as the hours wore on, there were several times when everyone would start singing as the band played. I didn’t recognize the music but the lyrics were about a goblin boy that left home to find adventure. He fought monsters, found treasure, and even rescued a beautiful goblin girl from terrible human slavers. The song seemed to be part folklore and part of some communal dream of being free.  
 
      
 
    The day-long wake finally ended as night fell and people left for their homes and families. After the last of the black armband wearers left, Manny’s mother thanked Greebo again for hosting the wake and gave him a big hug. Greebo’s own mother had left hours before, barely able to walk straight after having spent most of her time following her argument with Greebo at the bar.  
 
      
 
    Once the bar was empty, I helped Greebo and the bar staff stack dishes and plates and clean up a bit. One of the major benefits of being a Metalman was that I never tired, despite being on my feet all day. But the same could not be said for Greebo or the bar staff. After the last dish was cleared and the floor was swept, everyone practically collapsed in exhaustion.  
 
      
 
    With a brotherly hug from Greebo, I left the tavern for my own tasks, a long walk ahead of me to return to the Gnomish Research Institute. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 3 
 
      
 
      
 
    I noticed that there was a light on in one of the labs as I returned to the Institute that housed laboratories and my room, and I heard a familiar voice call out as I entered the otherwise dark building. “There he is. The machine has deigned to grace us with his presence.” 
 
      
 
    Another voice said, “Will you stop it? He deserves to take a day off after all the work he put in to completing the challenge the Gnome Council set him.” 
 
      
 
    I shook my head, knowing who I’d see waiting for me: my two gnome handlers, Gnomerad and Tognomey. The two had been tasked with monitoring and recording my progress as I leveled along with any new Metalman technologies I unlocked. 
 
      
 
    “It is a bit late to be returning home, but I guess he doesn’t follow the same kind of schedule the rest of us do since he doesn’t sleep,” a third voice added. 
 
      
 
    The door to the lab opened up and three gnomes walked out into the hallway. The first two were indeed Gnomerad and Tognomey, but the third gnome was unknown to me. She was a little bit taller than Gnomerad, who came up to my waist. She had blonde hair cut in a medium-length bob hairstyle with a part down the center and was wearing a knee-length white lab coat over a grey high-collared shirt and black ankle-length skirt. However, her most striking feature was the thick pair of glasses she wore that made her blue eyes look anime-sized.  
 
      
 
    “Good evening,” I said to the three gnomes.  
 
      
 
    “Good evening yourself,” Gnomerad said with a snide look on his face.  
 
      
 
    “Hello, Repair. We were just waiting for you to come back to introduce you to your team leader. We figured you’d like to meet her so that you could start training for the competition,” Tognomey said. 
 
      
 
    “Hello, I’m Mary Gnogniton,” the gnome woman said, holding out her hand to me. 
 
      
 
    Mary Gnogniton 
 
    Spirit Mage - Level 12 
 
    HP 69/69 
 
    Mana 115/115 
 
      
 
    I took her hand and said, “Nice to meet you, Ms. Gnogniton.” I tilted my head as I said her name. “Gnogniton? Any relation to Doctor Gnomerson Gnogniton the Third, the gnome that led the Gnome Council?” 
 
      
 
    There was a blush that appeared on her cheeks but she smiled and nodded. “Yes, he’s my grandfather. But the relationship has nothing to do with me being the team leader for the competition.” 
 
      
 
    I nodded. “I didn’t say that it did. I was just asking if you were related. I don’t know enough gnomes to know if it's a common last name.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh. Sorry. I guess I’m just a bit sensitive on the subject. No, Gnogniton isn’t a common last name. As a matter of fact, grandfather was the first to be allowed to change his name to it.” 
 
      
 
    “Change his name?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, only the most prestigious researchers get to adopt the gnome race into their family name.” She looked at Gnomerad and Tognomey. “Though highly respected researchers do get to add ‘gnome’ to their first names.” 
 
      
 
    I looked over at the other two gnomes. “Wait, your real names aren’t Gnomerad and Tognomey?” 
 
      
 
    “Of course they are our real names--just not the ones we were born with. They are earned names bestowed upon us by the Gnome Council,” Gnomerad said with a huff.  
 
      
 
    “So, what were your birth names?” 
 
      
 
    “That’s none of your business, machine,” Gnomerad said.  
 
      
 
    “Berry,” Tognomey answered with a shake of his head. “My birth name was Berry, which I was glad to replace. I can’t tell you how many jokes I heard growing up about my name. ‘Want a barry pie? Oh, no, you’d be eating yourself.’ ‘Have a Berry Remembrance Day.’ ‘Berry Berry is so just so hairy.’ It was very annoying.” 
 
      
 
    “I can only imagine,” I said.  
 
      
 
    “Yes, grandfather says Researcher Tognomey distinguished himself by developing a spell that allowed for a variant voltage to an electrical spell that made testing chemicals and powders much safer for all gnome-kind,” Mary said. Then, nodding toward Gnomerad, she continued, “Researcher Gnomerad created a multi-material golem, which, if you know anything about making golems, was thought to be impossible.” The gnome woman looked at the two researchers as if they were rock stars and then took a deep breath and turned toward me. “But I digress. I’m sorry. I’m just here to talk to you about the Ultimate Research Warrior Competition.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, what about it? I thought that I was already approved as the Institute’s champion,” I said. 
 
      
 
    She intertwined her fingers and looked up at me with pursed lips. “That’s only partially true. You are one of the champions on the Institute’s team. There are three other researchers that you’ll be working with to overcome the challenges and teams at the competition.” 
 
      
 
    “And who exactly are these others?” 
 
      
 
    “You’ll meet the other three tomorrow when we start our training,” Mary said. 
 
      
 
    “Training? I’ve done nothing but training and leveling since I was brought online.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, well, that’s all well and good, but now that you’re officially on the Institute’s team, you’ll need to train properly--none of this impromptu training you have been doing in the dungeon with those goblins. You have the full backing of the Institute and all our resources, and we’ll be teaching you how to properly work with the team.” 
 
      
 
    I wasn’t sure how I felt about what she’d just said. On one hand, I was glad to finally get the support to experiment, upgrade, and craft; on the other hand, she’d just insulted the weeks of work that I’d put into getting to level 8 and the goblins I’d been working with. But I didn’t sense the same sense of malice that I did when Gnomerad said stuff like that. Instead, she earnestly seemed to believe that I’d been doing things improperly. 
 
      
 
    “Well, I can’t say that I think I’ve been doing anything wrong. I did gain eight levels in just a few weeks, which is an accomplishment as I understand it.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, I didn’t mean to denigrate your efforts, Mr. Repair. Grandfather tells me that you did what no gnome could have done, and I applaud your hard work. But if I may be frank, after reading Researchers Gnomerad and Tognomey’s notes, I find you lacking.” 
 
      
 
    “Lacking?” I repeated, dumbfounded by her words. 
 
      
 
    She looked at me with wide eyes and said simply, “Yes, lacking. Your class has such potential, and yet you’ve hardly tapped into what it can do. Even the schemes you’ve thought of to raise money for your upgrades seem so . . . simple. Why didn’t you ever use your fabrication skill to make small, expensive items like clocks? Or complex and expensive tools? You could have resold them for gold instead of toiling away repairing items or fighting monsters. And while I appreciate your ingenuity in improving a weapon like the boomstick, you could have created something entirely new and much more powerful. And please don’t get me started on your combat skills. They’re practically non-existent.” 
 
      
 
    I felt a stirring on my back and Parker, whom I’d forgotten that I’d had stored in backpack mode all day, moved and climbed down. He moved between myself and Mary and waggled his front two legs at her. I don’t know how, but I knew that he was reproaching her for her statements. The mechanical spider was actually defending me in his own way. 
 
      
 
    Mary clasped her hand together and squeed. “Ohh . . .! Aren’t you just adorable,” she exclaimed, bending down to pet Parker, who took a step back from the gnome woman. But she just grabbed him and started to stroke his metal body. Poor Parker started squirming, trying to wiggle away, but he failed his strength check against the gnome woman. As she continued petting Parker, she looked up at me and said, “This is the one thing that I think you did quite well, Mr. Repair. When I read that you’d made your mechanical pet to help you in the dungeon and that you chose the noblest of creatures as its base schema, well, I just knew that we’d get along. I absolutely adore spiders. But my mother never let me keep any of the ones I caught near our house.” 
 
      
 
    I heard the groan of metal as she continued to pet Parker and he tried to get away from Mary. “Uhh . . . I’m glad that you like Parker so much, but I think you're being a little rough with him. He’s only level five after all.” 
 
      
 
    Mary looked down and saw that she’d squeezed Parker so hard that his casing was bending and immediately let him go. Parker immediately scurried back to me and hid behind my legs. “Oh, I’m sorry, little spider. I didn’t mean to hurt you. I sometimes forget my own strength score.” She got back to her feet and longingly looked at Parker for a moment before addressing me again. “Well, Mr. Repair, I think I’ve pointed out a few areas where you could use some training. But even more important, where the competition is concerned, is that you learn to work with your teammates. For, only by working together can we hope to beat our opponents and win the research grant from the government.” 
 
      
 
    “I can’t say that I disagree with your assessment. I know that I have a long way to go to fully understand and exploit my class and race abilities. But in my defense, I had other priorities these last few weeks. Still, I’m open to using the Institute’s resources to win the competition. I’d like to know more about that, by the way. What kind of competition is it? I’d like to prepare in my off hours.” 
 
      
 
    Tognomey stepped forward and said, “Well, we honestly don’t know. It’s all being kept as a well-guarded secret for now so that none of the competitors can get an advantage over the others. The best we can do is help you upgrade your skills and train you with the Institute’s team to work together.” 
 
      
 
    Gnomerad scoffed and added, “Yes, golem. You should be grateful that the Gnome Council has granted you their resources and listen to your betters. Researcher Gnogniton graduated at the top of her class at Gnomevard and is a skilled alchemist. She has created many enhancing elixirs, powders, and pills that magnified our gnome warriors' martial powers. She was selected by the professor himself to lead the Institute’s team and you would do well to obey her every word.” 
 
      
 
    I clenched my fists and felt Parker stiffen as he knelt against my legs. Gnomerad had been an arrogant thorn in my side since the first moment I’d met him. He’d done everything he could to cause trouble for me and get me booted from being the Institute’s champion, even going so far as charging me with incompetence before the Gnome Council. It was because of that charge that I had to prove myself to them by gaining tens of thousands of XP in a few weeks to get to level 8, a feat that normally took people years of steady work in the dungeon to accomplish. I recalled the anger I felt at the last meeting with the council and how the gnome had even then accused me of being unworthy even though I’d accomplished their challenge. And then I recalled how Gnomerad looked beneath my iron feet as I stepped on his chest and pointed my Flintlock Rifle at his head. Picturing the look of fear on his face, my hands relaxed.  
 
      
 
    I turned to Gnomerad and asked, “I understand what she’s doing here if she’s the team leader. But what are you doing here Gnomerad? I thought I’d seen the last of you after I beat you in that duel in front of the entire Gnome Council?” 
 
      
 
    The reminder that he’d lost to me made Gnomerad’s face turn red. “I wouldn’t be here except that the council ordered me.” 
 
      
 
    “As a penalty for his loss in the duel and to make up for how he treated you, the council ordered Gnomerad to assist in your training,” Tognomey said. “I’ll be assisting as well.”   
 
      
 
    “And we can use every bit of help we can get if we’re to be ready by the time the competition starts in a week,” Mary added with a clap of her hands.  
 
      
 
    “A week? We only have one week to train and get competent working together as a team?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    “We’d have had more time to prepare if we’d been able to finalize our team sooner, but your selfish insistence on participating slowed everything down,” Gnomerad said.  
 
      
 
    I clenched my fist again. I fully recognized that Gnomerad was a talented golemist. After all, I'd seen the giant stone monster he’d controlled when he tried to capture me outside the third-level dungeon mine. But the gnome’s attitude was going to make working with him a challenge. 
 
      
 
    “I’m not the one that gathered the Gnome Council to object to my being on the team. It was some snot-nosed gnome,” I said. 
 
      
 
    Gnomerad turned red, pointed at me, and said, “Why you insolent collection of metal. If you’d only known your place, we-”  
 
      
 
    “Gentlemen!” Mary interrupted. “This bickering will not get us any closer to being prepared. I know you two have your differences, but please focus on the here and now. We have a lot of work to accomplish and little time to do it in.” 
 
      
 
    Part of me couldn’t stand the thought of working with Gnomerad. He’d been a persistent antagonist to me from the moment I awoke in this world. But another part knew that Mary was right: becoming the Institute’s champion was only the first step in accomplishing my goals. If I wanted to erase my debt and earn citizenship in this country, I needed to win the competition. To do that, I’d take any help I could. I nodded and said, “I can’t forgive how Gnomerad tried to sabotage my chances of becoming the Institute’s champion to keep me in perpetual debt and bondage. But I’ll try to work with him.” 
 
      
 
    Tognomey slapped Gnomerad on the back, making him stumble forward a step. He said, “And Gnomerad will be happy to work and train Repair too.” Gnomerad started to say something, but Tognomey spoke over him. “Otherwise, he’d be going against the ruling of the Gnome Council, and who knows what effect that would have on his career.” 
 
      
 
    The words made Gnomerad pause and swallow whatever he’d been about to say. Instead, he ground his teeth and mumbled, “Yes, I will help all of the Institute’s team to prepare for the competition.” 
 
      
 
    “Good. Then, starting tomorrow, we’ll all get together to start training.” Mary turned to me and said, “I know that you don’t sleep, Mr. Repair, so tonight, please consider what you’ll need to upgrade and advance yourself to maximize your class abilities.”  
 
      
 
    With that, the three left the laboratory building. I turned off the lights in the lab and hallway and returned to my room, the former supply closet.  
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 4  
 
      
 
      
 
    Once back in my room, Parker and I sat on the stone floor. I’d yet to add any furnishings to the room, not that it could hold more than a couple of chairs with the shelves taking up most of the space. Parker crawled onto my lap, and I absentmindedly pet the mechanical spider as I thought about my introduction to Mary Gnogniton. She didn’t seem like a bad person. She was a bit blunt in her opinions, but she also seemed like someone who was willing to work toward her goals.  
 
      
 
    I hadn’t originally been told that I’d be part of a team, but when I thought about it, it made sense. After all, I’d been told time and again that major guilds and research groups were sending their best teams to compete in the competition. I couldn’t even imagine who was going to show up or how strong they might be. Tognomey and Gnomerad had mentioned the Mage’s Guild, the Goblin Research Center, and the Dwarves, but for all I knew, there could be dozens more that planned to participate in the competition.  
 
      
 
    But did it really matter? Unless I had to participate in some tournament and defeat each competitor, it wouldn’t matter how many others there were. I just had to do my best to face whatever challenges lay ahead, which wasn’t that different from the rest of the time I’d spent in the city. Each day had been a rush to grow more powerful, and I’d faced many tasks and battles that I’d known little about ahead of time. Yet, each time, I’d overcome whatever or whoever was in my way.  
 
      
 
    Then I recalled Manny’s funeral, and I recalled that those victories hadn’t all come without cost. My shoulders sagged as my mind thought about Manny’s death. I wondered if there was anything I could have done differently to save him. Could I have trained harder? Developed my skills? Crafted him better armor or weapons? I honestly didn’t know. But I was determined not to let someone else die because of my poor planning and preparation.  
 
      
 
    For now, I’d do as Mary suggested and see how I could improve myself with the help of the Institute's resources. I pulled up my character sheet.  
 
      
 
     Name: Repair 
 
    Race: Metalman 
 
    Class: Artificer (Inventor) Level 8 
 
    XP to Next Level: 47,987 XP 
 
    Weight: 140 lbs 
 
    Carrying Capacity: 165/180 lbs 
 
    Stat Points Available: 1 
 
    Class Points Available: 1 
 
    Money: 2 gold 89 silver 32 copper 
 
    AC: 15 (iron) 
 
      
 
    HP: 58/58 
 
    Mana: 58/58 
 
      
 
    Str: 12 
 
    Dex: 14  
 
    Con: 11 
 
    Int: 16 
 
    Wis: 10 
 
    Cha: 10 
 
      
 
    Traits: +25% Learning speed, Does not breathe, Does not eat, Does not sleep, Adaptable bodies. Not able to be healed with divine magic or potions.  
 
      
 
    Skills: Blunt Weapons level 10, Unarmed Fighting Level 9, Haggle Level 3, Trap Making 10, Metalworking 20, Woodworking 10, Machining 8, Firearms 5 
 
      
 
    Abilities: Deconstruct, Repair, Fabrication I, Fabrication II, Fabrication III, Fabrication IV,  Efficiency - Deconstruction (2), Efficiency - Fabrication (3), Improve Armor, Magical Spell Scanning, Infusion, Need for Speed, Strength of the Forge I, Speed of the Forest Wind I, Bone Breaker, Integrated Items, Mobile Workroom 
 
      
 
    Inventory (5 internal slots) 
 
    Good Steel Flintlock Rifle - Weight 8 lbs 
 
    Good Steel Flintlock Rifle - Weight 8 lbs 
 
      
 
    Back Pack 
 
    ID Plate 
 
    Adventurers Guild Medallion 
 
      
 
    I’d only just reached level 8 by the deadline I was given and had yet to spend my class skill point or stat point. I already knew where I was going to spend my stat point and applied it directly to dexterity. The stat not only helped me aim my firearm better but also increased the speed at which I crafted and fabricated. The class skill point was another matter. My recent acquisition of Fabrication IV, which allowed me to fabricate small magical items, also opened up several new ability options that hadn’t been available before.   
 
      
 
    Fabrication V - Ability to create any medium magical item in the schematic database. Requires Fabrication IV. Requires 5 class skill points.               
 
      
 
    Mass production I- Ability to create any mundane small item in large quantities instead of individually. Requires Fabrication I. Requires 3 class skill points.                                                                                                                                
 
    Schematic Modification I - Ability to modify one parameter of an existing schematic, creating a new one. Requires Fabrication IV. Requires 2 class skill points.                                                                                                                               
 
    Improve Stats  - Can increase physical stats by use of fabrication. Requires Fabrication IV. Requires 3 class skill points. 
 
      
 
    Improve Armor II  - Can increase armor class through the use of fabrication. Requires Fabrication II. Requires 2 class skill points.                                                                                                   
 
      
 
    Integrated Weapons - This allows for weapons created to be integrated into frame. Requires Fabrication III. Requires 1 class skill point. 
 
      
 
    Improve Efficiency When Deconstructing - Increase efficiency when using Deconstructing tool by 10% per total class skill points spent. Requires at least 1 class skill point. Repeatable.  Current points: 2 
 
      
 
    Improve Efficiency When Repairing - Increase efficiency when Repairing by 10% per total class points spent. Requires at least 1 class skill point. Repeatable. 
 
      
 
    Improve Efficiency When Crafting - Increase efficiency when using Crafting by 10% per total class skill points spent. Requires at least 1 class skill point. Repeatable. Current points: 3 
 
      
 
    Internal Storage Weight Reduction - Reduce the weight of items in internal storage by 10% per total class skill points spent. Requires at least 1 class skill point. Repeatable. 
 
      
 
    Internal Storage Increased Slots - Increase the number of internal storage slots by the total of class skill points spent. Requires at least 1 class skill point. Repeatable. 
 
      
 
    Improved Scanning - Gives a greater chance for the successful scan of higher tier items and gear to be scanned as schema. Increase success chance by 10% per total class skill point spent. Requires at least 1 class skill point. Repeatable. 
 
      
 
    Advanced Infusion - This allows for additional commands to be added to the infusion process like timers, or trigger commands. Requires Fabrication IV. Requires 3 class skill points.                                                                                                                                                                                                     
 
    With only one class skill point available, I could only invest in a few abilities at the moment. But I still needed to consider what I’d work towards as I completed class quests.  
 
      
 
    Improve Stat and Improve Armor II were no brainers that I’d let the Institute fund. I’d need their resources to purchase the expensive metals and materials that I’d need to use those abilities once I got them.  
 
      
 
    From my experience fabricating, I knew that getting Fabrication V would let me make magical items that were the size of my chest, which meant that I could fabricate magical weapons and armors. The problem was that I didn’t have any magical schema of that size at the moment. Mass production would help me quickly make the ammunition I used for the Flintlock Rifle, but I couldn't see little other real use for it since I could only make small items. Schematic Modification was completely unknown to me, but its description was intriguing, and I couldn’t help but wonder exactly what “modify one parameter of an existing schematic” meant. In addition, all of the improved efficiency options were tempting. Not only were they repeatable skills, meaning that the more I invested into them, the more the benefits stacked, but in addition, I’d learned that the faster I could fabricate or deconstruct something, the more profit I could make in the dungeon and while fabricating to earn XP.  
 
      
 
    Integrated Weapons was another matter though. I’d already taken Integrated Items and had integrated my Blacksmith Hammer into my right arm. While it was useful to always have it at hand and deploy so quickly, there wasn’t much of a benefit I could see to also integrating my weapons. I also dismissed Improved Scanning as there hadn’t been many items that I couldn’t scan so far.  
 
      
 
    There were more class abilities for higher-level Artificers, but these were the ones that I could focus on now. I also knew that any progress I made on my abilities would depend on my getting more class points. And that meant completing class quests.  
 
      
 
    Practice makes perfect III: Fabricate 1,000 large items 
 
    Practice makes perfect IV: Fabricate 1,000 magical items 
 
    Quality Assurance IV: Fabricate 400 great quality items 
 
    Mechanical Healer III: Repair 1,000 hit points 
 
    Fixer III: Repair 1,000 durability points 
 
    Magic Hands III: Imbue 1,000 items 
 
    Magic Metalman II: Create 50 magical schema 
 
      
 
    I was stumped. I had so many class abilities that I wanted to unlock, yet only six class quests. How would I stretch that to unlock everything I was interested in? Then it clicked. I’d forgotten that I’d limited the Metalman OS to list only those quests that I could complete back when I was only level 1 and then forgot to tell the OS to reset the search parameters.  
 
      
 
    Like most days before I came to the Institute, I had made sure to purchase materials so that I could fabricate during the night. I’d just gotten into the habit of it, even though I knew the Institute would be helping from now on. Still, the money was already spent, so I started working on Practice makes Perfect III, a class quest that I’d already made progress on and should be able to finish before morning.  
 
      
 
    As the fabrication tool built the large sheets of copper, I turned my attention to another source of class points that I’d discovered recently. Since I’d taken the specialization of Inventor, I received class skill points for inventing new things. I’d gotten one for creating the Flintlock Rifle, one for creating the Portable Walls, and for creating Ice Cream-the last of which I’d been the most surprised about. It had never occurred to me that creating new recipes would count as inventing.  
 
      
 
    While I could work on the class quests at night as a constant source of XP, inventing new things seemed much more tricky. After all, there was no way for me to know all of the things that had been invented in this world already, and I could easily envision myself spending months working on a project just to learn when I finished it that someone else had already invented it. Yet, there was one thing I was sure I had a monopoly on: food. Specifically, food from Earth that the people on this planet hadn’t ever tasted. Creating new foods also wouldn’t require the development of technologies that may or may not exist. Yes, food could be exactly what I needed to pick up some easy class points.  
 
      
 
    I had little experience sourcing foods, especially ones in a different world that might translate to the recipes I knew, but I knew a chef that could help me out for a part of the profits. Or I could just take this and run with it myself. After all, Greebo likely knew the marketplace well enough to help me and if he didn’t, he probably knew someone that could.  
 
      
 
    I spent the night listing possible inventions and food recipes. I didn't think there were interdimensional copyright or patent laws, so I could reinvent anything from Earth on this world and get credit for it with my class. By the time the sun rose, I’d finished the quest Practice Makes Perfect III and gotten a class point. I’d also thought of a couple of dozen dishes and their recipes.  
 
      
 
    With the coming of the sun, I would normally get up and head towards the dungeon to work with the Greebo and the mining team, but I would not today. Instead, I opened the door to the laboratory building and waited for my gnome handlers and Mary to return.  
 
      
 
    I’d found over the last few weeks that I’d gotten into the habit of constantly doing something and that I hated to be idle. So, while I waited, I fabricated nails and imbued them with Gust since it didn’t require any material components. It was an easy way to work on the class quest Magic Hands III, which I’d been working on for weeks and hoped to finish soon. 
 
      
 
    As I sat on the floor and watched through the open door, several gnomes entered the building. The first to arrive were cleaners that emptied the trash cans in the labs and cleaned the floors, and later on, gnomes wearing white lab coats entered and ignored me as they went about their duties replacing equipment, moving specimens, and conducting their experiments in their labs. It wasn’t until the sun was three or four fingers above the horizon that Gnomerad and Tognomey entered. 
 
      
 
    I stopped my fabrication, dismissed the XP notifications without even looking at them, and rose to meet the two. 

  

 
   
    Chapter 5  
 
      
 
      
 
    Gnomerad sneered and crossed his arms as I walked up to them. “Well, will you look at that? I think this is the first time we’ve come in and found him still here when the lab opens.” 
 
      
 
    “Good morning to you too,” I said to Gnomerad before turning my attention to Tognomey. “I hope you slept well. I spent the night working on a class quest and thinking about what Mary said about my class and how I could develop it better. I’m anxious to get to work on that and meet the rest of the Institute’s team for the competition.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m glad to hear that, Mr. Repair,” a voice behind the two gnomes said. Gnomerad and Tognomey parted to let Mary and three other gnomes through. One of the male gnomes was pretty rotund and wore black pants held up by suspenders, a white dress shirt with a bow tie. Another male gnome was skinny with jet black hair, a large bulbous nose with a bristly mustache, and the last new person was the shortest gnome I’d ever seen. I mean, most gnomes came up to my waist, but this one barely came up to my knees. He also seemed very young with chubby cheeks and dirty blonde hair cut in a bowl style that hid his eyes. 
 
      
 
    Mary walked up and gestured backward at the three new people and I activated Inspect on each as she introduced them. She pointed at the heavy gnome and said, “This is Researcher Gnominkin McDounald.” 
 
      
 
    Gnominkin McDounald   
 
    Metal Mage - Level 11 
 
    HP 58/58 
 
    Mana 98/98 
 
      
 
    The fat gnome sniffed once but didn’t greet me. Instead, he reached into his pocket, pulled out a muffin, and began eating it. Mary smiled back at me with a strained smile but gestured to the next gnome, the skinny one. “This is Researcher Gnomez Josiua; he specializes in clockwork research.” 
 
      
 
    Gnomez Josiua 
 
    Clockwork Machinist - Level 10 
 
    HP 71/71 
 
    Mana 62/62 
 
      
 
    Researcher Gnomez nodded at me and said, “Pleasure to meet you, golem. I look forward to seeing what you can do.” 
 
      
 
    Mary gestured to the last new person, the short one, but before she could say anything, he ran up to me and grabbed my hand with both of his. I could see he had light blue eyes behind his bangs as he said, “It’s a real honor to meet you, Mr. Metalman. I’ve read all the reports you’ve given on your people and only wished I’d been selected to help restore you. I hope that you can take some time to talk with me and tell me more about your people.” 
 
      
 
    Ragnomrok Nyxt 
 
    Alchemist - Level 12 
 
    HP 61/61 
 
    Mana 89/89 
 
      
 
    I didn’t know what to say to the gnome. I’d rarely been greeted with such friendliness. “Sure, Ragnomrok. I’d be happy to talk to you about the Metalmen sometime.” 
 
      
 
    “Before you go off on your research topic, Researcher Ragnomrok, we need to discuss what we’ll be doing today as a team,” Mary said.  
 
      
 
    There were groans from all the other gnomes, except Gnomerad and Tognomey, who looked around curiously at the others.  
 
      
 
    “Why is everyone groaning?” I asked.  
 
      
 
    Ragnomrok shook his head and said, “Mary has been training us for a few weeks now, and it always starts the same.” 
 
      
 
    “Quiet in the ranks, researchers!” Mary said, cutting off the groans. Her tone of voice and demeanor had undergone an instant transformation. The small, polite girl was gone and replaced by a louder and more assertive figure. Mary stood straight with her shoulders back and she paced in front of the other team members, who had snapped to attention. She turned to me, who was gawking at her. “Mr. Repair, please fall in next to the other members of our team. We’ll be starting the day off with some exercises to loosen our muscles and build up our cardiovascular system. You’re new, so we’ll take it easy today.” 
 
      
 
    There was a murmur from the other gnomes, but she continued, “We’ll only run twenty laps around the Institute.” 
 
      
 
    There were more groans from the others, but a stern look from Mary quieted them. “Researcher Gnominkin, you take the lead and everyone else follows.” 
 
      
 
    I heard a snicker from Gnomerad, who positively beamed. “I can’t imagine how tired you’ll all be. I guess we’ll wait while you all warm-up.” 
 
      
 
    “No, you will join us, Researcher Gnomerad,” Mary said.  
 
      
 
    “What??” Gnomerad asked angrily. “But I’m not part of your team. Why would I join you?” 
 
      
 
    “It’s part of your punishment from the council. You are supposed to help with Repairs training, are you not? How can you hope to assist if you can’t keep up with our training?” 
 
      
 
    “I refuse to degrade myself with physical activity. I will speak to the Professor.” 
 
      
 
    “I will speak with my grandfather, Doctor Gnomerson Gnogniton the Third, about your refusal to comply with the council’s request if I do not see you moving immediately!” she said, her tone brooking no argument.  
 
      
 
    Gnomerad stared at her for a moment then gulped and lowered his head. He walked up and stood behind Ragnomrok. I considered telling Mary that, as a Metalman, I didn’t have lungs so not only would cardio training not do me any good, but I never actually ever got tired. But Gnomerad’s angry protests and unpleasantness made me change my mind. If I was able to leave, he might get to as well. I’d enjoy seeing the gnome try to run laps, so I joined last in line.  
 
      
 
    Mary started to jog in place and said, “Alright, Researcher Gnominkin, go!” 
 
      
 
    Gnominkin ran out the door with the gnomes behind him following. He was pretty quick for such a wide gnome, but the other team members kept pace. It was only Gnomerad and myself that were caught off guard by their quick pace, but we ran to catch up. The group ran along the inside perimeter of the walls that protected the Institute. I wasn’t as fast as the other people on the Institute team, but since I didn’t fatigue, I could keep running indefinitely. But Gnomerad was another matter. After only a single lap around the Institute, he was already sweating. 
 
      
 
    Mary’s voice behind me said, “Mr. Repair, Researcher Gnomerad. If you fall behind, you will receive extra punishment exercises.” 
 
      
 
    She was running along beside us, pacing me and the golem master with little effort. 
 
      
 
    “There’s no point to this,” Gnomerad said, breathing hard. “I’m not one of the Institute’s Champions, and he's never going to tire. It’s a feature of the Metalman race.” 
 
      
 
    “You think I don’t know what the Metalman is capable of? I’ve read every single one of the reports you’ve submitted.” Then, as if reciting from a book, she continued, “Metalmen: +25% learning speed, does not breathe, does not eat, does not sleep, adaptable bodies, and are not able to be healed with divine magic or potions but must be repaired to regain HP. Artificer:  +25% Crafting Skills gain, -40% Combat Skill gain. Inventor: Crafting: Bonus when making items, Combat: Bonus to attack and damage when using crafting tools. Loses attack bonuses to all weapons not self-made.” 
 
      
 
    Gnomerad was so surprised at her response that he stopped running and stared at the female gnome as she jogged ahead. Mary stopped, and while jogging in place, she barked out, “Don’t stop running, Researcher Gnomerad!” 
 
      
 
    The greasy-haired gnome then started to jog again, but as he caught up to Mary and me, he asked, “You really did read our reports?” 
 
      
 
    “Of course I did,” Mary said. “I suspected Mr. Repair would become one of our champions, and I needed to know exactly what he was capable of doing.” 
 
      
 
    I scratched my head and said, “If you already know that I won’t tire, then you must also know that I won’t benefit from this exercise either. I can not raise my stats through training but only through crafting and only after I get the Improve Stats ability from my class.” 
 
      
 
    She nodded. “Yes, I read that. It’s a shame that your stats can’t benefit from training, but there’s another purpose to having you join the exercises today.” 
 
      
 
    “What’s that?” I asked.  
 
      
 
    “Team cohesion. The team needs to learn to work together and to do that, they need to suffer together. If you weren’t here, you’d never really become part of the group, and our cohesion would suffer.”  
 
      
 
    I thought about what she said and agreed with her assessment. It would be harder for me to become part of the team if they didn’t see me putting in the same amount of effort they did. Though I wasn’t sure if I would have come to the same conclusion on my own. It gave me an appreciation for Mary’s leadership skills. Skills that I knew that I lacked. 
 
      
 
    Around the fifth lap around the Institute, Gnomerad started to fall behind everyone else. He looked pale and was wheezing loudly.  
 
      
 
    “Researcher Gnomerad, if you can’t keep up with the team then you’ll have to pay a penalty.” 
 
      
 
    Between gasps of breath the gnome said, “Then . . . I . . . will . . . pay,” and collapsed near the laboratory buildings. 
 
      
 
    Mary didn’t stop and neither did I. Instead, the blonde just made a tsk sound and said, “He’s a level 17 Golem Master but never bothered to invest in his physical stats or training. I don’t know how he ever expected to become a champion of the Institute.” 
 
      
 
    It was another astute observation on her part. One that I’d come to myself. After all, how else could you explain how a lower-level opponent like myself could best Gnomerad, not once, but twice. Sure, I’d used surprise, the terrain, and every dirty trick I could, but in the end, if Gnomerad had been half as capable at fighting or had invested in his physical stats, then he would have wiped the floor with me.  
 
      
 
    Mary stopped lagging behind and picked up her pace until she was running next to me. She looked like she wasn’t tired at all, though the gnomes in front of us were starting to breathe heavily as we reached the tenth lap. I decided to push myself, so pumped my legs harder and started to catch up to the gnomes.  
 
      
 
    But a call from Mary changed things. “Double time it, boys.” There was an answering groan from the gnome team, but their pace increased, and Mary smiled at me as she ran ahead. I wanted to push myself more, but I could not just will myself to move faster. I could not tire, but it seemed like I also could not push my limits the way someone of flesh and blood could either. I was firmly bound by my stats and the mechanics of my body.  
 
      
 
    When we reached the fifteenth lap around the institute, I started to gain again on the group of gnomes. I wasn’t getting any faster, but they were getting tired and slowing down. Still, they all beat me by a yard on the twentieth lap, though all the gnomes except for Mary collapsed on the ground near where Gnomerad lay.  
 
      
 
    “Well, you guys are improving,” Mary said to the gnomes on the ground. “But you’ll have to work even harder if we’re going to bring your stats up by the time the competition starts. I won’t have any weaklings on my team, no matter how powerful you are in your own fields.” She turned to me and gestured. “Mr. Repair here is the only one that isn’t tired from that short run. Do you know why?” 
 
      
 
    There was a moment of silence as the other gnomes stared up at me, some like Ragnomrok with awe, the others with annoyance. Ragnomrok raised his hand and with a nod from Mary said, “It’s because he’s a Metalman and doesn’t breathe or tire.” 
 
      
 
    Mary nodded. “That’s right, Researcher Ragnomrok. He may have other limitations, but he has some amazing assets as a Metalman that we’ll be able to use to win The Ultimate Research Warrior Competition. But we’ll still have to work together before we can say we’re really a team.” 
 
      
 
    Ragnomrok Nyxt smiled up at me with adoration, but the other gnomes still looked skeptical. Gnomerad looked downright hostile.  
 
      
 
    “Shall we run another twenty laps around the Institute guys, or will you accept that I have some traits you can use?” 
 
      
 
    There were groans and as the gnomes got to their feet they each nodded and agreed that I was going to be useful.  
 
      
 
    Mary laughed quietly and said, “Good. Now that you can see how useful our new team member is, I want to head to the dungeon to see how we do as a team there. Everyone gather your gear and meet back here in fifteen minutes.” 
 
      
 
    There was a grumbling of agreement, and the gnomes all went to gather their stuff. I walked toward the laboratory and found Gnomerad already inside and tapped him on the shoulder. “Gnomerad, I understand that the Institute is going to be providing resources to me now. Could I get some materials to use for repairs and fabrication before we head to the dungeon?” 
 
      
 
    The dark-haired gnome looked up at me with annoyance clear on his face. He was about to shake his head, when the voice of Tognomey answered instead, “Of course, Repair. We’ll be happy to get you anything you need.” 
 
      
 
    I gave Tognomey two thumbs up and listed the basics I’d need to use to repair myself in the dungeon in addition to some lead to make more minié balls. I knew my carrying capacity limit and prioritized materials that I didn’t think I’d be able to find naturally in the dungeon.  
 
      
 
    While the materials were gathered, I also made sure my infusion reagents were filled and placed in my integrated belt. I also double-checked that I had enough paper cartridges and that my Flintlock Rifles were in good shape. Parker clicked his legs, prompting me to fabricate some more poison and refill his internal poison container.  
 
      
 
    By the time Gnomerad and Tognomey returned with the requested materials, the other gnomes were all ready to head toward the dungeon. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 6  
 
      
 
      
 
    I hadn’t expected to go to the dungeon today. Not with how much Greebo, our goblin team, and the Divas drank last night at the wake. Yet, here I was, walking down the steps into the dungeon while following the gnomes that were supposed to be on my team for The Ultimate Research Warrior Competition. Following the trail of adventurers, we traveled down farther than I’d ever been before. We moved past the starter level with the Squirrel King, where I had saved Greebo’s life, and past the guy selling ‘Spikes’ outside the level where we lost Manny to that bastard Harrison Freud.  
 
      
 
    Mary stopped outside the entrance to the ninth floor of the dungeon and led us to the entrance guard. She showed him a crystal, and he waved us all through. It was the first time that a guard hadn’t stopped to check out each individual’s Adventurers’ Guild Medallion, and it showed what having the support of an organization like the Gnomish Research Institute meant.  
 
      
 
    As we traveled through the tunnels that led to the dungeon floor, I noticed that it was growing hotter the farther we moved into the level. While I wasn’t uncomfortable, my teammates started sweating profusely, and I saw Gnominkin pull on his collar and loosen his bowtie.  
 
      
 
    Eventually, the tunnels opened up into the dungeon field, revealing a thick jungle. Unlike the forest on the sixth floor, the jungle was almost entirely made up of trees that reached up to the top of the cavern. The trees were so thick and intertwined it was hard to see where the branches of one tree started and another ended, and the thick canopy had broad leaves which cast the forest floor in a sort of perpetual twilight, obscuring the undergrowth. There were thick roots rising out of the ground which were so large that they pushed out any other trees, but as long as we were careful, we would still be able to pick our way past them and through the forest.  
 
      
 
    As we walked down the pathway to the dungeon floor, Mary stepped in front of our group, hand held out, and said, “Most of you have been to this level before, but since our newest member hasn’t been here before, we’ll do a rundown of what to expect. This jungle is full of monsters that use stealth and hide amongst the trees. There is a Hulkaboa, for example, a large snake that blends in perfectly amongst the trees with its hide skill. It has a powerful bite and fangs but no poison and its deadliest attack is its powerful squeeze. In addition, we have crocodiles, several varieties of jungle cats, and Titunie, a kind of monster that is half-man, half-tree. They fight in groups and use tools and magic. Are there any questions?” 
 
      
 
    “What positions will one of us take?” I asked.  
 
      
 
    “A good question, Repair,” Mary answered. “Researcher Gnomez will be our tank. Researcher Ragnomrok will be on support and healing. Researcher Gnominkin will be a melee damager, and you will be our range damager.” 
 
      
 
    “What about you, Mary?” I asked.  
 
      
 
    “I’ll be leading the team, of course, evaluating, and if necessary, providing damage and support,” Mary answered. “If there are no other questions, then I’ll get us started.” The blonde gnome closed her eyes, held her hands in front of her chest, and started muttering an arcane phrase. I activated Magic Spell Scanning as she continued. 
 
      
 
    Error. Incomplete scan of the spell. Please try again. 
 
      
 
    “Darnit,” I cursed. I had missed the start of the spell and couldn’t record it. Mary finished her chant, and I used Inspect on the dark shadow that rose from the ground.  
 
      
 
    Shadow Cat - Soul 
 
    Level 0 
 
      
 
    “What’s that?” I asked.  
 
      
 
    Mary turned to me with a smile. “This is a Shadow Cat, one of my summons. He’ll prowl around the forest, scouting out predators. He’s able to spot most of the hidden monsters around this level, and when he sees something, he’ll come back and tell me and lead us to it.” 
 
      
 
    I felt movement along my back, and Parker’s two front legs wiggled. I’d completely forgotten to let him go once we’d entered the dungeon. “Don’t be jealous, Parker. You’re still my favorite pet. Here, come walk beside me and keep an eye out for monsters.” 
 
      
 
    “You all set there, Repair?” 
 
      
 
    I turned to see that the gnomes were waiting for me to catch up, and I equipped my Flintlock Rifle and jogged to catch up. As we walked through the shaded forest, I noted that I wasn’t the only one with special equipment. Gnominkin had swapped out his dress clothes, and his rotund frame was now covered in a copper armor made from a series of overlapping plates, and he was holding a sharp-looking two-handed sword. Gnomez’s large nose stuck out of a helmet that was made from a series of large gears that connected to his armor which had even more gears. I didn’t know what they all did, but the gnome looked quite intimidating--well, as intimidating as someone who only came up to your waist could look. Ragnomrok was at the back of the group in front of me, and while the little guy hadn’t changed clothes, he was wearing a bandoleer and belt that held vials that contained liquids of a variety of colors. Mary was wearing light leather armor and holding a staff with a gem at its tip, and her head was constantly swaying from left to right and her eyes constantly scanning the trees around and above us as she casually walked along beside me. 
 
      
 
    I started to wonder if we’d be walking through the level for much longer when a shadow skidded across the ground and stopped in front of Mary. It was hard to see the shadow’s details, but I realized that it must be her Shadow Cat when she knelt and whispered to it. Parker looked over at the creature then deliberately turned away. If I had to guess, I would say that he was jealous of it. I leaned over and gave a pet on his metal head and found him leaning into it.  
 
      
 
    “My summon tells me that there’s a Pantreho in the trees ahead, waiting for us to walk under us so that it can pounce on us,” Mary said. 
 
      
 
    I looked up and ahead but couldn’t spot anything among the interwoven branches. I could only guess that the monster was too well hidden for me to see or that it had a special skill to hide among the trees.  
 
      
 
    “I can’t see a thing. Can anyone highlight it for me so that I can take a shot at it?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    No one in the group had any abilities as I described, and I wished that Greebo was here. He knew how to spot someone in stealth much better than I did. The lack of anyone with that type of ability in our group already pointed out a flaw in our makeup, and I wasn’t sure how I’d be able to rectify it.  
 
      
 
    “Don’t worry there, Metalman. Everyone except you has been through this level, and we can deal with this kind of monster,” Gnominkin said. There were nods of agreement from everyone, but though the gnomes were higher level than me, I’d yet to see how they performed in combat.  
 
      
 
    Gnomez walked forward, his geared armor clanking as he moved. “I’ll go ahead, draw the monster’s attention and take the first hit. Then the rest of you kill the critter.” Without waiting for confirmation from anyone else, he jogged ahead.  
 
      
 
    I stared at the gnome for a moment, surprised at how confident he was to take a dungeon monster’s sneak attack. Perhaps he had great faith in his armor, but I knew that a high armor class didn’t mean that you wouldn’t take damage.  
 
      
 
    I raised my Flintlock Rifle to my shoulder, ready to fire at the first sign of the Pantreho monster, and the other gnomes took up whatever positions they deemed best. Mary stood behind me, scratching notes in a notepad that she held in her hand while watching everyone. Gnominkin clanked along in his copper armor ahead of the group, carrying his long two-handed copper sword on his shoulder, ready to swing. Ragnomrok positioned slightly ahead of me and to the right. He looked unsure what to do, but he gripped his bandoleer of potions tightly.  
 
      
 
    Gnomez was about ten feet ahead of us when a shadow fell from above. It moved so fast that I had a hard time tracking it as it fell, and it hit Gnomez like a ton of bricks. I heard the crinkle of metal bending and saw gears go flying as the tiger-sized, black-furred monster bit down on Gnomez’s helmet, but there was no sign of red blooding, indicating that his armor held up under the attack.  
 
      
 
    Pantreho 
 
    Level 9 
 
    HP 82/82 
 
      
 
    I was kinda glad that the gnomes were short since it let me aim above all of their heads when they were near. I pulled the trigger of my Flintlock Rifle, and there was a bang and a great deal of smoke after a moment’s pause as the flint ignited the powder in the rifle and sent the minié ball flying down the barrel at great speed. There was a wet thunk as the shot hit its mark, and the monster looked up and noticed the rest of us. I quickly swapped out the one Flintlock Rifle for the second one I kept loaded in my Internal Inventory and aimed and fired again. The shot went wide of its mark, but the monster growled and leapt off Gnomez.  
 
      
 
    Gnominkin yelled and ran at the monster, waiving his copper sword in the air as he did so. In other circumstances, I would have laughed while watching his short legs pump in his ill-fitting armor. But the threat was quite real as the Pantreho leapt clear over the sword-wielding gnome and ran toward me, the only one who’d hurt him so far.  
 
      
 
    I knew I was in trouble but didn’t have time to think, only act. I yelled, “Tackle and Web him, Parker!” Even as my iron-plated spider companion leapt into the air to intercept the massive beast, I knew that he’d be unable to fully arrest the monster’s charge. I leapt to the side, abandoning the rifle in my hands, and I heard the crash as Parker and the Pantreho collided in mid-air. By the time I got to my feet, I witnessed the large cat twisting around in circles as it attempted to get at Parker, who was nimbly navigating around the monster using his Spider Climb ability, which let him stick to just about any surface. Parker was already missing a limb, but was obeying my order and constantly webbing the Pantreho as he danced around.  
 
      
 
    I didn’t want to chance getting hurt at close range, so rather than activating my Integrated Blacksmith Hammer, I grabbed the spent rifle from my internal inventory and fabricated a paper cartridge infused with Firebolt. It only took a second to make it, and then I stuffed the ammunition down the barrel of the rifle with the ramrod before carefully taking aim and firing.  
 
      
 
    The monster was hampered by Parker’s webbing, and the shot blew a chunk out of its side, sending a red 12 float away from it. By the time I loaded another infused shot, both Gnomez and Gnominkin had reached the monster and taken up position on opposite sides of the beast, and begun hacking away at it with their weapons. Poor Ragnomrok stood root in place with a potion bottle in his hand, seemingly unsure as to whether or not he should throw it at the monster with his allies so close by.  
 
      
 
    I had to be careful about friendly fire with the two gnomes in melee range, so I aimed well above their heads and pulled the trigger, sending another shot into the monster. I yelled the command phrase to activate the infusions, “Firebolt,” and heard a hiss as the minié balls embedded in the monster fired off their spells. The Pantreho roared in anger and thrashed about, breaking free from a few of the webs around its legs as it tried to find the source of its pain. 
 
      
 
    The clockwork-armored gnome punched the black-furred monster, and I heard the loud snap of bone breaking as the blow landed. Gnomez had hit the great beast’s body with so much force that it was almost lifted off the ground from the power of the punch, and its health visibly dropped. “Get out of my way you, incompetent earth mage!” Gnome shouted. “My gear-based strength will let me chop this monster to pieces!” 
 
      
 
    Gnominkin’s armor seemed to ripple as his face turned red and he responded, “Incompetent!?!  I’ll have you know my copper will skewer that beast before you can say ‘Goblin’s Smell’.” The copper-armored gnome took a step back and began muttering under his breath while laying his right hand on the copper sword held in his left. The sword’s metal bent and wavered like a cloth in the breeze then shot forward, thinning and lengthening, until the tip pierced the black-furred jungle cat through its leg.  
 
      
 
    Unfortunately, the piece of metal didn’t stop once it pierced the creature and continued into the center of Gnomez’s armor, just as the gnome had raised his fist back to punch the Pantreho. The copper didn’t seem to hurt Gnomez, but it jammed into the gears on the front of his chest, causing the armor to come to a grinding halt while leaving the gnome inside it frozen like a statue. 
 
      
 
    The black cat lashed out with its claws and caught the two armored gnomes, sending them spinning away from it. Even with its hampered movements, the beast was dangerous.  
 
      
 
    I shouted out, “Parker, poison the monster!” while I reloaded, and I saw my mechanical friend switch from spraying webs to attacking. Parker lunged forward and bit onto the back of the monster’s neck before injecting a minor poison with its thorax needle.  
 
      
 
    Ragnomrok ran to the fallen Gnominkin, whose copper armor had been rent open by the monster’s claws, exposing the gashed flesh beneath. He took a potion bottle containing a red liquid and poured part of it directly onto the bleeding wound before pouring the rest down the gnome’s throat. Gnominkin started coughing hard, but a quick look at his health showed that it was rising.  
 
      
 
    I fired again as Gnomez struggled in his armor. The Pantreho lashed out with another swipe and sent the gnome flying through the air. Gnomez crashed against a tree with a loud clang, and Ragnomrok ran to treat him, leaving the rest of us to deal with the monster.  
 
      
 
    Parker leapt off the monster as he ran out of poison, but the beast only had 10% of its health left, and I had plenty of ammunition. I fabricated another infused minié ball, this time with Minor Acid Globe, and loaded the rifle. The process had become second nature to me, but still took a few seconds to go through the motions, and in that time, the beast fully freed itself from the webs that had bound it. The Pantreho roared and the sound shook the very air around it. It seemed to be some fear attack, as even the stalwart Mary turned away, a red halo surrounding her and the other gnomes’ heads.  
 
      
 
    Whether it was because I was a Metalman or something else, I seemed immune to the effect and raised my rifle to fire again. The creature realized that I was the only one left standing, and it leapt at me just as I pulled the trigger. There was a blast of smoke and a loud bang as the weapon fired, blowing a huge chunk of flesh and fur out of the black cat’s stomach. But the shot wasn’t powerful enough to stop the monster’s mass or even change its trajectory. It crashed into my chest, and I felt the plates there bend as its claws tried to dig into me. I was sure Parker was attacking the monster as I’d taught him to do, and I yelled, “Minor Acid Globe!”  
 
      
 
    The jungle monster died with a whimper as the magical attack burst open its flesh and the acid ate away at its body. The last of his health disappeared, and the creature collapsed, pinned underneath its corpse.  
 
      
 
    Though my faceplate was entirely covered by black fur, I heard the sound of clapping and Mary’s voice as she said, “Well, that wasn’t so bad, was it?"  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 7  
 
      
 
      
 
    I lay under the monster for ten minutes while the gnomes tried to push the heavy beast off of me, but none of them was strong enough. Then I recalled that looting a monster would make it disappear, and I quickly swiped at the beast’s corpse and took the loot offered: a Pantreho Haunch, and a Monster Core - Tier 3. The monster's corpse still didn’t disappear, and I also recalled that everyone that had done damage to the monster needed to loot it before it disappeared.  
 
      
 
    “Hey, can you guys please loot the monster? That’ll get it to go away,” I asked.  
 
      
 
    I heard agreement then the body finally disappeared in a flash of light a minute later. I’d never been more glad that the dungeon reabsorbed most of the monsters it made after it died. Otherwise, there’d be piles and piles of monster corpses everywhere with all the people in the city dungeon diving every day.  
 
      
 
    The XP notification had long since disappeared, but I’d gotten 40 XP from the kill. It wasn’t bad considering that it was split between three people fighting. I sat up and inspected myself and determined that there wasn’t much damage, just some shallow gouges and some bent chest plates.  
 
      
 
    HP: 46/58 
 
    Mana: 18/58 
 
      
 
    Parker hadn’t fared as well. He’d not only lost a leg, but his iron armor bore several gashes, and he was all out of poison. I searched for his torn-off leg, and after finding it, I deconstructed it for its materials and before a new one directly onto his body. I used the iron that I’d gotten from the Institute to repair myself and I was thankful that I hadn’t been more damaged as I could only carry about 15 lbs worth of materials before becoming overburdened. I sorely missed Greebo and his massive carrying capacity. It was something I’d have to figure out if I was going to be self-sufficient on this team.  
 
      
 
    Parker and I squared away, I turned my attention to the gnomes. Mary and Ragnomrok were uninjured, and the other two gnomes who had taken damage were up and active thanks to Ragnomrok’s potions.  
 
      
 
    Gnominkin’s copper armor had been shredded to bits by the Pantreho’s claws but was already being mended by the gnome. He was sitting with his eyes closed and a blue aura surrounding him. The armor rippled as if a pebble had been dropped into a pond, and then metal slowly began flowing into rents, repairing the armor.  
 
      
 
    Gnomez couldn’t magically repair his armor. The other gnomes had helped pull him out of his clockwork armor, and he was removing snapped gears, replacing springs, oiling parts, and hammering out bits of metal as he repaired it. It looked like a complicated job.  
 
      
 
    The clockwork mage sneered at the Gnominkin and said, “Yeah, sit there and fix your shoddy armor and weapons, you nimrod. You damaged my clockwork armor, and now it’s going to take me hours to get it up and running again.” 
 
      
 
    Gnominkin’s eyes popped open, his copper armor solidified, and he snapped back, “Don’t blame me for your overly complicated gear system. I told you when you started on that project that it would be a proper pain in the rear end to keep it running and that it wasn’t practical in the field. Unlike my armor and sword. I can reshape them and repair them with just a little bit of mana and concentration.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, you can shape them into weapons that hurt your own teammates.” 
 
      
 
    “I told you I was sorry, didn’t I? I didn’t mean to stab you.” Then, with an annoyed growl, he added, “Besides, it’s not my fault your armor can’t take a hit.” 
 
      
 
    Tools dropped to the ground with a loud clatter as Gnomez asked angrily, “What did you say, you halfwit? If you had any kind of practical talent, you’d know that copper is one of the weakest metals and completely unsuitable for fighting. You might as well have been using paper!” 
 
      
 
    The metal mage scowled and awkwardly scrambled to his feet while maneuvering his armor and protruding stomach. Completely red in the face, he shouted, “My copper might not be the strongest metal, but its versatility is unparalleled! My magic can not only strengthen it but also instantly repair and sharpen my armor and weapons.” He looked past Gnomez at the clockwork armor, the gears, and tools lying about on the floor, and sneered. “I can at least say that my research works. Yours is still a broken work in progress.” 
 
      
 
    Gnomez pulled his hand back to throw a punch but it was grabbed by Ragnomrok who said, “Woah, don’t go hurting each other. I just got you both healed up with my potions.”  
 
      
 
    Mary forced herself between the clockwork and metal mage, who were mere inches apart. She pushed them apart and said, “There will be no fighting amongst team members, researchers! Any violations and you’re off the team. That means you’ll never get a chance to present your projects in the competition.” 
 
      
 
    The two arguing gnomes scowled at each other but turned away from each other at her words. She continued, “Researcher Ragnomrok, why don’t you take Researcher Gnominkin on perimeter duty. Check for any monsters that might have heard the fighting or are stalking us.” 
 
      
 
    Ragnomrok nodded and pulled Gnominkin away to follow him. The metal mage stomped his feet as he left but did as he was ordered. Once they’d left, Mary turned to me and shrugged before stepping away and taking out her notebook to make notes in it. 
 
      
 
    I checked on Gnomez, who had returned to his repairs on his armor.  
 
      
 
    “Do you need some help there?” I asked the Clockwork Machinist.  
 
      
 
    He looked up at me, a pandering crook to his smile as he responded, “Do you know anything about clockwork mechanics?” 
 
      
 
    I shook my head. “No, but I can copy, make, and repair just about anything non-magical and some small magical things. It's how I fix myself when I get damaged.” 
 
      
 
    He looked at me for a moment before pointing to the large puncture in the center of the armor’s chest plate. “Can you repair that?” 
 
      
 
    “Uh, sorry no,” I said. He rolled his eyes and shook his head, but I quickly explained, “I mean, I could if I’d gotten a scan of all the armor before it was damaged. But taking a scan now would mean that I’d get a damaged version of the armor schematic. Junk scanned in means junk fabricated out, after all,” I said, paraphrasing an old coder saying. 
 
      
 
    He thought about my statement for a moment before shrugging. “Then there’s not much you can do. But I appreciate the offer. When I get it working again, I’ll be sure to have you scan it so that you can help next time. From the way you repaired your spider servant, I don’t doubt you could get this thing up and running faster than me replacing the parts by hand. It’ll be an hour before I have it completely fixed.”  
 
      
 
    Once Gnomez finished his repairs, the group continued into the jungle. We fought more monsters, yet despite the average of the group exceeding the level of the dungeon, we had a terrible time.  
 
      
 
    Mary rarely participated in the fights and spent her time taking notes and calling out suggestions during the fights instead. When I asked her why she wasn’t fighting with us, she said that she didn’t want to deprive us of the XP or ruin her objectivity in her observations of us.  
 
      
 
    Gnominkin’s copper armor proved worthless in every fight, barely withstanding even the first blow from the monsters. His ability to manipulate his copper sword, on the other hand, was outstanding. His ability to lengthen the blade gave him an unheard-of melee range of up to twenty feet, although the blade became needle-thin at that length and did little damage. Still, it allowed him to fight from a distance, and that was an advantage that he sorely needed.  
 
      
 
    Ragnomrok rarely fought. He wasn’t exactly afraid, but he seemed to be so unsure of himself that he didn’t want to take a risk. He had several damaging potions that he employed when we accidentally attracted the attention of a swarm of fist-sized spider-like monsters called Archids. He threw the potions like grenades and utilized them with devastating effect by layering the area of effects damage. He paralyzed half of the Archids with poison and then melted them with a powerful acid. It was quite the sight to behold and devastatingly effective, but he just wouldn’t risk throwing those same powerful potions when one of his group was around--which, after witnessing exactly how powerful the acid was, I was glad for. Instead, Ragnomrok most often played healer during and after the fight, providing healing potions, anti-venoms, and cures for the poisons some of the monsters employed. Best of all, he gave Parker a vial of one of his poisons which tripled the effectiveness of his Stinger ability.  
 
      
 
    Even though I was many levels lower than my teammates, my contribution to the group was as a major damage dealer. My Flintlock Rifle was a devastating first blow to any target that we could track in advance. The animals on the level didn’t seem to have much in the way of armor, which meant that my rifle was particularly effective. I also used infused ammunition, adding elemental damage to the mix.  
 
      
 
    Gnomez, once his clockwork armor was repaired, was surprisingly powerful. I’d only seen him punch the monster once during the first fight, and his armor’s power shone like a beacon as we pushed through the jungle. Based on how the monsters’ health dropped every time he punched one, I was able to estimate that a single punch from the gnome did almost as much damage as I did with my Flintlock Rifle when using infused ammunition. He broke leg bones with a kick, cracked ribs with a headbutt, and one-shot some of the smaller predators that we found. The only thing that kept him from truly being a terror was the ease with which his armor was damaged. Time and again, a lucky strike would damage an important gear, causing an arm, a leg, or even the whole suit to shut down. Without the clockwork armor, Gnomez wasn’t nearly as dangerous. If anything, he became a liability until we could kill the monster and extract him. It was kind of an all-or-nothing thing with him: either the suit made him very powerful or it froze him in place. 
 
      
 
    By the end of the day, we’d racked up 1203 XP, which was split between the three main fighters, and 10% going to Ragnomrok for the one fight he’d participated in. The XP was good enough that Parker hit level 6, and I was 47,546 XP shy of my next level.  
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 8  
 
      
 
      
 
    When we finished hunting in the dungeon we returned to the Institute via carriage. Once inside the gates of the Institute, Mary held me back as the others split off for their projects. Before they departed to work, she called out orders. “Remember to do your assigned exercises tonight, and I want you up early for more constitution training.” There were groans from the gnomes as they left, but no one refused.  
 
      
 
    Once the others had walked out of earshot Mary looked up at me and asked, “How do you think we did with the monsters?” 
 
      
 
    “Frankly? It sucked,” I answered.  
 
      
 
    “Oh? It was the best we’d done since we started to train together. I thought the team's stamina has improved measurably since I had everyone do basic strength and constitution training.” 
 
      
 
    I nodded. “I guess that’s true, but I was referring to how poorly the five of us did against a single monster--especially considering that everyone aside from me was a higher level than the monster. The goblin team I normally work with has taken on waves of monsters while protecting our miners as they work. I think we could have taken this one monster much faster and with less damage to our gear and health.” 
 
      
 
    Her expression soured at my words, and she crossed her arms. “So, you’re saying that we’re worse than a bunch of lower-level goblins?” 
 
      
 
    “Uh, yeah. I suppose. I mean, the team's technology is impressive, but the actual application of it needs some work. How much combat experience did the others have before they were selected by the Institute for the competition?” 
 
      
 
    Mary’s arms uncrossed as she looked off at the other gnomes. “Not much. Gnomes in general don’t like to get into fights. And we’re all academics that have spent years working on our specialties, which means we’ve spent even more of our time away from any kind of fighting.” 
 
      
 
    I scratched my head, a bit confused. “If you haven’t done much fighting, then how did you all get to level 10 and higher?” 
 
      
 
    She turned back and looked up at me with an incredulous expression. “We got XP for our research, completed the quests the Institute handed out, and if we needed to gain levels to explore our classes or their specializations, then we had the guards take us into the dungeon and help us level.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, so you were power leveled? Guess it makes sense why you don’t have fighting experience and that everyone’s combat skills are lacking. Not to mention the total lack of teamwork.” 
 
      
 
    "Yes, it's why I instituted daily bodily training routines. We all have more than enough magic and are powerful within our specializations, but we lack the physical side." She shrugged. "It's something I realized when I researched our competitors and the competition itself." 
 
      
 
    Her words caught my attention. I'd been asking for more info on The Ultimate Research Warrior Competition since I'd heard of it, yet I had received virtually nothing.  "What do you mean? What do you know about the competition or the contest?" 
 
      
 
    She rolled her eyes. "You saw what my Shadow Cat could do? It can sneak around virtually unseen just as well outside the dungeon. I've used it and some other sources to get details about what we'll be facing." 
 
      
 
    "Which is what?" 
 
      
 
    She leaned forward and lowered her voice. "The competition is meant to see which research group has come up with the most practical and effective way of improving the army. It was unclear from the conversation I heard, but we'll be fighting something or someone--real fighting, in several scenarios meant to mimic a real battle, not just a demonstration of our research." She glanced at the other team members and said dejectedly, "If we can't get our team into shape we won't stand a chance against the other research groups. The dwarves and goblin groups fight in the dungeon all the time. Even the Mage’s Guild tests their spells in combat and fight in the dungeon for spell components collected from monsters. We're going into this thing with the least amount of combat training." 
 
      
 
    The admission was stunning. I'd guessed that the competition would involve some fighting. I was familiar with the idea of countries funding research and development so that they could make weapons or defensive measures. It was only natural that they would also want to test their tech in actual combat. I shook my head, unsure of where this left me, and said, “But I thought with how much importance the Institute placed on this competition, they'd have been more prepared. Why did the Institute pick you instead of the guards then?" 
 
      
 
    She looked at me, a shocked expression on her face. "What? How could the Gnomish Research Institute let itself be represented by mere guards? It would be an embarrassment. Besides, the point of this is to show off our best research, and no guard would be able to adequately understand it, much less use it." 
 
      
 
    It made a kind of odd sense. The Gnomish Research Institute was like a college or think tank. Their researchers came up with new magics and technologies, but it was all developed in a lab by people who devoted their lives to thinking and not doing. No wonder Mary was so enthusiastic about me coming on the team. I’d done what they never had and earned each and every one of my eight levels through grit, hard work, and killing monsters, and it had taken me less than two months, not years.  
 
      
 
    “I see. How long do we have to get the team into shape?”  
 
      
 
    “The competition starts in two weeks. Whether we’re ready or not, we’ll be putting everything we have on the line against groups that have years of experience fighting and have unique technologies that they’re going to be using,” she answered.  
 
      
 
    I clenched my fists at her words, and said, “You may have your reputation on the line, but I have more to lose. I’m depending on this to get me my freedom, and I’m going to make sure we’re ready if I have to beat everyone to get this team into shape.” 
 
      
 
    Instead of the harsh glare that I expected from her at my threat, Mary smiled and said, “I was hoping you’d say something like that. I’m going to need all your Metalman technology if we’re going to be ready in time.” 
 
      
 
    Our positions clear, I turned and walked away but she followed me back to the lab that was my home. Once inside, Tognomey and Gnomerad waited to hear about how we did. They were not particularly pleased with my account of the day’s events or my evaluation of the group’s chances of winning any combat-based competition.  
 
      
 
    “But I thought we’d picked out our brightest minds for the team? How could they be so weak and pathetic? I would destroy the monsters on the 9th level with any of the golems we have on hand,” Gnomerad said. 
 
      
 
    Tognomey nodded in agreement. “Yes, my lightning magic would be quite devastating as well. What is the Institute thinking about sending these researchers?” 
 
      
 
    “The Institute formed a team of the research it found to be the most innovative and applicable to the army,” Mary explained. “Outside actual war times, we Gnome Researchers rarely turn our attention to military projects. Do you think the humans or the kingdom don’t have mages that can hurl lightning bolts or raise golems? They’ve seen that, and the other guilds have too. Heck, the Mage’s Guild has the destructive magic section all but sealed up. No, the Institute is banking on the innovativeness of our projects.” She’d grabbed all of our attention. This was the first time I’d heard how the team had been chosen. “Repair, you’ve seen what Researcher Gnomez can do with his armor. Imagine how powerful an army of trained soldiers equipped with similar gear would be. Their sword swings could cut down their foes in droves. Researcher Gnominkin’s the only mage I know of that has the ability to manipulate metal as he does. Imagine what even a small squad of similarly trained mages could do to an enemy army. They could melt their armor and weapons, leaving them completely helpless. Or they could rapidly construct siege weapons or fortifications that would normally take days or weeks to construct. Or, on an individual level, imagine a warrior mage who could cast their spells while still being protected from enemy warriors, or better still fight them on even footing. Researcher Ragnomrok is a genuine prodigy when it comes to his Alchemy. The potions he’s created are of the highest quality, and he can mass-produce them. An army with a supply officer like him could turn the tide in a battle, poisoning the enemy, melting their armor, or simply saving the masses of the wounded and thus allowing an army to continue fighting without losses. That’s not even mentioning some of the buffs he could give individuals through his potions. My own modest research could be used to summon great spirits that could rip through enemies or unseen scouts the enemy could never detect--not to mention the application of capturing and interrogating enemy spirits.” She had a far-away look as she spoke, almost as if she could see the benefits she was describing and truly believed in her team. “Our team has the potential to reshape how wars are fought.” 
 
      
 
    “Is that how you convinced the Council to choose you and those imbeciles?” Gnomerad asked. He snorted gruffly then continued. “You really believe your own exaggerations, don’t you? Weren’t you there today? According to the Metalman, almost nothing of what you’ve described happened. You almost lost to monsters that were levels below you. How do you plan to prove you can do what you say when you face opponents of equal or greater level? Not to mention the other research groups?”  
 
      
 
    To Mary’s credit, she didn’t so much as blink at Gomerad’s accusations. She just nodded along. “I do believe everything I’ve said. I’ll admit that the potential I’ve envisioned from our team hasn’t quite been realized yet.” She turned to me and smiled, “But Mr. Repair has offered to use his Metalman technology to help us achieve our goals by the time that the competition starts. Between his technology and my astute leadership, we’ll beat the other research groups and win the Ultimate Research Warrior Competition.” 
 
      
 
    The two other gnomes looked at her as if she were crazy, but Tognomey finally just shrugged. “It doesn’t matter if we have reservations, Gnomerad. The Council has made its decision. We can only help the team as best we can. How can we help you, Mary?” 
 
      
 
    Mary smiled at the red-headed gnome and responded, “First, we’ll need to convert one of the labs to a base of operations for Mr. Repair.” 
 
      
 
    “What? He has a room--one that is more than adequate for his needs,” Gnomerad said. 
 
      
 
    “No, it is not. It’s a broom closet. He’ll be working on applying Metalman technology to everyone’s research. He’s going to need more room for tools, materials, and anything else. Besides, it's not like we’re short of space. Lab 3 isn’t being used right now, is it?” 
 
      
 
    Tognomey nodded. “I’ve never been comfortable with Repair’s living arrangements. I know he doesn’t sleep or eat, but putting him in such a small space has always sat poorly. I agree that he’s earned his own lab. And if he’s really going to be using Metalman technology to improve our team’s research, it’s also a chance to see more of the Metalman technology.” 
 
      
 
    “You would believe her excuses. She’s obviously floundering for a way to make good on their outrageous promises she’s made to the council,” Gnomerad said. 
 
      
 
    “So what if she is?” I asked. “It doesn’t make any of her requests any less valid. I mean, the Council did promise us the full support of the Institute. And, Gnomerad, you forget that they’ve specifically ordered you to help us in any way that you can or you’ll face their wrath.” 
 
      
 
    Gnomerad scowled at me but didn’t argue. He’s lost the right to challenge me after our duel in front of the Council and was stuck helping. “Fine. Lab 3 is all his. But anything he breaks will be duly noted and reported.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m sure we’ll be ordering lots of equipment and materials,” Mary continued, moving past the topic. “We have lots of work to do in the meantime, so why don’t you two start making a general list of things you think you could do to help the team, and we’ll meet in the morning to discuss feasibility?” 
 
      
 
    Gnomerad and Tognomey started discussing what should be done and what resources they thought we’d need as they walked out of the lab. After they left, I gave Mary two thumbs up and said, “That was amazing. I’d never had thought that you could get them to ever give me more space, much less a full lab to work out of. Which one is Lab 3?” 
 
      
 
    She pointed at the lab to my left, the one with the number three on the door. I would have blushed if I’d been capable of it. Thankful that I couldn’t, I simply walked to the lab, opened the door, and then stepped inside. Mary touched something by the door that turned on a series of magical lamps on the ceiling that were powered by low-level monster cores. The room was about thirty feet long and twenty feet wide, much larger than what I was used to, and aside from a chalkboard at one end of the room and a set of cabinets along one of the long walls, it was completely empty. I could already imagine what I could do with the space. I’d never even had enough space for a proper tool shop, and I had been relying on my internal Metalman tools to deconstruct and fabricate the things I needed instead. But with the space I had in the lab, I could truly work on creating my own projects--original ones, not just copies of other people’s work.  
 
      
 
    I turned to Mary, who had come into the room behind me. “Ok, here’s what I’m going to need.”

  

 
   
    Chapter 9 
 
      
 
    Mary left with a full list of the equipment I wanted, and before she went, she gave me a stack of materials to use for fabrication that night. I sat down on the floor next to the pallet of metals and started my nightly routine of completing class quests. I worked on Magic Hands III, which asked me to imbue 1,000 items. I’d only started on it the other night and was limited in what I could do because of my mana pool, so I fabricated copper nails and imbued them with the Gust spell. I needed all the class points I could get to solve some of our problems.  
 
    Parker curled up next to me, and I absentmindedly rubbed his metal outer shell as the deconstruction tool in my left forearm broke down the materials and they were placed in my internal inventory. It felt oddly comforting to me and helped my mind relax as I considered the task in front of me. I had two weeks to get this team into shape to face unknown obstacles for a contest that would determine my future. In addition, we’d be competing against other powerful teams with unknown powers and abilities. It was going to be a challenge, to say the least. 
 
    There were so many variables that I couldn’t control, like what the opposing teams did or what events the competition coordinators put together, but I could employ some people to research those topics and try to anticipate them nonetheless. Even the smallest hint at what we’d be facing could mean the difference between success and failure. My mind turned to the ninja-like goblin that had brought me the first flintlock pistol, which I’d used for the basis of my rifle design. He’d seemed like the type to be able to infiltrate someone's base to spy on them. I made a mental note to speak to Greebo about who he knew who could accomplish the research I was interested in.  
 
      
 
    The bigger issue for me was my fellow team members. Their research was powerful and interesting, but the practical application of their specialties was left wanting. They had little real combat experience, and not only did they not work as a team, they sometimes worked against each other.  
 
    Mary Gnogniton, though intelligent and driven, viewed the team too much as a research project in itself. She stayed too objective when she should be in the ditches pulling the team together. I didn’t even know what she was capable of as a fighter. She also seemed to have something to prove to her grandfather Doctor Gnomerson Gnogniton the Third, which could be a detriment or a motivator.  
 
    Gnominkin McDounald, though he looked tubby for a gnome and dressed sharply, wasn’t afraid to get dirty in a fight, and he’d been willing to get up close and personal with the dungeon monsters. The only problem was that his copper armor and weapon weren’t up to the task, and he was often injured trying to prove to the world that his magical research was important. That need had led to more than one argument with a team member. His ability to manipulate metal was fascinating, but his view of what to do with it was limited. 
 
    Gnomez Josiua, the Clockwork Machinist, was also desperate to prove that his research was valuable. I’d seen the power of his armor, which magnified the strength of its wearer to the point where a gnome would be as powerful as a troll, but the fundamental design of having the gears on the outside made it a huge liability and made the armor easily broken. I had a few ideas about how to mitigate the risk of damage and how to protect the gears. I mean, I just had to look at my Metalman body to know that it was possible. The bigger issue would be convincing the gnome that his designs could be improved without pricking his ego and making him refuse the improvements.  
 
    Ragnomrok Nyxt, the genius Alchemist, was another matter entirely. His potions were highly effective, and he came prepared to each fight with powerful healing draughts for his friends and deadly chemicals for his foes. The real problem with him was his inexperience, not just in fighting, but with life in general. He was the youngest of the group and tended to defer to the others. It wasn’t a bad trait, but it made him hesitate in a fight instead of acting. Additionally, he feared hurting his teammates with his concoctions, which was a reasonable concern. I’d seen what his acid potion could do to a monster and didn’t want it spilled on me. No, it was going to be a technical challenge to help the alchemist come up with a better way to make his potions combat friendly.  
 
    I too had work to do. I knew my own failings as a fighter well enough. I could do amazing damage from a distance with my Flintlock Rifle, but up close, I was barely even capable of defending myself. My class was meant to support a race of beings that no longer existed. I’d found a way to become relatively powerful at range, but I was still pathetic up close. I’d had to choose where I was going to place my stat points as I leveled, and I’d chosen those with the most benefits to my class: intelligence for a greater mana pool and boost to my infusions and dexterity for the bonus it gave to deconstruction and fabrication. The side benefit of improving my ranged fighting capabilities wasn't lost on me either. I had specialized and while I had no regrets about my choice, it meant that my path to power lay in that specialization, the firearm. Oh, sure, I had a host of tricks to boost my defense and offense, such as creating a fortified location to hunt from or boosting my damage with infusions, but the core of my combat style was the firearm, which I’d only barely improved by adding rifling to the already developed smoothbore barrel of the flintlock weapons of this world. That would be my focus in my personal research: how to make my main weapon more powerful, quicker to reload, and more capable. I had plenty of ideas, after all, since I was from a world where firearm development had soared. But my practical knowledge of how it was done was limited, and recreating those steps meant devoting time and resources to it.  
 
    My mind snapped back to my deconstruction work as I got a notification that the materials I’d broken down were done. I switched to the Fabrication tool and started making and imbuing the nails. As the process was virtually automated, I returned my mind to what else I could do to better prepare myself for what lay ahead. Improving my main weapon was one aspect I could improve, but not the only one. I’d realized that day in the dungeon just how much I’d become dependent on Greebo for carrying the various materials I used to repair myself. His Scavenger abilities let him carry six times the weight I could, and I needed to devote some of my class points to be able to do the same. Internal Storage Increased Slots and Internal Storage Weight Reduction were two abilities that I needed in particular since they would let me carry a greater variety in my internal inventory and reduce their weight of them while they were there. Another option might lie in my latest ability, Mobile Workroom, which allowed me to store tools in an internal space that made those tools weightless. It was entirely possible for me to store materials concealed as tools and later use them to repair myself or as construction materials. The key would be convincing the system that regulated the space that they were indeed tools. Beyond that, I of course needed better armor, as did Parker, and I had yet to acquire the ability to enhance my stats permanently through the Improve Stats class ability.  
 
    I shook my head. I had so many plans that I scarcely thought I’d have the time to develop them all. If I had been made of flesh and blood, I honestly don’t think I could have. That I didn’t need to sleep or eat or drink had turned out to be one of my greatest powers as it gave me the extra time I needed to work on my problems and their solutions.   
 
    I’d identified some of the biggest problems facing the Institute’s team, but their solutions were less clear. While I continued to ponder, I made sure not to neglect my class quests.  
 
    It took most of the night to complete Magic Hands III. I’d been working on it for a while, so it was good to see that my work had paid off. I looked over which class quest to work on next and found a distinct bottleneck.  
 
    Practice makes perfect IV: Fabricate 1,000 magical items 
 
    Quality Assurance IV: Fabricate 400 great quality items 
 
    Fixer III: Repair 1,000 durability points 
 
    Mechanical Healer III: Repair 1,000 hit points 
 
    Magic Metalman II: Create 50 magical schema 
 
    Most of the remaining class quests I had revolved around magical items or making items of a quality I had no schematic for. I had a few schematics that had magical aspects, but they all required monster cores, of which I had only a few. Plus, I could only fabricate small magical items.  
 
    One of the quests that I’d been working on slowly over the last weeks was Fixer III, which asked me to repair 1,000 durability points. It seemed like one of the harder quests to complete since it involved finding damaged items, harvesting or buying materials, and then repairing them. Then I had an epiphany that made me want to slap myself for its obviousness. Why find damaged items when I could make them?  
 
    While there were several factors to fabrication and repair speed, the biggest factor was the weight of the item being created or repaired. The heavier or likely more dense something was, the more material was needed to make and repair it. So, if I wanted to complete the Fixer III quest quickly, I just needed to use a small, light item. I started with the basic normal copper-nail schematic and fabricated a hundred of them, which took about five minutes. Then I just stomped on them with my iron feet. I ended up breaking about thirty percent, but the other seventy percent had lost a durability point, which meant that they could be repaired. It took longer to repair them than fabricate the nails since I hadn’t added class skill points to reduce repair time, but since the nails didn’t weigh much, they didn’t require much material to repair either. It took fifteen minutes to repair the nails. So, in total, twenty minutes from start to finish to repair 70 durability points. It was a bit tedious, but the quest was complete in a bit under five hours, netting me another class skill point. I earned 620 XP, but it was only a drop in the bucket toward my next level, which still needed 46,926 XP. At the rate that I was going, it was going to take about two and a half months to gain. No, another stat point or class point from leveling wouldn’t do me much good. Instead, I knew my class abilities would be the focus of my training. 
 
    With the rays of the sun coming through the lab window, I’d thought about exactly what I’d spend the 4 class skill points I had. There was only one class ability that I knew that would be of immediate help and one that I’d been working towards for what had felt like ages: Improve Stats  - Can increase physical stats by use of fabrication. Requires Fabrication IV. Requires 3 class skill points 
 
    I applied the 3 class skill points and had one leftover, which I saved.  
 
    Unlike learning a new skill manually, I just sort of acquired my class skills after applying the points. But just because I didn’t get a notification, didn’t mean that I didn’t get the skill. Speaking to the Metalman OS that ran the body I was in, I asked, “Inquiry: How does the class ability Improve Stats work?” 
 
    Improve Stats is an Artificer ability that allows Metalmen to increase their stats by use of fabrication. An Artificer must have the appropriate materials and time to retrofit a Metalman frame before increasing a stat in increments of +1, +2, +3, etc. Each increase requires more time and rarer resources. 
 
    I sighed as I read the text that flowed across my vision. It seemed like it wouldn’t be as simple as gaining a massive increase to my stats all in one go. I’d have to increase each by +1 before I could apply a +2 increase. I asked the Metalman OS, “Inquiry: What exact resources are needed, and how much time will each increase take? 
 
    Strength - Iron (+1), Steel (+2), Titanium (+3), Tungsten (+4) 
 
    Constitution - Slate (+1), Granite (+2), Alexandrite (+3), Diamond (+4) 
 
    Dexterity - Lead (+1), Tin (+2), Gold (+3), Aluminum (+4) 
 
    Intelligence - Silver (+1), Mithril (+2), Ochrium (+3), Iridiumel (+4) 
 
    Wisdom - Nickel (+1), Zinc (+2), Platinum (+3), Electriamdum (+4) 
 
    Charisma - Copper (+1), Silver (+2), Gold (+3), Platinum (+4) 
 
    Hours to complete upgrade: +1 = 3 hours, +2 = 12 hours, +3 = 48 hours, +4 = 192 hours 
 
    As I read through the list of materials I’d need to upgrade, I felt like I was back in one of my engineering classes. I recognized common characteristics of each grouping of metals and materials. The metals used to increase strength were known for their high tensile strength. The stones in the constitution section had increasing hardness on the Mohs scale. The dexterity metals were increasingly ductile. Even the charisma materials were rated by value and rarity. Only the materials listed for intelligence and wisdom stumped me. I recognized some of the metals listed as being highly conductive, like Nickel and Zinc, but the rest must have had some magical quality I was unaware of.  
 
    Yet, it was the amount of time each stat upgrade would take that truly had me worried. Even if I was able to convince the Gnomish Institute to gather the materials for all the increases and a +4 upgrade, we just wouldn’t have the time to improve all my stats to that level before the competition started. No, I’d have to prioritize. Gaining +1 to each stat seemed reasonable and would take a total of 18 hours. After that, I’d have to decide which stats I wanted to increase the most as I couldn’t afford the time it would take to increase even a few by +3.  
 
    I shrugged. I already knew the stats that I’d prioritized when I was leveling up: Dexterity and Intelligence. Dexterity because it not only affected my aim with my Flintlock Rifle, but because it also increased the speed at which I fabricated, deconstructed, and repaired using my innate Metalman tools. Intelligence, frankly, was a bottleneck for me when it came to infusing since each infusion cost mana, and intelligence directly affected that pool of energy. The stat also affected the damage my infusions did. After those two stats, it was a matter of availability. I mean, I would love to increase every stat to its max. I could use more strength to carry more weight, more constitution for more HP, more wisdom for faster mana regen and spell resistance, and even more charisma for likeability, which wasn’t a high priority for me except that I was being judged by a group of people in the upcoming competition and any little edge would be helpful.  
 
    Finally, the lab door opened and Mary Gnogniton walked in. 
 
     

  

 
   
    Chapter 10 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh, good, Mr. Repair,” Mary said as she stepped into the room. “I see that you are already active this morning. One of the many things I admire about the Metalman race is that they do not need to sleep.” She shook her head, making her blonde bangs sway. “I can only imagine what I could have accomplished if I didn’t have to spend a third of each day sleeping.” She stopped and leaned back past the laboratory door and called out, “Come on, you good-for-nothings. We have much to accomplish this day, and I won’t have you slowing us down.” 
 
      
 
    Parker dropped from my lap as I got to my feet, but Mary came back into the room and waved me back, and said, “The equipment you asked for last night is here. Just tell them where you want it.” 
 
      
 
    “Already? I didn’t expect it all to come for several days,” I said as a group of goblins pushed and pulled several large and heavy objects through the laboratory doors. Through the doorway, I could see two guards watching the goblins as they worked with suspicious expressions.  
 
      
 
    Parker started to clack his legs against the floor excitedly at the sound of one of the voices. I recognized it as well and asked, “Niala, what are you doing here?”  
 
      
 
    The female gnome guard that I’d spent the night before last with turned at the sound of my voice and stepped into the lab. Her eyes found mine, and her cheeks blushed before her legs were tackled by a friendly mechanical spider. She laughed as she knelt and gave Parker a couple of friendly pets before answering, “Hello, Repair. I was on duty this morning when Researcher Mary came through the gates with all this furniture. I should have guessed it had something to do with you.” 
 
      
 
    “Guard, is there a reason you are talking to one of the Institute’s champions and not doing your duty watching that the goblins don’t walk away with or damage any of this valuable equipment?” Mary asked, her voice conveying a note of annoyance.  
 
      
 
    Niala stopped petting Parker and stood up straight. She nodded respectfully at the blonde gnome and answered, “I was responding to a question from Repair, Researcher Mary.” 
 
      
 
    “That will be Champion Repair, or at least Mr. Repair to you, guard. Please be mindful of proper protocol,” Mary snapped. Then, in a calmer tone said, “If you’re done chatting, please resume your duties.” 
 
      
 
    Niala nodded wordlessly, turned, and went back out into the hallway to watch over the goblins carrying furniture and equipment.  
 
      
 
    I felt a bit torn as I watched her leave, even half raising a hand as she left. I knew Niala was on duty and had a job to do, but I wanted her to stay there with me. Not for any particular carnal reason, but because I missed her. I felt Parker press his body against my legs, and I realized that I wasn’t the only one. I knelt and gave him a firm pat as more people came in and out of the room.  
 
      
 
    As the green laborers moved in and out of the room, I noted that most were rather thin and wore little more than rags. A black iron stove started to tip over when one goblin pushed too hard on the end he was trying to lift. The two goblins pulling from the other end cried out when the weight suddenly shifted, and I dashed forward, barely catching the top of the stove before it toppled over and squished the two goblins.  
 
      
 
    I looked down at the goblins, who’d stumbled backward. “Hey, guys. Please be careful.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, please do,” Mary quickly added. “That equipment has been paid for by the Institute and should not be damaged.” 
 
      
 
    “I meant that they could have gotten hurt. We’re not in such a rush that we’d want to risk that, would we?” I said as I looked past the stove to the gnome at the doorway. 
 
      
 
    Mary paused for only a moment as if it hadn’t occurred to think about it, and then her face turned a light shade of red before she quickly nodded. “Of course, you are correct, Mr. Repair.” 
 
      
 
    The two goblins who’d almost gotten squished got to their feet and looked up at me oddly. I heard one whisper to the other, “Why didn’t he yell and hit us?” 
 
      
 
    The other glanced back at me and whispered back, “I know him. He’s a friend of Greebo. Good one for not being a goblin.” 
 
      
 
    The goblin who’d asked the question smiled and nodded vigorously then turned to me and said, “Many thanks, friend of Greebo.” Then the two grabbed their end of the stove and with a word to the other goblin all three lifted it as one and one goblin asked, “Where you want?” 
 
      
 
    I pointed to a corner of the room, and the three goblins quickly carried the stove to where I’d pointed and placed it there. They nodded to me and then ran around the other goblins carrying things and out of the room.  
 
      
 
    I was surprised by the goblin’s deference and that I was known among them as Greebo’s friend. Although, it shouldn’t have surprised me too much. Greebo’s father was well known to all the denizens of the Northern District for founding the Scavenger’s Guild, and so Greebo would be known too. I’d also helped out several other goblins from Greebo’s former apartment, and I’d met more than a few at Manny’s wake.  
 
      
 
    I saw the goblins whisper and point in my direction as word spread among them about whose equipment they were ferrying and the rest of the goblins nodded as they brought everything in. I directed them where to put the tables, chairs, benches, oven, boxes of utensils, and everything else. Each time before they left the room for more stuff, they nodded to me and glanced fearfully at the gnome guards showing them their empty hands to prove they hadn’t stolen anything. It felt odd to have a reputation with people that I’d never met before. 
 
      
 
    When the last of the equipment was placed where I’d wanted, Mary clapped her hands together and said, “Good. Good. Is everything here? Do I need to complain to anyone?” 
 
      
 
    “No, everything I asked for is here. I’m impressed that you were able to get it all.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, that’s what a bit of money can get you.” She turned to the goblins who stood by the door, waved her hand, and said, “That’ll be all.” 
 
      
 
    The goblins turned away to leave, but I called out, “Wait.” They turned back as I walked to them and handed each a silver. “Thank you all for working so hard and getting this all here so quickly.” The goblins stared at the coins in their hands for a moment before looking up at me and cheering. They furtively glanced at Mary, who looked appalled, and they quickly gripped their coins and left.  
 
      
 
    Mary turned and looked up at me with a confused expression on her face. “What are you doing? Giving them money for doing their jobs? Their employer pays them already.” 
 
      
 
    I crossed my arms and answered, “Yeah, I’ve heard just what goblin laborers get paid. You spent, what? Ten or twenty gold on all this equipment? Likely more to get it prepared and sent over this morning? The goblins did all that extra work, but the owner makes all the extra money? Nope. It only seemed fair that I give them a little extra for their efforts. It was less than one percent of what you paid for the equipment, and it’ll really helped them out. Plus, you can never tell when a little generosity sowed will bear fruit.” 
 
      
 
    The female gnome just shook her head as if it made no sense to tip someone when they did good work. I shrugged and chalked it up to cultural differences and turned to look at all the equipment I now had. Some of it would go directly into my Mobile Workroom, and others would be left out to use, but I made sure to get a proper scan so that I would get schematics for them all. 
 
      
 
    I knew I needed a new source of class skill points since there were only a few class quests left, and I had stumbled upon the perfect way to get them. However, I also needed to work out exactly what I’d be doing with Greebo and the goblins we’d hired. Our goal up until now had been to create a stable business and get me to level 8 by the deadline I’d been given by the council. With that goal reached, Greebo and I needed to work out what we’d be doing from here on in.  
 
      
 
    “Mary, thanks for getting me everything I asked for. I finally unlocked a special Metalman ability last night, Improve Stats. It should let me bump up several of my stats so that I’m not as far behind as other adventurers at my level. The downside is that increasing my stats will require special materials and dedicated time but with your help, we can at least get the material aspect handled.” 
 
      
 
    Mary’s eyes lit up at the mention of me unlocking a new ability, and she practically jumped up and down and produced a notepad from somewhere.  “Tell me all about it,” she insisted. 
 
      
 
    I went to the table Parker was standing on and casually petted him as I read her the description of the ability and both the specific time and material components for each stats increase. When I was done, she frowned and said, “It’s a shame that we only have two weeks until the start of the contest. Otherwise, we could get you four points for each stat, which would be like you gaining multiple levels. But we’ll just have to do our best. Have you decided what you're going to be increasing?” 
 
      
 
    She grasped the limitations of Improve Stats much more quickly than I’d expected. “I’m focusing on Dexterity and Intelligence. I’m going to get those two to +3, and the rest to +2. I’ll be tight with the contest coming up, but the boosts to my core stats will be worth it.” 
 
      
 
    Mary nodded and pulled on her white lab coat to straighten it. “Yes, that is a sound strategy. But I don’t want you to take away time from helping the rest of the team. You still need to help us with your Metalman technology to get into fighting shape.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, I have a few ideas about that too, but I’ll need to speak with my business partner before I can comment on it.” I started toward the lab door and asked, “While I’m gone, can you please get the materials I’ll need for the stat increases? I’m going to go talk to my friend Greebo and pick up a few things I’ll need for some experiments, but I should be back soon.” 
 
      
 
    She agreed, and Parker and I left the Gnomish Research Institute to talk to Greebo.   
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 11 
 
      
 
      
 
    As we left the Institute, Parker and I passed Niala. She called out, “Repair! Where are you off to in such a hurry?” 
 
      
 
    “I’m heading to find Greebo. There are some plans we need to work out.” 
 
      
 
    “Your goblin friend again? What about me? I haven’t heard from you since you left my apartment the other morning.” 
 
      
 
    I realized that she was right. With everything that had happened, Manny’s funeral, meeting Mary and the Institute’s team, the dungeon dive, and grinding out class points, I’d sort of neglected her. “I’m sorry; you’re right. I should have found you and made time. I’m just in such a rush to work out the kinks with this team that I feel like I’m running out of time. I only have a couple of weeks to transform them from a bunch of researchers into a real combat team, and that means training and working on improving their weaknesses.” 
 
      
 
    Her brows furrowed, and then she laughed. “I’m sorry. I’m not laughing at you. It’s just that most gnomes go out of their way to avoid conflict. I was such an outcast in my village for finding a good fight thrilling. I can’t imagine those researchers knuckling down for some training.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, you’d be mistaken. Only yesterday, I saw them running laps inside the Institute walls, and Mary is likely going to work them just as hard today to improve their constitution.” 
 
      
 
    “Mary, is she?” Niala asked, raising an eyebrow. “She doesn’t make you call her Researcher Mary?”  
 
      
 
    “I hadn’t thought about it, but no, she doesn’t. I guess she just likes me enough not to care.” 
 
      
 
    “Finds you useful enough to ignore it, you mean.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes. You’re right. They find me useful and are giving me lots of leeway with protocol and are willing to spend a lot of funds on the team before the competition. And I’m going to take full advantage of all that generosity while it lasts by making them pay for all the materials that I’m going to use to improve stats and build up my crafting skills.” A thought occurred to me, and I asked, “Would you be interested in making some extra coin? No sense in me being the only one to benefit from the arrangement.” 
 
      
 
    She asked, “What did you have in mind?” 
 
      
 
    “Well, why depend on Mary to train the team? She’s another researcher--dedicated no doubt, and very thorough--but she’s still an amateur when it comes to fighting. You, on the other hand, are a highly trained fighter. Why don’t I bring you on as a consultant? I could use you to not only build up the team’s stats but also to give them practical training as fighters.” 
 
      
 
    She pursed her lips in thought and said, “It would be working outside my normal duties as a guard, so I should receive extra pay.” A wicked smile crossed her lips and she added, “Plus, it would give me a chance to put a little pain to some of those researchers who always made fun of my class.” 
 
      
 
    “Great. I officially bring you on as a combat instructor. Go tell Mary that and get them into shape.” 
 
      
 
    She gave me a mock salute and said, “Yes sir, Mr. Repair.”  
 
      
 
    Her wide smile told me she was only kidding, but I responded, “None of that Mister stuff. I get enough of that from Mary.” 
 
      
 
    She laughed and then turned and walked back the way she’d come. Parker climbed onto my back and into backpack mode as I walked out onto the street, and I could have sworn I heard Naila laugh evilly. I shook my head at the thought and turned and started toward the city center.  
 
      
 
    It was still early in the morning, and most of the foot traffic consisted of servants and shopkeepers heading to their jobs. In this district, the shopkeepers were humans, dwarfs, and occasionally an elf. I paused at an intersection when a policeman blew a whistle and a stream of horse-drawn wagons carrying deliveries passed. The officer whistled a second time, and the sidewalk traffic continued. I continued west past the high-end shops and the enterprising food carts selling breakfast to the early morning workers. As I went further west, the high-end shops that catered to the rich were replaced by weapons and armor shops, apothecaries, and general goods shops that catered to the adventurers that had joined the westward stream of walkers. 
 
      
 
    By the time I finally reached the center of town, the circular shopping area and the dungeon that provided the majority of income for the city, the place was full of adventurers carrying swords, bows, and magical staves, all of whom were either preparing for their day’s work in the dungeon or already headed down the stairs that led there.  
 
      
 
    The sight of so many people crowded into one location was one that had stunned me the first time I’d seen it. They had originally seemed like ants scurrying around, but since then, I’d come to see the order amongst the chaos. The movement of the crowd was like a hurricane if seen from above and generally moved in a clockwise direction with traffic for the bank, the guilds, and the shops on the outer edge of the hurricane. Those that had finished getting their quests, selling or buying goods, or withdrawing money, then drifted toward the inner circle of the hurricane traffic where merchants were more than happy to help them part with their coin in exchange for the daily supplies they’d need in the dungeon. Whether it was food, traps, poisons, potions, or team partners, it was all the stuff most adventurers would need to survive their dungeon dives. Then, in the center of the hurricane, the eye was the dungeon itself--a place that funneled the many lives of adventurers down its stone staircase, like the great gullet of a beast. Some would return laden with treasures, and others would be fed to the dungeon as it constantly sought to kill the beings invading its depths.  
 
      
 
    I shook my head at the morose thought. I knew that the people that went into the dungeon knowingly risked their lives for the chance to find valuable treasure or rare resources, but I couldn’t help but think of Manny, the only friend I’d lost in its bowels. He’d followed me down into a level that we’d never explored before so that we could find the people from the Scavengers Guild who were robbing adventurers. We’d solved that riddle but at great cost. Yet, the city didn’t notice. Life went on for the majority of its inhabitants as if the goblin had never existed.  
 
      
 
    I wondered how many other lives were lost each day as I entered the stream of traffic. I tried to calculate the loss of life as I pushed and pulled my way through the throng to the merchant stalls. Did a dozen people die each day? A couple dozen? A hundred? 
 
      
 
    Food sellers yelled left and right, trying to attract the morning crowd to purchase their products. I had a mental hunger pain that disappeared quickly as I moved past them and the other vendors just outside the entrance to the dungeon. There, waiting for me at the fountain was Greebo, the goblin twins Frik and Frak, the goblin miners, and the Divas.  
 
      
 
    The moment I saw them, I cast away my thoughts of the dungeon’s daily death toll. Instead, I became determined that no more of my friends would be among the ones who died. 
 
      
 
    “There you are, Bolts!” Greebo shouted as he was the first to spot me approaching. The others turned at his words, and I waved to them. The Divas looked a bit annoyed, especially the blonde warrior dwarf, Devena Diva, but the goblins all smiled and waved back.  
 
      
 
    “Hello, everyone. Sorry if you’ve been waiting for me long,” I said. One of the arms Parker used to attach himself to me waved above my right shoulder, saying hello to everyone. Greebo and the goblin’s smile widened at the gesture. They’d come to think of Parker as a kind of team mascot in the time they’d worked together in the dungeon, but not everyone was quite so pleased. 
 
      
 
    “Waiting long?” Devena asked with arms crossed and clear annoyance in her tone. “We waited for you yesterday, and you didn’t even have the courtesy to send a messenger to tell us that you wouldn’t be here to work? We wasted the day.” Dannie, a cousin to Devena and lead miner, nodded fervently behind her cousin.  
 
      
 
    I felt Parker’s arms tighten around my frame. He could no doubt feel the aggression coming from the two female dwarves. I patted one of the arms that he used to hold tight to me reassuringly and answered, “With all the stuff with the Institute’s team coming up and Manny’s memorial the day before that, I’d thought everyone would have taken a day off. But you’re right, I should have checked and made sure.” 
 
      
 
    “The Institute’s team? I thought you were already their champion?” Greebo asked excitedly. 
 
      
 
    I turned to him and shrugged. “Yes, I found out yesterday when I went back to the Institute that I’m just one member of the team. I spent yesterday getting to know the team members and their capabilities.” 
 
      
 
    “Excuse me,” interrupted Devena, “I don’t know what all this is about, but it doesn’t excuse you for your behavior.” 
 
      
 
    “You’re right, Devena. It was rude of me and not befitting someone that’s become such an important person to our group.” I bowed from the waist and continued, “I’ll be more than willing to do what it takes to repair our relationship, it’s very important to me.” 
 
      
 
    I heard a gasp, and I glanced up and saw that Devena’s mouth was open and she looked surprised, one finger outstretched as if she’d only a moment ago been ready to argue more. Her mouth closed with a clack, and she turned her face away, her cheeks reddening slightly. “There’s no need to be bowing, Metalman. I was just annoyed at not being able to haul in as much processed ore as we’d gotten used to.” Her expression softened, and she said, “Please stand up straight. Bowing ain’t right between friends.” She seemed to emphasize the word ‘friends’ slightly before continuing, “You just had to apologize and you did. All is forgiven.” 
 
      
 
    There were murmurs of agreement from the ladies behind her, and they smiled at me as I straightened. I mentally sighed in relief. I’d pulled the ‘bow of repentance’ bit out of all the anime I’d watched over the years on Earth and hadn’t been sure if it would work here. But it seemed that the Divas saw it as an acceptable apology.  
 
      
 
    Devena nodded and said, “Now that that’s all done, let’s go to work. We got ore to pull out of the ground.” She turned and the Divas followed her as she walked towards the dungeon stairs.  
 
      
 
    Greebo walked up to me and motioned for me to lean over and whispered in my ear, “Don’t know if you know this, Nuts and Bolts, but among dwarves, bowing is only done by suitors looking to propose a marriage alliance.”  
 
      
 
    I thought about the interaction and realized why her response had been so odd and why she’d emphasized the word ‘friends’ so much. “So, wait? She thought I proposed and-” 
 
      
 
    He finished for me, “She turned you down as politely as possible.” 
 
      
 
    I wiped my brow, even though I didn’t sweat, as it was a gesture that conveyed my relief. “That was a close call. I only started with Niala, and I don’t think she’d be amenable to me starting a harem.” I laughed, but Greebo just nodded like I’d made a very sage statement. The twins nodded as well.  
 
      
 
    “Wait, is that a thing here?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    Greebo smiled, his sharp teeth looking unintentionally predatory. “Only the very powerful or wealthy have more than one wife or husband. It takes a lot of coin and talking to keep that many people happy together. But it is not that uncommon. I think, if you are lucky, you may have two or three wives, Bolts.” 
 
      
 
    I shook my head vehemently. “Nope. Not me. I’m not even sure what I’m doing with just Niala if I’m honest. I don’t think I could handle another woman, even if it wouldn’t be against any local customs.” 
 
      
 
    Greebo and I followed after the Divas, and the group occasionally snuck a look back at us. I nudged my goblin friend and said, “I’ve been meaning to ask you about some stuff, Greebo. Now that I’m on the Institute’s team for the competition, I’m not going to be able to spend as much time in the dungeon. I’ll be training them and working on some solutions to the group's power problems.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, so you are leaving us then?” he asked. There wasn’t any anger in his tone, but I detected a little hurt.  
 
      
 
    I stopped him and turned him towards me and said, “Never! I’m never going to leave you, Greebo. You and I are business partners and friends, and that won’t change no matter what. I just have to pursue these other goals until after the competition. That doesn’t mean that I’m abandoning you or our goals for helping the Northern District. If anything, it means that I’m going to be trusting you and the twins to take on more responsibility for the plans I’ve thought of.” 
 
      
 
    Greebo punched my stomach and nodded happily. “Of course you won’t leave us.” He turned back to the twins who also nodded and said, “Of course. Of course.” Greebo stood tall and resumed his walk towards the dungeon. “So, what are these plans we’ll be working on?” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 12  
 
      
 
      
 
    As we walked with the crowd of adventurers, resource gathers, and workers, I explained to Greebo just how much of a jam I was in with the gnome team. The researchers’ specializations had great potential, but their limited group and combat experience were going to tank us if I couldn’t help them improve. As far as our mining operations, I realized that they didn’t need me there to be successful. If anything, picking up a few more combat-focused members would allow the group to more easily fend off the monsters that would swarm the miners as they worked. 
 
      
 
    Greebo looked a little taken back when I suggested the replacements, and I realized that I’d also suggested that we were replacing Manny, who’d been our tank. 
 
      
 
    “I’m sorry, Greebo, I didn’t mean that we had to get replacements right away. But the sooner we do, the safer our miners will be. I also think we should see about hiring or training a dedicated healer. Potions are expensive, and if we keep the team healthy, I think the investment will be worth it.” 
 
      
 
    Greebo nodded slowly at first, then as we came to the entrance to the sixth level of the dungeon, he said firmly, “Yeah, you’re right, Bolts. Manny wouldn’t want us to hold a spot on the team for him if it was gonna make us less safe. There are plenty of goblins who will jump at the chance to get classes if they don’t have to pay for them.” He turned and looked up at me. “We’re still offering the same deal we did to the miners and the other guys, right? We pay the fees for them to get their class, and they work for us for a modest wage, until they pay back the fee? After, we offer them a permanent position on our team and a share of the spoils?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, that’s our bid. From what you’ve told me, it’s a heck of a lot more than most of the general laborers in the Northern District get.” The words made me think about the goblins that had brought in the furniture and equipment earlier today. They had been so thin and looked hungry. “I was actually thinking about expanding our training to other ventures, specifically food stalls, that I could use to sell some of the unique recipes I’ll be coming up with.” 
 
      
 
    “Food stalls?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, I need to increase my class skill points, and I’m running out of crafting quests. So, I figured I’d take advantage of my Inventor specialization to earn some points by creating some unique recipes. I’m the one that came up with the ice cream recipe that’s been so popular lately after all.” 
 
      
 
    Greebo’s eyes bulged, and both he and the entire group stopped and stared at me. “You came up with ice cream?” 
 
      
 
    “Would you make it for us sometime? I couldn’t bring myself to pay the silver for such a luxury, not when we had so many other things to spend the coin on,” Dannie, the muscular red-headed dwarf and leader of the Diva miners, said. 
 
      
 
    There were murmurs of agreement from the goblins and the Divas. Their expressions were too hopeful for me to disappoint them, so I agreed to make it for them sometime. Their yells of joy echoed up and down the tunnels that led to the dungeon floor.  
 
    We continued our walk until we reached the dungeon floor. It was the same forest we’d been mining for the last few weeks for tin and iron ore. I wasn’t sure how much longer the Divas would continue to work here since they were now a higher level than that of the monsters. Once that happened, it meant that their mining skill gains would stagnate. Still, our miners could work here for a while longer until that happened. 
 
      
 
    Parker climbed down my back as we stepped onto the main dungeon floor. We’d learned on our first outing that he drew too much of the wrong kind of attention in the city if he walked around, so he could only roam around freely when we were either in the Institute or the wide-open dungeon. The rest of the group started to loosen their weapons and prepare for the day in the dungeon. 
 
      
 
    As Dannie Diva used her ore-finding skill, I continued talking with Greebo. “As I was saying before, I plan to come up with more recipes, and if they’re a fraction as popular as the ice cream was, then it's an opportunity to make some good coin. Is being a chef a special class or just a particular skill? We’ll need people that will be able to consistently make the stuff I’m going to come up with and sell it well.” 
 
      
 
    Greebo thought about it for a moment. “Well, Cooking is a skill. Being a Chef is a specialization of the Cook class. So, yes to both of your questions. I know some folks that have the Cooking skill, and they’d be happy to get the Cook class if we paid for it. But we’ll also have to get them the Barter skill if we expect them to run a food stall. The bigger issue is getting permission from the Merchant’s Guild to put up food stalls in the first place. We’re not members of their guild, and it’ll take some coin to become members.” 
 
      
 
    Dannie found a vein of ore and started to lead us in the right direction, and we followed after her while continuing the conversation. “I was actually thinking about that too. I think we should really start our own company. That way, we can manage all the businesses through it. It’ll help us organize things, and we could hire more people to help with all the paperwork that comes with the business stuff--things that we won’t want to do ourselves.” 
 
      
 
    “That’ll cost more coin. Are you sure you want to expand like this? It’s gonna be expensive, and you don’t even live in the Northern District,” Greebo cautioned. 
 
      
 
    “But you do, and it's your dream to be able to help them. So, how could I not aid my friend?” 
 
      
 
    Greebo turned his head away from me, and I thought I heard a sniff, but when he turned back, he was all sharp-toothed smiles. “Well, Repair, I’ll look into it all and start getting a list of costs. It may cost us some gold, but I know that we’ll be making more of it in no time. Was there anything else?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, but it’s a job for your Ninja Goblin cousin,” I said. 
 
      
 
    Greebo scrunched up his nose at the mention but nodded as I explained what I wanted from him. “Oh, Stan can do all that all right. He’s a right good sneak, and he’ll like that he’s being given a special mission from you.” 
 
    The group reached the location of the ore and found no one else around. It was only a medium-size node, but it would keep our miners busy for the day as long as we could protect them from the monsters that would inevitably come to try and stop them from their work. 
 
      
 
    Our group had been working together long enough that there was no need to give out orders once we found the resource node. Parker and the miners, both goblin and Diva alike, got to work digging a four-foot deep trench around the node and then lined the bottom with sharpened wooden stakes. They left enough space for me to fabricate the portable walls that we’d use to defend our miners while they worked. The defensive structures were a hollow, trapezoid shape that we’d fill with the dirt excavated while making the trenches. They were mostly made of wood but sported tall bronze-plated front that would be faced outward to confront the waves of monsters. Once those were in place, I also built a simple wooden fence that filled in the gaps between the larger portable wall structures. 
 
      
 
    As we’d worked, I’d talked to our goblin miners, Innie, Meanie, Minnie, and Moe, who had all reached level 15 and level 5 in their mining skills, which meant that they were able to purchase a special mining ability. After talking to them, they told me they’d decided to specialize so that they could focus on one aspect of mining each. Meanie, like Greebo, grabbed an ability that let him increase his carrying capacity by thirty percent. Innie expanded the range of his ore-finding ability. It still wasn’t as good as what the Divas ore finding specialist had, but she was also a higher level than him. Minnie took a static ability that increased his chances of finding rare ore as he mined a resource node, and Moe took an ability that increased the rate at which he mined by twenty percent. The goblins all increased their strength and constitution equally as they leveled, but the daily toil in the dungeon had also increased those same stats. The miners had all gained enough muscle and mass that they hardly resembled the thin, starved-looking beings they had been when we’d first met. 
 
      
 
    As I finished the wooden roof above the platforms that protected us from the flying monsters on this level, all of the miners got to work on the node while Parker, Devena, Greebo, the twins, and I took our positions atop the portable walls. Greebo and the twins pulled out their short bows, Devena a sling and stones, and I pulled one of my already-loaded Flintlock Rifles out of my Internal Inventory. I kept my second rifle stored in my Inventory, loaded and primed with gunpowder, and usually used it as a quick-fire option to get two shots off quickly before I needed to reload. But looking at Greebo, who looked out into the forest for the monsters we knew would come soon, I made a decision. 
 
      
 
    “Greebo, I told you that I wouldn’t be able to stay to help defend our people, but I want to help you defend them with this.” I held out the Flintlock Rifle in my hand. Greebo looked up at the weapon, which was more than a foot longer than he was tall. He’d used the weapon on only a few occasions, the last being when he blew the head off of the villain Harrison Freud, the monstrous mage that had killed our friend Manny. It was a spectacular ending to the arrogant spell caster, but it also showed me that Greebo had more than enough dexterity and determination to handle the powerful weapon. 
 
      
 
    “You sure, Bolts?” he asked. “I know how much you wanted to keep them a secret.” 
 
      
 
    I nodded and pushed the rifle into his hands. “Yeah, I’m only giving you one for now. The Institute team has already seen the weapon, and there’s no doubt that plenty of others in the dungeon have also seen me use it. So, the secret is likely out by now. I’m gonna hang on to my second one until I’m able to work on a few improvements I’ve been thinking about. Once I make an improved model, I’ll give the second Flintlock Rifle to you so that you can have it to protect our miners too.” 
 
      
 
    Greebo nodded as he took the weapon and gazed at it reverently. I understood his awe of the rifle. It was something that only a few months ago would he’d never have had access to. The cost for the raw materials of seasoned wood and steel was about five gold, which amounted to about five years’ wages for an unskilled worker. Most flintlock firearms were a luxury for even the rich since this world hadn’t developed technology past the smoothbore stage, which made the weapons highly unreliable. They simply weren’t common or convenient. My addition of rifling to the barrel, which gave the minié ball spin, tremendous speed, and force, and the creation of the minié ball and preloaded paper cartridges had increased the power, accuracy, and reloading speed, which made the weapon he was holding a powerful step up from even what was offered in the high-end weapon stores near the Institute. 
 
      
 
    I wanted to smile at his excited expression, but my faceplate didn’t allow for it. Instead, I gave him two thumbs up and split the paper cartridges that I had stored in my internal inventory. 
 
      
 
    Greebo looked at the stack of ammunition I offered and I realized I’d not given him any place to put them. I put the paper cartridges on the floor and quickly fabricated a leather bag and dumped the ammo in there. 
 
      
 
    “Thanks, Bolts. But the first wave of monsters is coming,” He said as he pointed out toward the forest. I turned and saw that he was right. The first wave of monsters was breaking from the treeline and running toward us. 
 
      
 
    The dungeon responded to the mining and taking of resources by sending waves of monsters to try to kill the collectors. The bigger the group harvesting resources, the larger the response sent by the dungeon. I’d used this response to my benefit, racking up massive amounts of experience to achieve my objective of becoming the Institute’s Champion. 
 
      
 
    Parker was the first of us to respond, and climbed over the edge of the platform, his special Spider Climb ability letting him stick to any surface like the spider his design was based on. While Parker prepared to attack any of the monsters that got close, I raised my rifle, carefully aimed at one of the lead wolves, and pulled the trigger. There was a moment's pause as the flint came down upon the frizzen, creating the spark that ignited first the powder in the pan and then the paper cartridge in the barrel of my rifle. Bang! The powder ignited, creating an explosion of heated gas that forced the cone-shaped minié ball down the barrel of my weapon. The projectile exited the barrel of the rifle a moment later with a loud crack, and even through the smoke from the exploded powder, I saw a plume of blood explode from the wolf I had been aiming at. The monster stumbled a moment before it collapsed and tripped up the Shadow Wolf running behind it. 
 
      
 
    You’ve killed a level 6 Shadow Wolf. 
 
    You receive 30 XP. 
 
      
 
    I reveled in my first kill of the day and the power that came with it. The experience points added up to more levels, which meant higher stats and more skill points and thus more power in this world. 
 
      
 
    The remaining members of the pack adjusted their trajectory around their fallen member or leapt over it but continued toward their goal. Which was to kill us. There was no other way to think of it. This wasn’t a game of tag, but a struggle of life and death. The monsters would do their best to rend us into pieces, and we’d do our best to kill them back. The winners would gain the strength of the losers. It was a harsh reality but a simple one. 
 
      
 
    I saw another black-furred Shadow Wolf go down thanks to Greebo’s shot. Arrows and stones flew as the other defenders shot and threw their ranged weapons, but their effect was much less pronounced and only one other wolf fell. The rest continued their race towards us. 
 
      
 
    Unlike Greebo, I didn’t have to reach into a pouch to get another paper cartridge and only needed to summon one from my internal inventory. It only saved me a moment of time, but those moments added up, meaning that I could eventually fire an extra shot that would take down another enemy. As I slipped the paper cartridge into the barrel of the rifle and tried to focus on ramming the cartridge down it, the wolves reached the waist-high trench and began trying to cross it. Parker leapt off his perch and tackled a wolf who had a particularly high leap, and I heard the thud as their bodies slammed into the ground. I wasn’t worried about Parker since he was almost the same level as the monsters and had the same iron plating I did.  
 
      
 
    There were more thuds as other monsters tried to climb the bronze layer on the portable walls, and they yipped in pain as most of them were unable to find purchase on the surface and fell backward onto the sharpened stakes. 
 
      
 
    I heard a fearsome growl and turned just in time to see one of the largest Shadow Wolves scramble over the lip of the wall and snap its jaws at my goblin friend. Greebo instinctively fell backward, and the wolf’s jaws snapped shut just shy of the goblin’s throat. I dropped the rifle as it was too long to wield as a club with the monster so close and leapt forward, grabbed the monster by the snout, and shoved forward. The creature hadn’t yet fully cleared the lip of the wall, and it tumbled over backward. Unfortunately, my momentum carried me forward with it. I swung my arms wildly, trying to grab hold of anything to help me, but there was nothing to grab ahold of. 
 
      
 
    I heard a scream that I thought was Greebo calling my name, but I couldn’t focus on the words. I knew that I was going to follow the wolf I’d thrown into the spiked pit, so at the very last moment, I pushed off from the platform as strongly as I could. I felt myself spin forward as I fell and briefly caught sight of the dungeon’s stone ceiling and the yellow crystal that hung suspended there emitting light. But the view between my feet only lasted a moment, and then I felt a hard thud as my back hit the ground and saw a red number eight float away from me. 
 
      
 
    Unlike a flesh and blood person, I had neither a nervous system to be stunned nor internal organs to feel damage. I knew that I’d avoided the spiked trench, but that was only the first danger. I heard a growl to my left and a Shadow Wolf’s jaws snapped shut menacingly before the creature lunged forward, trying to rip out my throat. I raised my left arm in time to intercept the teeth but felt them squeeze down on my forearm. The plating bent underneath the force of those canine jaws but still held up. I struck out with my right fist and felt it connect with the beast’s snout. There was a yelp, and the creature released my arm. I immediately pushed myself to my feet as soon as I was free, but as I got to my feet, I saw that I was surrounded by what appeared to be the last three surviving Shadow Wolves.  
 
      
 
    For a moment, I saw death in the eyes of those wolves. Three slavering jaws were ready to rip me apart. But they weren’t the only ones with a pack supporting them. I heard shouts behind me and then the crack of a rifle from above. The wolf to my left flew backward as a minié ball blew threw its head and out its ribcage.  
 
      
 
    I’d have smiled if I could. Once again, my friend Greebo was saving my metal butt. I didn’t waste the moment and activated the Integrated Items which transformed my right arm into a large Blacksmith’s Hammer. It was the one ability that made me feel like a Transformer, and every time I used it I had to restrain myself from yelling, ‘Roll Out’ or ‘Robots in Disguise’. Instead, I charged forward, swinging my arm hammer down onto the spine of the wolf to my right. I heard the snap of bone and a yip as the heavy hammer’s head came down on the monster with every bit of force my twelve points of strength could bring to bear. The beast dropped like a marionette with its strings cut. I knew it was still alive since I’d not gotten any XP for its death, but it was out of the fight for the moment. 
 
      
 
    I turned to deal with the last wolf but was too slow and felt my left leg pulled from under me as the last monster yanked on it. The monster was the largest of the pack and likely the leader. I felt its jaws bend the plating around my calf and heard the wood beneath the plates crack as it shook its head from side to side. Single red numbers floated away from me with each snap of its head, yet even then I did not feel panic, only the calm Metalman urgency to kill my enemy with utmost efficiency. I kicked out with my right foot, and it connected with the creature’s side. A single red three floated away from the point of impact, and I realized that the monster would kill me before I killed it like that.  
 
      
 
    I heard a yelp, and the twisting pulls relented for a moment as Parker leapt onto its back and plunged his poison stinger into its back. I used the moment of respite to activate the tool I’d integrated into my feet, and two-inch spikes extended from my feet. The spiked ice shoes I’d proved to be deadly tools as I kicked out again and again. This time, the red damage numbers were sixes and sevens and each kick made the monster cry out in pain as the spikes cut through fur and muscle. Blood covered my feet, but I did not stop until the Shadow Wolf collapsed, finally releasing my left leg, the iron plating torn away. The wolf collapsed onto the ground beside me, tongue hanging from its jaws as it drew in massive panting breaths, and stared me in the eyes until the light there faded away and it died from the blood loss inflicted by the ice shoes. 
 
      
 
    You’ve killed a level 6 Shadow Wolf. 
 
    You receive 30 XP. 
 
      
 
    Another shot rang out, killing the wolf I’d knocked out of commission, and Greebo’s voice called out, “Bolts, are you ok?” 
 
      
 
    I sat up and tried to get to my feet, but my left leg refused to support my weight. I leaned on Parker, whose front legs shook worriedly. I looked down at my leg and saw that the iron plating along my calf had cracked, and the underlying structures creaked ominously. I turned and waved at Greebo, who was still standing atop the portable wall we’d manned. “My leg is damaged, but I don’t think I’m too damaged otherwise.” I called up my character sheet to see exactly how hurt I was. 
 
      
 
    Name: Repair 
 
    Race: Metalman 
 
    Class: Artificer (Inventor) Level 8 
 
    AC: 15 (iron) 
 
    HP: 32/58 
 
    Mana: 58/58 
 
    *Broken Left Leg - Movement speed reduced by 60%* 
 
      
 
    “Looks like I’ll need some help getting back up to the wall,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “No problem; we’re coming down to loot the monster corpses anyways,” he replied. 
 
      
 
    It was a predictable cycle that we’d come to participate in. Our miners attracted the monster waves, we defended our resource gathers and killed the monsters from our elevated positions, then once the wave was defeated, we’d come down to grab the loot their bodies left and clear their corpses from the field. It let us keep our spiked trench free of an excess of monster bodies and gave us time to repair the traps and wall between waves of monsters. We’d also use the time to repair equipment or heal up. 
 
      
 
    This time, repairing my leg took priority. Thankfully, Greebo had a special class ability that let him carry a huge amount of weight and an expanding bag that we kept repair and crafting material in. I pulled iron, stone, copper, and wood from his backpack and got to work repairing the damage to my leg and forearm plating. It was always fascinating to watch my body repair itself as the cylindrical tool extended from my forearm and straightened, replaced, or altered the broken parts. 
 
      
 
    As I waited on the repairs to be completed, I thought about how fortunate I was to have picked the Metalman race to reincarnate as. It took longer to repair myself than a flesh and blood person would take to heal if they drank a potion or were healed with magic, but I was also more self-sufficient as long as I had access to the materials I needed. Plus, even when I was hurt, I didn’t feel pain, only the sensation that I was being damaged. It was a great benefit that allowed me to push past the normal fear of being hurt and focus on what I needed to do to survive. 
 
      
 
    I wasn’t able to finish the repairs to my leg before the next wave of monsters appeared, but I did fabricate a guard rail to stop future incidents of falling off the top of the wall. It doubled as a convenient location to prop our rifles on. It was something I’d never thought of since I had a body that didn’t tire and could hold my rifle up for an indefinite amount of time, but based on Greebo's relieved sigh, I could tell he struggled to keep the heavy barrel of the Flintlock Rifle steady on his own and that he appreciated the support. 
 
      
 
    The next wave of monsters was three-foot-long, red-furred Fire Foxes that had floating flames above their heads. The small creatures were quick, and they either darted around the battlefield with fast attacks or shot fireballs at unwary opponents. After the first dozen died trying to leap over the spiked trench, they retreated, formed into groups of three, and then started launching small balls of fire from their tails. It was a recipe for disaster for our mostly wooden walls, but we’d fought the monsters before. The twins and Devena climbed down from the walls and pushed out a plank that could be used as a makeshift bridge. Once they were across the trench, they were able to press the fiery monsters into melee combat. I ordered Parker to go assist by webbing the foxes, and Greebo started to do the same, but I held him back. 
 
      
 
    “You can do more damage with the rifle now than you could up close. Here, use this,” I said and fabricated a special paper cartridge that had the minié ball infused with the spell Minor Acid Globe. I had only recently gained the ability to make magical items, and though I was limited to small items, it was enough to let me combine my ability to infuse spells I’d studied with my ammunition. “This is a special one that will cast an area of effect acid spell. Even if you miss, it should still do some damage when you activate the spell.” 
 
      
 
    I told Greebo the activation phrase for the spell, which was just the spell name, though I wished I could change the trigger phrase as some of the spells I’d studied had three- and four-word names. The two of us sniped at monsters Parker webbed and the groups of foxes at the edge of the group while the other defenders killed the ones in the center. The tactic stopped the center monsters from firing their ranged attacks as they had someone trying to chop them up, and it gave us free rein to launch our attacks without worrying about hitting our friends. 
 
      
 
    It didn’t take long to kill all of the Fire Foxes. The twins had reached level 6 a while ago and were deadly with their twin bronze blades and high dexterity. Devena sliced through two or three opponents with her double-bladed axe, and our area of effect acid shots heavily burned, if not outright killed, the lower HP monsters when we were able to land shots in the center of a group. 
 
      
 
    While I left the others to collect monster loot, I finished the repairs to my body and the walls which had taken some durability damage from the Shadow Wolf claws and the Fire fox’s fireballs. 
 
      
 
    The rest of the day went smoothly. Our miners never had to stop their work since they were fully protected by the portable walls and the defenders. We fought more monsters, but none were a challenge since we’d developed tactics to deal with each group. I even had time to deconstruct the ore to get us the refined tin. By the time the node was petered out, I’d earned 832 XP, a fair share of the monster loot including some Tier 2 Monster Cores, and the group had mined 320 lbs of pure tin after I deconstructed it and discarded the rock from the ore. After selling it all at the Merchant’s Guild, my share came to 36 silver. It wasn’t the best day I’d had in the last month, but it was a heck of a lot better than the coppers I’d made when I first started out. 
 
      
 
    Still, the day was the last I’d be able to spend fully with the group until after the contest, and I wanted to take them out for drinks and food at the Tipsy Minotaur to explain everything and thank them for their support. After all, without my friends, I’d have never gotten to level 8 in such a short period and never would have been able to get on the Institute’s team. They all readily agreed, and we headed to Greebo’s bar after I ordered some supplies and arranged to have them delivered to the Institute.

  

 
   
    Chapter 13 
 
      
 
      
 
    The Tipsy Minotaur was full that evening as the Divas, the goblins, and myself celebrated a good day in the dungeon. The Divas were getting a bit tipsy on the goblin hooch that Greebo had brought out. My goblin friend climbed up on the long table and held up a glass filled with the house-made booze and shouted, “Let's raise our glasses for our friend, Repair. Today’s the last day he’ll be able to spend with us in the dungeon full time.” The Divas looked surprised by the statement but raised their glasses, mugs, and beer steins. The bar patrons around us also raised their drinks. Greebo continued with a big smile on his face, “Instead, he’ll be training for The Ultimate Research Warrior Competition!” 
 
      
 
    The bar went quiet as the goblin’s words sank in. Then a great cry broke out from the bar patrons and Divas. 
 
      
 
    “What? I thought only the most powerful houses and guilds were participating in that,” a yellow troll said while swinging a mug of ale. 
 
      
 
    A goblin with a frayed eye patch asked, “Repair? He’s the one that saved Greebo in the dungeon, right? How’d he get a ticket to that event.” 
 
      
 
    “No, you idiot. He’s not attending, he’s participating,” the goblin waitress said as she delivered a plate of smoking food to the one-eyed goblin. 
 
      
 
    The Divas stared at me as if they’d never seen me before. Dannie was the first to blink, and then she started to laugh, her braided hair bobbing with each guffaw, and then she slapped her warrior cousin on her back. “You hear that, cousin? The machine man has gotten a spot in the competition. He’ll be competing against those arrogant human mages and give a decent challenge to the dwarven smiths.” Then she turned to me and held out her hand. I reached across the table and shook it. “Congratulations, Repair. Whose team are you on? The goblin?” 
 
      
 
    “No, Repair would never team up with the Goblin Research Center. He knows what kind of scum they are,” Greebo, still standing on the table, shouted down at the dwarf. 
 
      
 
    “Greebo’s right. I met the GRCs representatives once in an alley and found them to be wanting,” I said with a chuckle. 
 
      
 
    Greebo laughed and stomped on the table, mimicking the time I’d caught and punished Neal Nailspitter, a member of the Goblin Research Center, after he tried to kill Greebo with a wasting poison. No one else got the reference, but Greebo continued, “My friend here’s been snagged by the gnomes who have promised him all the gold he needs to get ready. He’s taking the snooty, big-nosed, researchers for everything they’re worth. But he’ll win for sure, ‘cause he’s one of us, right boys?” 
 
      
 
    The goblins on our team, warrior and miner alike, got to their feet and yelled their agreements. “Yes, that’s right. Him and Greebo got us our classes and are even giving us a share of the mining we do. He’s one of us for sure.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “If anyone could beat the other guilds, it’s Repair. I’ve never seen anyone get to level 8 so quickly. He’s a machine when it comes to grinding out XP,” one of the twins yelled. 
 
      
 
    “Ha. He’s always a machine, you silly goblin,” the other twin shouted back.  
 
      
 
    “Repair’s gonna grind them other teams like he does that XP for sure,” Innie said.  
 
      
 
    I would have blushed from the compliments if my face wasn’t made from metal. Instead, I gave the goblin miners two thumbs up and thanked them for the kind words. 
 
      
 
    The Divas nodded along with the goblins remembering just how much more they were making each day since they’d joined with us and our mad scheme to use the dungeon’s waves of monsters for our benefit.  
 
      
 
    Devena got up on the table and stood next to Greebo, raised her beer mug, and shouted, “Repair has stood by my side fighting monsters in the dungeon, and he’s done more to help me and my girls than anyone else. I’m proud to know him and wish him the best of luck in the competition.” She raised her beer mug and toasted, “May Morden bless his blade, and may he ever find his motherload!” 
 
      
 
    Dannie raised her mug and repeated the toast and the rest of the Divas stood and said their good wishes. The bar celebrated for hours, the patrons excited to know someone personally that was going to be in the upcoming competition. 
 
      
 
    I was a bit uncomfortable with the sudden notoriety, but the drunken salutations were generally friendly, though I got a jealous look from a few people. At one point, Devena pulled me to the side and personally congratulated me again on my good fortune, though she also noted that she wouldn’t want to be in my shoes. When I asked her why, she gestured to the ever more crowded bar. I hadn’t noticed it, but more people had filtered into the bar and it was getting a bit over-crowded.  
 
      
 
    “Seems like word is spreading through the Northern District that one of the Champions is here. I don’t envy you the attention it’s going to bring from the other teams or from the city. I prefer a simple life of hard work fighting monsters and mining over being a spectacle,” Devena said with a sympathetic look.  
 
      
 
    “A spectacle?” I asked. “I’m sure the competition wasn’t all that big a deal. It was just some researchers showing off their projects.” 
 
      
 
    Devena stared at me and then shook her head in disbelief. “Hasn’t anyone told you? This is going to be the biggest event of the year. The whole city is going to try to watch the contest, and the rich and powerful are staking massive amounts of gold on their technology and magic being used by the national government. Hundreds of thousands of gold coins are on the line. Not only that, Prince Thallan Corym Wransatra, the second prince of the royal family, himself is going to be a judge along with the councilors that advise the king and run the military.” She shivered, though it was a warm night. “That’s the kind of attention that can ruin a person.” 
 
      
 
    My mind froze at what she’d told me. I’d know that there was a lot of gold being thrown around by the Institute, but the sheer scale of the event had never crossed my mind. Nor had it connected about what kind of notoriety it would bring. Part of me was overwhelmed with what it meant. I knew what lengths I was willing to go to win the competition--after all, it meant my freedom--but that also meant there were going to be others with just as much determination, and who knew what they’d do? However, another part of me saw the attention I was going to get as an opportunity.  
 
      
 
    I quickly disengaged myself from Devena, thanked her for the insights she had provided, and sought out Greebo. I found him in the middle of the barroom with a drink in one hand and his other arm around the curvaceous waist of goblin waitress, Gnarry. My friend was bragging about how his best friend was going to trounce the other competitors and bring honor to the Northern District. Others argued that I wasn’t representing them, but the Western District. But Greebo argued right back, sloshing his beer in his enthusiasm, that I was only working with the gnomes cause it got me a spot on the team. But I was truly a person of the Northern District at heart. I’d been working with goblins since I started in the dungeon, after all, and even went out of my way to pay for Greebo’s class and the goblins on our team’s classes. He even hinted that we had big plans for more work. But before he could divulge more, I grabbed him bodily and tossed him over my shoulder. He squealed about the spilled beer, but I explained we had a business meeting and headed to the back of the bar to the stockroom.  
 
      
 
    Once behind a closed door I dropped the goblin onto the floor and asked, “You gonna tell everyone about our plans?” 
 
      
 
    He got to his feet and looked down into the empty wooden mug he’d kept hold of with annoyance. He shrugged, put the mug down on a nearby crate, and answered, “Our plans aren’t going to be a secret for long. I don’t think any goblin since my father has had plans this big. Starting a company to give work and even classes to my people is gonna be a tough sell. I was just trying to get support from the district before we started. It’s going to be tough convincing folks up here that we’re legitimate, but with what the boys on our team and the Divas can tell them, it’ll be more believable.” 
 
      
 
    “I hadn’t thought about that,” I admitted. “I thought anyone would be happy to get a step up in life. A little extra coin and a chance to get a class.” 
 
      
 
    “I know you, Bolts, and would trust you with my very life. But the rest of the district has only heard rumors about you, and not all of it’s good. Before that sleazy guildmaster disappeared, he spread it around that you’d been taking advantage of me and the other goblins on our team. That you were paying us coppers with the impossible promise to get us classes if we slaved for you and did all the menial jobs in the dungeon. Said you were throwing goblin lives away for coin.” 
 
      
 
    “But that’s not true. We are partners and friends and each of the goblins on our team got their class upfront.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, but there’s a long history of the light races using us just like that.” Greebo hesitated a moment then said, “and Manny’s death only added fuel to the rumor.” 
 
      
 
    I clenched my fists and wanted to shout out that Manny’s death wasn’t our fault, but part of me knew it wasn’t entirely true. I’d gotten Manny involved with dungeon diving and let him come with us when we investigated the Scavengers who were working for that asswipe, Harrison Freud. If I’d never brought him with us, he’d still be alive today. 
 
      
 
    I felt a hand on my arm and saw that Greebo was looking up at me with sympathy in his eyes. “Don’t go getting all quiet on me, Repair. I know you feel guilty about Manny but no one who knows you or knew him blames you. It’s just something we’re gonna have to overcome if we’re gonna get our company off the ground.” 
 
      
 
    I nodded and while my mind recognized the truth of what Greebo was saying, my heart or wherever a Metalman kept his guilt, still painfully whispered to me. I shook my head and patted his hand then gave him two thumbs up to let him know I was fine. “Speaking of which, what did happen with that Guildmaster of yours?” 
 
      
 
    Greebo shrugged. “Don’t know. The Everwoods Witch and the guard interrogated the goblins we captured after our fight in the dungeon. I heard that the next day they showed up at Guild Master Dobliao’s house but he was gone. No one has seen him since.”  
 
      
 
    “What does that mean for the Scavenger Guild then?” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, they’re gonna have to elect a new Guild Master, but that could take weeks of arguing among guild members.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, at least your guild will be better off then. But I’d like to get back to our plans. First, have you spoken to your cousin yet?” 
 
      
 
    Greebo nodded. “Sent him a message as soon as we left the dungeon. I should hear from him soon.” 
 
      
 
    “You’ll hear from him sooner than you think,” a voice above us said.  
 
      
 
    Greebo and I spun toward the sound of the voice and saw Greebo’s cousin Stan hop down off a shelf above our heads. He was dressed in skin-tight leggings, a black long-sleeved shirt, gloves, and a black mask that covered everything except his eyes and the dark green skin around it. “Sorry I didn’t tell you I was there earlier, but I didn’t want to interrupt your girly gnome heart-to-heart talk,” he said with a chuckle. 
 
      
 
    Greebo frowned and tried to kick the black-clad goblin in his nards, but the agile ninja-like goblin was too quick--or perhaps Greebo was just too drunk to aim well. Either way, Stan deftly avoided the kick and the follow-up punch. “Please, cousin. I was just joking. I’m here at your summons. If you’re just going to play around, I’ll leave. I have other jobs I could be doing.” 
 
      
 
    Greebo stopped trying to punch his cousin, but the scowl on his face didn’t disappear. “I called you so you could get work from Bolts here.” He gestured to me. 
 
      
 
    I recognized the conversational transition and quickly jumped in. “Yes, that’s right. I have need of the Ninja Goblin.” 
 
      
 
    The nickname, which I’d accidentally given him the first time we met, made him smile. Or, at least, I think it did, as the black cloth covering his mouth seemed to shift and stretch and his eyes, which I could see, got little lines in the corners. “I do so love a bit of flattery at my magnificent stealth skills. What job does a construct like you need me to do?” 
 
      
 
    I explained my role in the upcoming contest and how I needed to get as much information on my competition as possible. I listed the groups that I knew were competing and what I already knew about them.  
 
      
 
    The goblin listened attentively and then asked, “So, you want me to just gather information on them all?” His shoulders slumped slightly and he seemed a little disappointed. 
 
      
 
    “No, not just gather information. But actively sneak into their heavily warded and watched compounds to see exactly what their teams are doing. I’m gonna need firsthand details about what they’re capable of.” My words about the challenge of the job seemed to perk the goblin back up, and he nodded as I continued. “It’s going to be the greatest challenge not to get caught, and I couldn’t think of anyone I could trust more.” 
 
      
 
    The goblin ninja was practically bouncing on his feet by the time I finished, and he quickly agreed to the job, saying he’d report to me at the gnome compound when he had more information. I tried to tell him I’d meet him at the Tipsy Minotaur, but he seemed to take the added challenge of sneaking onto the Institute grounds made the job more fun. 
 
      
 
    I shrugged and agreed to pay him 30 silver for each team’s secrets, and he disappeared in a puff of smoke. 
 
      
 
    Greebo coughed and waved his hand, clearing the smoke in front of him. “I hate that he does that now.” He turned to me and added, “He only started doing that after you told him that it was the only thing that he needed to do to complete the image of a ninja.” He shook his head then continued, “Well, that bit of skullduggery out of the way, can we return to our talk of the company?” 
 
      
 
    I nodded, eager to work out the details. “Right, where do I need to go to register a company? Do I need a business plan or is there just some kind of license?”  
 
      
 
    “Uh, ‘bout that,” Greebo started, a guilty look on his face. “I’m sorry to tell you that you can’t form a company since you’re not recognized as a person in the country. I’m gonna have to do that.” 
 
      
 
    It took me a moment to register what he said, and while I’d be lying to myself if I didn’t admit I didn’t think it was fair or that I wasn’t disappointed, I also recognized that part of me already knew it might be an issue. After all, it was the reason that I was so determined to win the competition in the first place.  
 
      
 
    “I get it, Greebo. I’m currently the property of the Gnomish Research Institute.”  
 
      
 
    Greebo looked up at me with a sympathetic expression, “Sorry, Bolts. But that’s how it is. Even if you could register a company in your name, the gnomes would get all the profits since they own you. If we want to do this so that we can build up the Northern District, it’ll have to be in my name.” 
 
      
 
    “No, I really do understand the situation, Greebo. We’re doing this for them. I can accept the limits in which we’ll have to work,” I said as I nodded at him. Still, in my heart, I was more determined than ever to win the competition which would change that situation.  
 
      
 
    We spoke about the different requirements for the company. We’d need to register and form a legal entity with the city clerk, file appropriate taxes, register as an employer, and obtain business licenses and other permits for what we wanted to do. It would take silver to pay all the fees to just file the paperwork, but Greebo suggested a way to speed up the process.  
 
      
 
    “I’ll need to join the Merchant’s Guild. Otherwise, it’ll take months to get through all the paperwork and permits. That’s if they let a goblin like me make a company at all,” he said. Greebo explained that the guild had all the right connections and not only operated in this city but throughout the country. It would cost gold to join them, and they’d take a percent of our revenue, but they’d give great benefits to the company. They could connect us with accountants, housing and business officers, and sources for materials we’d need to get our businesses off the ground. All for more coin, of course. It was very ‘pay to play’ to my gamer mind. Thankfully, I had a ready source of funds I planned to exploit.  
 
      
 
    After working out most of the details of our plans, we returned to the bar, where we found the Divas arm-wrestling a group of trolls on a table and our goblin team members encouraging the girls. I laughed at the sight and realized just how much I was going to miss working with them all. 

  

 
   
    Chapter 14  
 
      
 
      
 
    Night had come by the time I’d extricated myself from the celebration at the Tipsy Minotaur. I felt Parker’s grip on my body relax a bit as we left the crowded bar. He’d been in backpack mode since we left the dungeon earlier in the day and hadn’t shifted with the press of people around. Though he was a machine, he didn’t seem to care for crowds. I couldn’t blame him. There was a certain mental strain that came from having to deal with so many personalities and conversations, the press of bodies, and the need to be attentive to everyone around you. I preferred a smaller gathering of close friends, but that wouldn’t do for a bar's bottom line.  
 
      
 
    As I walked south out of the distract, I noticed I was getting more attention than I normally would. In the poorer areas, I typically got attention from those that had never seen a construct, and in the Northern District as a whole, I’d started to become known as Greebo’s friend. But that night, there was an unusual number of people staring at me as I traveled through the district. While many of them were friendly, there were a few glares mixed in. People whispered and pointed as I passed. The number of stares was more than normal, but I could only shrug and accept the bad attention with the good. After all, I would need as much free publicity as possible if I was going to start a company.  It wasn’t until one goblin child, who was up too late in my opinion, ran up to me and asked a question that it made sense.  
 
      
 
    “Hey, you, golem! Is it true you are gonna be in the Ultimate Research Warrior Competition?” 
 
      
 
    I wanted to laugh. So that was what had caused so much extra attention. Word had already spread about my participation in the contest. I wondered at the speed of the goblin gossip network but gave the goblin child a thumbs up. “Yeah. It’s true. I still have lots of training to do, but I plan to win the whole thing.” 
 
      
 
    The kid’s eyes widened, and he gave me a huge smile and returned the thumbs-up gesture before he ran off to an apartment yelling, “It’s true, sister! Greebo’s friend is gonna die in the contest! I told you!” 
 
      
 
    I stumbled as I heard him shout but shook my head. I must have either misheard him, or the contest was going to be a whole lot more dangerous than I thought it was.  
 
      
 
    As I walked through the streets and past the center of the city and into the west, thoughts about the business and the opportunity it created began to weigh on me. I clenched my fists, angry that I couldn’t form the corporation myself and even angrier that Greebo might not be able to without the recommendation from the Divas. Whether it was on Earth or in this world, it seemed that life was never going to be fair. Still, I would work my metal butt off to give my friends and me the best shot at improving our lives.  
 
      
 
    By the time I reached the Institute, my mind had resolved to push through with the company, no matter the obstacles. But that also meant that I needed to work on the products we’d be producing. Only half my mind was paying attention to where I was going as I walked through the Institute ground towards my laboratory when I heard a pained shout. I spun and ran toward the sound, and when I reached the courtyard, I found the most unexpected sight I could have imagined.  
 
      
 
    The courtyard was lit brightly by magically powered lights, and I could see everything that was going on. The brick floor had been smashed to bits, there were red fragments of stone scattered everywhere, and red-dust-covered Mary, Gnomez, and Ragnomrok, who were standing in the center of the courtyard, open-mouthed. They were gathered around Gnominkin, who was face-down in his copper armor, and Niana was standing with one foot pressing the hefty gnome’s face into the exposed dirt. She was still wearing a guard’s chest and leg armor, but her head was free of its helmet, causing her dark hair to spill down her back in a braid. She had a curious smile on her face as she shouted, “Would you like to go another round, Researcher Gnominkin? Or do you believe that I am more than capable of training you and your teammates into a formidable fighting force?” 
 
      
 
    There was a mumbling sound from the rotund gnome, and Niala lifted her foot from the back of his head. He raised his face from the ground, and I saw that it was bruised and bleeding. The metal he controlled wavered and contracted back into the storage area on his belt as he turned onto his back and looked up at the level 17 Shieldmaiden with an exhausted expression and said, “Yes, Trainer Niala.” 
 
      
 
    Niala could have pushed the point of her martial superiority home with a swift kick to the arrogant gnome’s face or dismissed him with cold disdain, but instead, she smiled down at him and held out her gauntleted hand to him. He looked at it for a moment and then grabbed it, and she helped him up and patted him on the shoulder. “It was a bad attack, Researcher Gnominkin, and I was surprised at just how much you could do with your copper control. But nothing else matters if your attack never lands. I’ll help you work on tactics suited for your skills tomorrow and arrange some drills to help you practice those tactics until they’re second nature.” 
 
      
 
    His back straightened at the compliment, and though he still looked rough, there was a look of respect in his eyes when he nodded at Niala. Then he turned and joined the rest of the team.  
 
      
 
    Niala looked them up and down as she walked past the sweaty and tired group of gnomes. “You lot are the best of the best when it comes to your research specialties. I will not deny that.” She tapped her chest and continued, “But when it comes to fighting, you don’t rate among even the lowest recruits to the guard. But that will change. We have two weeks to whip you into shape, and I will not waste a single moment. You will go to your rooms, shower, eat, and rest. You will return here two hours before sunrise, ready for another day of training. Is that clear?” 
 
      
 
    Niala practically growled the last sentence, and the group of soft researchers stiffened but said almost in unison, “Yes, Trainer Niala.” Then they turned and ran towards their dormitories with only the smallest gnome, Ragnomrok, briefly looking back to wave at me before disappearing around a corner.  
 
      
 
    “You just going to stand there and watch, or are you going to come and say ‘hello?’” Niala asked, turning to me with a smile.  
 
      
 
    I felt lighter seeing her happy expression and wanted to do nothing more than give her a great big smile in return. But the unmoving Metalman faceplate didn’t allow for facial expressions, and so I contented myself with picking her up and giving her a big hug. She squirmed in my arms and protested at the impropriety of such a display of public affection, but I also felt her hug me back. When I let go slightly and she pulled back, there was a rosy blush to her cheeks that I was sure had nothing to do with her earlier fight. I felt Parker’s legs release their grip on me, and he climbed over my back to put his two front legs on Niala’s head as I held her up. She giggled and said, “Hello to you too, Parker. Will you tell your master to put me down, please? Before we’re seen by the researchers.” 
 
      
 
    I let her go, and she dropped to the ground. Another person would have landed with a thud but Niala hardly made a sound, proving that her weight was well-balanced and that her body was always prepared to attack or defend. It was a level of unconscious readiness that I didn’t think I’d ever be able to replicate but could appreciate just how many years of training and combat went into it.  
 
      
 
    I looked down at her for a moment, just appreciating her unadorned beauty. On Earth, I’d seen plenty of beautiful women on both TV and on the Internet. Women had professional help to put on makeup, add extensions, and dressed in the latest fashion trends. Yet, Niala outstripped them all with her open, honest smile and athleticism.  
 
      
 
    I felt something like a whirring of butterflies, or may just gears, in my stomach for a fraction of a second, just from being near her. She turned away a deep blush coming to her face, and I heard her mutter, “Stop staring.”  
 
      
 
    The words weren’t said with annoyance or anger, and I understood they came from someone that didn’t know just how beautiful they were. So, rather than make her uncomfortable with more affection, I stepped back and asked, “So, you want to tell me what that was all about? I thought you’d have been putting them through some rough training--I gestured with my hand toward the broken up courtyard--“but I didn’t think you’d be this rough.”  
 
      
 
    The shift to the topic of her training methods seemed to relax her and she turned back with a wicked grin on her face. “You mind helping me fix this place up while I tell you about it all?” 
 
      
 
    I’d scanned the bricks the Institute used a long time ago during my first nights here. I’d thought to try my hand at replicating them for XP but found a better method later. So, it wasn’t a problem to deconstruct the broken and smashed paving bricks and fabricate new ones to lay down while Niala recounted her day.  
 
      
 
    Those Researchers didn’t want to believe that I’d be taking over their training this morning. They all complained, especially Gnominkin--that is until I told them that it was you who’d shifted my job from guard to trainer. Researcher Mary calmed the rest and ordered them to listen. It went well for most of the day. Basic exercises mostly. I was honestly surprised that they did as well as they did until Researcher Mary told me she’d been conditioning them for the last month. She seemed pretty pleased with herself, how she’d figured out that running improved Constitution and lifting heavy objects increased Strength. Her arrogance appalled me. It was like bodily training was just another experiment to her where she thought she’d discovered some secret she should be proud of. So, I increased the difficulty of their exercises. I used some of the methods I’d picked up on the road as a mercenary during my adventuring days. ‘Break them down and build them up,’ my old Captain said about training recruits. So, that’s what I did today. I pushed them to their physical limits.” She paused as smiled wickedly then said, “We did dwarven battle charges.” 
 
      
 
    “What are those?”  
 
      
 
    “Oh, it's a great exercise a dwarven battle ranger showed me once. You start off with push-ups, then squats, and then you run at full charge while the trainer uses a stick to beat you. Then you repeat it till the recruits drop from exhaustion. It's meant to exercise all the body while toughening you up and getting you used to being hit.” 
 
      
 
    “Ouch. I could only imagine how tough that would have been on them.” 
 
      
 
    She chuckled again, “Yeah. It was rather satisfying to see them puke from exertion. They complained the entire time, and the bit you saw at the end was Researcher Gnominkin finally getting fed up with it all. He challenged my right to train. So, I agreed to a sparring session. He could even use his magic to attack with his copper.” 
 
      
 
    We’d finished the repairs to the courtyard by the time she said the last sentence, and I sat on a repaired bench and nodded. I could guess at the results of an academic like Gnominkin trying to fight a level 17 Shieldmaiden like Niala. But I still wanted to hear about it. “So, what happened then?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    She scratched the back of her head absentmindedly. “His magic surprised me for a moment. I hadn’t thought he could control it that well.” She looked around the repaired courtyard and shook her head. “But even though it was a powerful tool, there was no subtly to his attacks. His strikes were predictable, and he had so many gaps in his defense that it was easy to hit him and get away before he could strike back. Worse, when he transformed it to armor, he virtually abandoned all attempts at attack. But the armor wasn’t thick enough to provide him with real protection. I ended the spar by flipping him over my shoulder onto the ground. He still didn’t give up, so I had to get a little tough and rub his face in his mistake to get it through to him and the others that I knew what I was doing.” 
 
      
 
    I gave a slow clap of appreciation and she gave a shallow bow in return. “That was quite the day you had. You got to show those researchers that you’re more than just some muscle.” 
 
      
 
    She shrugged. “It was a little satisfying to see them struggle so much when most gnomes avoid any kind of physical combat and look down their noses at those of us that do. But they did try their best to keep up with it all. If they listen and do what I tell them for the next couple of weeks, I think I can get them into decent shape.” 
 
      
 
    I shook my head. “I knew they were determined to win this competition, and they’re very smart in their own fields, but they were a mess in the dungeon when I saw them fight. I’m not an expert by any means, but even I could see they were competing with each other instead of cooperating. Gnomez relies too much on his clockwork armor enhancing his strength. He needs to learn how to fight properly and I need to figure out a way to protect the outer gears of his armor. Ragnomrok was so unsure of himself and wouldn’t risk throwing his potions just on the off chance he’d hurt someone. Mary is kind of an unknown. She has some spirit power, but beyond scouting, she seemed to want to hide what she could do from us unless it was an emergency.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, and what about you, mister?” 
 
      
 
    “What about me?” 
 
      
 
    “I know you’ve racked up the levels, but don’t you think you could learn a thing or two about fighting?” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, I know I’m a mess. My class takes a pretty big penalty for learning combat skills, but I do decent damage at range, but my close combat is weak. I’m honestly relying on being armored well enough to take a few blows until I can either create more distance to use my rifle or think my way out.” I thought back to the fight earlier today with the Shadow Wolves in the dungeon. “I need a better up-close weapon that does a massive amount of damage in one shot. The Blacksmith Hammer I’m using now doesn’t work if they’re close.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, color me impressed. You are self-aware.” 
 
      
 
    I laughed. “Not according to some of the gnome researchers around here I’m not.” I got up from the bench I was sitting on and clarified, “I know you meant that I knew some of my weaknesses, but I can only do so much self-analysis. If you could look over my fighting sometime, I'd appreciate any advice you have. But for tonight, why don’t you come inside, and I can make you something to eat.” 
 
      
 
    Her eyebrows rose as I took her hand and led her inside to the laboratory building and my recently furnished home lab. She didn’t pull away but looked around for others as we entered the building. 
 
      
 
    “I think most of the other gnomes have taken their experiments to another building anyways. Not sure if they’re offended I’ve gotten my own lab or their just giving me space, but we have the building to ourselves.” 
 
      
 
    She pulled away and explored the building, poking her head into the unused labs, the storage closet, and finally the one lab that had been left to me. As she opened the door, she tapped something along the wall and the lights in the lab went on, revealing the place as I’d left it.  
 
      
 
    “Oh, nice place. I only got to see it for a moment while the goblins brought in all this,” she said, poking the alchemy equipment along the far wall and then walking to the stove and countertops against the long wall opposite the entryway with bags of food on top of them. “I thought the goblins brought in more stuff than this. What goes there?” she asked, pointing to the right of the doorway where there was an empty next to a ventilation pipe connected to the ceiling, and a few crates of metal and wood. 
 
      
 
    “There’s some stuff I decided to bring with me to test out one of my class abilities. I’ll take out the equipment now,” I said and activated Mobile Workroom. A thin line appeared along my iron chest plating, my chest opened up with a pop like a cupboard revealing moving pistons, gears, and a blue glowing ball, my Metalman Core. It was the energy source that powered me and all my abilities. The Mobile Workroom ability allowed me to store any of the items it classified as tools without counting their weight against my carry limit, but in turn, the ability exposed one of my most sensitive vulnerabilities. I didn’t doubt that if an enemy somehow broke my core, my second life would come to an abrupt end.  
 
      
 
    A blue inventory screen popped up in front of me, and all the large pieces of equipment that I’d stored were in the small boxes that divided it. One by one, I tapped them and dropped them out of the magical inventory space: anvil, a portable forge, and a long tool bench with all the handheld blacksmithing tools hanging from it. The equipment took up the entire right side of the room once it was out, and I closed the blue inventory screen, which also closed the opening in my chest.  
 
      
 
    “Wow,” was all Niala could say as she stared at the equipment that had appeared in a flash of light. She shook her head and then laughed as I turned towards her. “I wish we’d had you on the last long mission I was assigned. I could have had you carry all of our equipment, food, and even brought luxuries like tents and heavy weapons.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, there are limits to what I’m allowed to store in the space, but as long as I can convince the System that it’s a tool, it can go inside my inventory space.” 
 
      
 
    “So, just hammers and stuff? What about food? Or a bed? Or, well, a trebuchet?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes on the hammer, if it’s a blacksmith tool or something similar and not a war hammer. No on the food, bed, and trebuchet. Nothing that’s classified as a weapon or even a raw resource. I have another inventory system I use to carry that stuff, but it’s a lot more limited.”  
 
    I called the Flintlock Rifle to my hands from my internal inventory and showed her. “See, I can store weapons and anything else there, but I only have five spaces and I still carry the full weight of the item, even if its size disappears.” 
 
      
 
    She shook her head in admiration. “Even with those limits, I’m impressed. I once saw a very rich merchant with a Bag of Holding that could hold something like that but your ability is so much more convenient and hidden. As long as you could carry it, you could still be a big help to any caravan group. They’d pay big money to store valuable items with you. You could make a fortune just traveling from city to city as a courier.” She thought about something for a moment then added, “But you’d have to be a free citizen to get bonded as a courier and you’d need to get past level 10 to survive the open road.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, I’ll keep it in mind as an occupation once I win this contest. Winning and getting my citizenship, as well as getting out of debt to the gnomes, is my immediate goal.” Then I motioned to the kitchen area of the room and continued, “With that in mind, I need to start inventing to gain some class skill points. Would you mind helping me out?” 
 
      
 
    She looked over to the stove and the food left out on the countertop. “Sure, but what can I do?” 
 
      
 
    “Well, since I don’t have the capacity to eat, I’ll need you to be my taste tester as I develop some recipes. I got a class skill point when I invented Ice Cream and figured it would be easy to create more recipes for more skill points.” 
 
      
 
    Her eyebrows scrunched up, confused. “Who gets skill points for making food? I mean, you don’t have the chef class.” 
 
      
 
    “No, but I specialized as an Inventor, and get skill points any time I invent something new. I don’t think the class was meant for someone that’s from . . .” I almost said, ‘from another world with advanced technology,’ but quickly changed it to, “it wasn't meant for someone as creative as me and with Metalman technology.” 
 
      
 
    She nodded like she understood and said, “Then let's get cooking, Chef Repair.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 15  
 
      
 
      
 
    The knife cut the hard green root vegetable into quarter-inch long slices, which I think is called a pommes frites cut or something. The green vegetables were close yet not quite the same as potatoes after soaking them in water for an hour to leach out some mild toxin that made them otherwise inedible. In the meantime, I’d made the dough by combining flour, or this world's version of it, eggs, and a bit of salt and then folding and kneading it until it was smooth and elastic. I was letting it rest while I finished this dish. Once the cavana tubers were sliced, I carefully placed them in a cast iron pan with oil pressed from the vegetable flesh of the Venus Butterwort. The sliced tubers sizzled as they hit the oil, and I heard an appreciative sound from Niala as she smelled the frying vegetable. It only took a few minutes to properly fry this version of the classic french fry, and I was hoping it would be edible this time.  
 
      
 
    As I plated the fried cavana slices, I dabbed them with a clean cloth to absorb the excess oil and then added a bit of salt before letting Niala dig in. She eyed the dish warily. I’d tried twice before to recreate french fries with similar root vegetables, but the other attempts had been just shy of vomit-inducing. I’d expected some kind of notification that I’d invented something, even if it was foul-tasting, but nothing appeared. I could only guess that inventing new food dishes required they’d be edible--after, it wouldn’t really be food otherwise just junk. 
 
      
 
    Niala carefully picked up one of the fries and smelled it. Her eyes widened at the pleasant smell and she took a small nibble of the end. She smiled and ate the fry in her hand in one gulp before digging into the rest.  
 
      
 
    “Good?” I asked.  
 
      
 
    She gave me a thumbs up instead of a proper answer, but her pleasure was shown by how quickly she ate the rest of the dish. 
 
      
 
    You’ve created a first of its kind item. Because of your class ‘Inventor,’ you receive one bonus skill point for inventing a new item. Would you like to name the item? 
 
      
 
    “Finally,” I said to myself. I’d finally created an original dish that counted as a new invention in this world. I quickly named the fried food, French Fries.  
 
      
 
    “French Fries? What’s a French?” 
 
      
 
    She must have just inspected the food. “It’s the type of knife cut I used for the cavana tuber,” I lied. It was actually a different kind of size. I’d learned all about the different kinds of cuts chefs used through internet videos after I got a Jeopardy question wrong: Cross Chop, Rock Chop, Small Dice, Julienne Cut, Brunoise Dice, The Baton, The Batonnet, Pont-Neuf. It’s one of the things that led me down the rabbit hole of proper cooking techniques. I mean, I died almost a hundred pounds overweight because I loved eating so much, and that led me to enjoy making delicious, creamy fatty foods. 
 
      
 
    That Metalmen didn’t eat or drink was honestly one of the few drawbacks of the race. I watched as Niala finished the plate of French Fries and asked, “Aren’t you going to tell me what it tastes like? Like you promised.” 
 
      
 
    She paused, the last fry halfway to her mouth. “Oh, you still want to do that?”  
 
      
 
    I rubbed the back of my head, a little ashamed about just how much of a weakness I had for food, even after all this time. But I nodded. 
 
      
 
    Niala’s cheeks blushed as she bit into the last fry, her teeth making a click as she did so. “Mmm . . .” She practically moaned. “The outside of the French Fries are hot and crisp, but once I bite into it, the inside is light and fluffy. I can just barely smell the oil, but the salt is a much more potent flavor without overwhelming the taste of the cavana. I’ve never had them this way, only mashed up and boiled.” 
 
      
 
    I wanted to drool at the sight of her eating and describing one of my favorite fried foods. But I couldn’t even do that, so I just nodded dumbly as she spoke instead. When she was done, I shook my head to clear the imagery her words evoked and turned to the most naturally complimentary dish with determination.  
 
      
 
    I grabbed the hunk of Razorback Badger Meat from the magically cooled chest under the cutting counter. I was still impressed that the gnomes had shelled out for such a tool, but it made sense considering that they had invented it to keep reagents and chemicals at a stable temperature by adding an ice enchantment to a specially insulated chest. I chuckled as I put the piece of cold meat on the chopping board, glad that I’d already copied the magical enchantment using Magic Spell Scanning and gained the infusion Chill. I also got a schematic of the device to study later. 
 
      
 
    I looked at the slab of meat, a long bone dividing it almost in half, and shook my head as I looked through the tools the Institute had bought me and found myself still slightly surprised there was no such thing as a meat grinder here. I’d wanted to smile when I learned that, since it was just another thing I could ‘invent,’ but for tonight, it meant a bit extra work to prepare the meat. I used a boning knife to remove the bones from the meat and then I grabbed the two handles of the curved mincing knife, called a Mezzaluna chopper on earth, and rolled the sharp, curved edge through the meat again and again. On Earth, I’d only used the blade to mince herbs and found it rhythmically hypnotic until the meat was finely minced. I took the meat and combined it with several spices I’d found at the market. I was relying on the professionalism of the traders who sold them to me and what Niala had described as their tastes, but minced a purple bulb that was the most like an onion and added it to the spices that were most like garlic and pepper. I added in bread crumbs and a single egg from some bird called a Dmanisensis that was found on the 8th level of the dungeon. I mixed it all together by hand, the meat and other ingredients squishing between metallic fingers that I’d made sure to thoroughly wash beforehand. Once everything was combined, I formed small patties and put them on the already-hot iron skillet. The meat sizzled as it touched the pan, and from the look on Niala’s face, it smelt wonderful.  
 
      
 
    I’d learned the real secret to cooking a good hamburger was to just let it cook properly without touching it. So, while the meat seared to a nice dark brown crust, I turned and washed my hands again before taking another egg and whipping it in a bowl and adding in wine-vinegar, salt, and mustard-like powder that was green instead of orange. Once mixed, I slowly added drops of the Venus Butterwort oil. I paused my mixing to turn over the meat patties and then, with Niala’s help tasting it, added more oil, salt, and wine-vinegar in drops until the mixture was creamy, fluffy, and the best approximation of mayonnaise I could make.  
 
      
 
    The pleased sounds Niala made and the notification giving me a new class skill and asking me to name the concoction told me that I’d made the mayonnaise right, though it did come out tinted green instead of the white color I was used to. I kept the name the same and then started to slice up the loaf of bread that I'd purchased. It was a little stale after being out all day, but a little oil on one side and a few seconds on a pan warmed it up and toasted one side. I slathered on the mayonnaise just as the meat patties were firming up and cooked through. I pressed the meat with a finger and found it firm, but not to the degree of being well done, and used a spatula to put the patties on a plate and let them rest for a minute while I sliced up the leafy vegetable that I’d be using as a lettuce substitute. I couldn’t find tomatoes, only the inner core of a Spiny Cushion, which I was told had the acidic qualities I was looking for. I wouldn’t be able to slice it up to add to the hamburger, but I was determined to experiment with it to make a Spaghetti meat sauce.  
 
      
 
    The meat rested, I put it on the prepared bread slices and handed it to Niala. Her eyes were wide and her mouth open at the sight of the dish. “What do you call this one, Repair?” 
 
      
 
    “It’s a hamburger and it goes best with a fresh batch of french fries, but I’m out of the cavana tubers,” I answered. 
 
      
 
    She took a knife from her belt and started to cut into the Hamburger like it was a steak when I said, “No, such sacrilege! You’re supposed to hold it in your hands and eat it like a sandwich.” I mimed holding the hamburger and putting it to my faceplate. Niala put down the knife with an embarrassed look and followed my directions, taking the large burger in both hands and putting it into her mouth. As her teeth bit through the bread, mayonnaise, and lettuce and got the meat, her eyes widened and practically rolled back in her head as she mumbled through a mouth of food, “Oh! Oh! This is so good.”  She took in a deep breath, chewed, and took another bite of the dish just as another notification told me that I’d invented something new. I gladly received another skill point and named my creation a hamburger. I watched Niala noisily enjoy the food, meat juice dripping from her mouth and through her fingers as she devoured the meal.  
 
      
 
    She almost licked her fingers when she finished before catching herself and looking up at me. A red blush came to her cheeks, and she quickly wiped the meat juices and spilled mayo drippings on her armor. She smiled up at me with a sparkle in her eyes and said, “That was wonderful. How’d you learn to make it? And can I have another one?” 
 
      
 
    I laughed, recalling how many burgers I’d enjoyed over my lifetime. It was actually the thing that ended my life on Earth. I certainly didn’t regret any of the delicious foods I ate, only that I hadn’t taken better care of the body I had. But that was the past, and I now had a nearly perfect body that I’d never have to worry about having a heart attack with.  
 
      
 
    “Of course. I have another pattie already cooked.” I quickly cut more bread slices, toasted them, and added the mayo and green leafy vegetables that kept the meat from soaking the bread beneath it. It was a minute's work, but Niala looked rather impatient while I worked. She took longer to eat the second burger but was no less delighted at the taste she described as a “toasty, meaty, creamy, delight in her mouth.” 
 
      
 
    We continued to talk as I tried to recreate the recipes I knew from Earth with varying degrees of success.  
 
      
 
    “I heard there’s been a rash of missing people in the Northern and Eastern Districts. Have you heard anything about it from your friend Greebo?” 
 
      
 
    “No,” I answered, “But I heard something about some missing miners when I was at the Tipsy Minotaur.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, be careful out there. I can’t have you disappearing before we go out again,” she teased as I put a plate of pasta in front of her.  
 
      
 
    The pasta was easy: the dough I’d made was rolled out into thin layers and then cut into thin strips. It only took a few minutes to cook in boiling water, but Niala recognized it immediately once it was plated, as thin noodles.  
 
      
 
    “It was too much to hope that no one else had invented this,” I said as she slurped the noodles mixed with a bit of butter, salt, and pepper.   
 
      
 
    “Oh, no. The elves invented these thousands of years ago. There are lots of kinds of noodles and lots of sauces that go with it. My mother makes a fantastic cream sauce with a little cheese at home whenever I visit.” She paused, slurping another noodle and continued more sadly, “Well, she did before she got sick. I guess the next time I see her, I’m going to have to be the one to make it for her.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m sorry your parents are so sick, Niala.” I knew she was working at the Institute to pay for her parent’s treatment and caregivers. It was something that tied her down here and stopped her from being the adventurer she wanted to be. “When was the last time you saw them?” 
 
      
 
    She twirled her fork in the noodles as she looked away distantly. “It’s been a few years since I was able to go back to our village. I can’t afford to take the time off; otherwise, I couldn’t afford to send them the money they need.” 
 
      
 
    I felt bad for her. She worked tirelessly for people that didn’t respect her. All to take care of a family that she couldn’t see. I reached out and put an arm around her shoulders, hugging her to me. She didn’t pull away and instead leaned in and rested her head against my chest.  
 
      
 
    I just stood there, quietly, offering comfort with my presence and nearness. I knew she'd talk more about it if she wanted to, and in the meantime, I could appreciate the warmth she radiated. She lifted her head and looked up at me, her eyes wide, her lips full. Her lips parted, and I thought for sure that she’d say that she wanted me to kiss her and tell her it would all be okay and that, when the contest was over and I was a free citizen we’d go see her parents together. 
 
      
 
    Instead she said, “Is there supposed to be black smoke coming from the oven?” 
 
      
 
    It took me a moment to process what she’d said and then it clicked that the room was filling with smoke and I quickly turned to see black smoke coming out of the oven. I ran to it and pulled open the oven door to see the pizza I’d put in there burning. The crust had caught fire, and the cheese had either melted away or hardened into a black mess. I grabbed the pan directly from the oven and instinctively tried to blow on the burning pizza until I recalled that I didn’t breathe. Then I dropped the pan onto the wooden countertop and started to slap the fire. Though my metal hands didn’t burn, I could feel the heat from the flames as I put out the fire.  
 
      
 
    I stared at what was left with a destroyed pizza, a black charred crust with burnt cheese. I opened the doors to the laboratory and building and cast Gust to blow the smoke out of the room.  
 
      
 
    “I think that’ll be it for me,” Niala said with a cough. I turn around to see her waving her hand in front of her face to clear the smoke while moving to the lab door.  
 
      
 
    “Sorry the food testing turned out this way,” I said, moving to let her by. She didn’t leave immediately and instead she stood in front of me, looking up at me with her big brown eyes. Her gauntleted knuckles made clinking noises as she rubbed my metal plated stomach. I heard her murmur something about washboard abs, and then she wrapped her arms around my neck and kissed me on the faceplate. The sensation was muted but I felt the passion of her kiss. My arms wrapped around her waist, holding her up. It seemed like forever before she stopped kissing me, and I was loath to let her go, my hand comfortably under her backside.  
 
      
 
    “You want to come back to my place?” she asked breathlessly.  
 
      
 
    “I want to,” I admit. But add on reluctantly, “But I can’t. I have too much work and more preparations for the contest. Every night will count if I’m going to be ready to compete with the other teams.” 
 
      
 
    She sighed and kissed me quickly once more before wiggling out of my grasp and leaving. I wanted to hit myself for letting her go, but I really did need to run several more projects, and I had upgrades to manage. I heard the building door open and saw her turn around before leaving. She waved and said, “I understand, but that means you owe me a special time later.” 
 
      
 
    Then she turned and left, the door closing behind her. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 16  
 
      
 
      
 
    Niala leaving marked the start of a night of real work. I tried to continue experimenting with food, but I didn’t get any credit for creating new items without anyone there to eat it. I would have to arrange for some taste testers to further the food invention exploitation.  
 
      
 
    In the meantime, the night was wasting away. I washed the tools, counters, the oven, and put away the food I hadn’t used. Then I went to the bags by the smithing equipment and opened them up, revealing the metals and stone I’d requested. It was everything Mary had promised to get so that I could start my stat upgrades.  
 
      
 
    I spoke to the Metalman OS and asked, “Inquiry: How do I start the process to upgrade my stats?” 
 
      
 
    Use the Command function to begin the program and designate the stat that you wish to upgrade and have the material required in your internal inventory. 
 
      
 
    I knew that the program would take three hours to upgrade each stat by +1, but I didn’t want to have to wait around uselessly frozen while the upgrade took place.  
 
      
 
    “Inquiry: Can I stack commands to upgrade my stats one after another?” 
 
      
 
    Commands can be queued to be executed in a predesignated order. 
 
      
 
    “Inquiry: What are the protocols to execute a string of commands?” 
 
      
 
    The Metalman OS listed a series of specific commands that were essentially a kind of programming language that would let me set macros that would execute functions in a particular order or under particular circumstances. The order of operation would be completed exactly as dedicated, and I knew from experience that I would have to experiment with the system more to work out any bugs. Otherwise, I could end up in an infinite loop or find my macros wouldn’t work as I wanted them to in a dangerous situation.  
 
      
 
    I wasn’t a particularly great programmer, but I could string together commands if I could understand how a system worked.  
 
      
 
    “Inquiry: Can I examine the programs I use at their base level?” 
 
      
 
    Affirmative. Please use the Command: ExFunctionBase() with the name of the function you require to examine in place of the (). 
 
      
 
    Examining the code for the Improve Stats function showed me just how complex the Metalman functions were. As far as I could tell, it was a complex series of commands that designated a particular stat to improve then searched for the required material in my Internal Inventory, and then if it was found, started using the deconstruct and fabrication tools to replace designated parts of my body with the more robust material. When the process was completed, it would deactivate the tools and allow me to move once again. While the major parts of the function were easy to understand, the actual programming was so complex that I didn’t think I could reproduce it if I was given years to try. There were thousands of references to libraries, subroutines, values, classes, and loops that I barely guess at what it all meant. Not to mention, I wouldn’t ever want to mess with code that determined my body's functions. I could only imagine the havoc I would wreck if I forgot a small bit of code that controlled my higher brain functions or the gears that let me move.  
 
      
 
    I closed out the program that let me examine the function code and focused on the much more user friendly macro system instead. I set up a system to execute the Improve Stats program for:  
 
      
 
    Strength - Iron (+1), Constitution - Slate (+1), Dexterity - Lead (+1), Intelligence - Silver (+1), Wisdom - Nickel (+1), Charisma - Copper (+1)  
 
    Hours to complete upgrade: 18 hours 
 
      
 
    The only problem I could see is that I didn’t have enough Internal Inventory slots to hold all of the materials, even after emptying it of all the daily stuff I had stored there. Thankfully, I already had the class skill points to solve the problem.  
 
      
 
    Internal Storage Increased Slots - Increase the number of internal storage slots by the total of class skill points spent. Requires at least 1 class skill point. Repeatable. 
 
      
 
    I applied two of the four skill points to increase my internal store slots to a total of 7 and then used the last two points to another special class skill. 
 
      
 
    Internal Storage Weight Reduction - Reduce weight of items in internal storage by 10% per total class skill points spent. Requires at least 1 class skill point. Repeatable. 
 
      
 
    It felt slightly wasteful to get the two repeatable abilities when there were other specialized ones available, but my basic needs had changed and I needed not only the inventory space but also the weight reduction would let me carry more materials to self-repair while in the dungeon.  
 
      
 
    With that settled, I added all the materials I would need for my stat upgrades to my Internal Inventory and started the macro I’d created. My body froze as the Stasis Program took hold, another program I’d had the macro use while my body was upgrading. 
 
      
 
    The laboratory around me faded to black, and when my vision returned, I found myself sitting on a barely noticeable floor, surrounded by white emptiness that seemed to go on forever. It was the same loading entrance that had appeared every time I used the Stasis Program, and I wasn’t sure I’d ever get used to it. A moment later, a notification appeared with three system options. 
 
      
 
    Practice 
 
    Skill and Ability Trees 
 
    Memories 
 
      
 
    The default options of how I could spend my time in this space: ‘Practicing any skill or ability with specially designed challenges’ and ‘Reviewing a Metalman database of skills and abilities, including hologram-like visual examples of the skills.’ Finally, Memories, which let me examine my memories from Earth and the memories collected as Repair, or, more fascinatingly, the ancient memories of the metalman whose frame I inhabited--the memories of the Metalman race when it was in its prime.  
 
      
 
    As I looked at the options laid before me, I was tempted to explore the old memories of Repair. He’d not had a particularly long life, but it showed the Metalman race to be even more advanced than the Earth I’d grown up on. I shook my head. While it might be interesting to explore those memories, I had too many projects to work on before I participated in the competition and too little time.  
 
      
 
    I had eighteen hours to take advantage of the Stasis program’s ability to simulate an endless number of resources, monsters, and scenarios to train with. It was probably the most powerful tool I’d inherited from the Metalman race, and it was where I experimented without wasting time or resources.  
 
      
 
    I activated the Practice option, and a list of my skills and abilities appeared in front of me.  
 
      
 
    Blunt Weapons 
 
    Bone Breaker 
 
    Deconstruct 
 
    Fabrication  
 
    Firearms  
 
    Haggle 
 
    Improve Armor 
 
    Improve Stats 
 
    Infusion 
 
    Integrated Items 
 
    Machining 
 
    Magical Spell Scanning 
 
    Metalworking 
 
    Mobile Workroom 
 
    Need for Speed 
 
    Repair 
 
    Speed of the Forest Wind I 
 
    Strength of the Forge I  
 
    Trap Making 
 
    Unarmed Fighting 
 
    Woodworking 
 
      
 
    The list had gotten pretty long as I learned more skills and got special abilities, especially as I learned the crafting skills that had given me my greatest weapon, the Flintlock Rifle. Still, I also realized that I needed an even better weapon. Most importantly for now, however, was that I had a team of researchers with serious flaws in their technology that would lead to us losing whatever competition we were going to go through, and the simulation was going to give me the opportunity to find those flaws and possibly fix them. 
 
      
 
    I tapped on the Metalworking skill, and the white background around me was replaced with a Blacksmith’s shop, equipped with a forge, anvil, and all the tools the gnomes had bought and that I’d scanned. Not being able to  simulate anything that I hadn’t scanned into its database was an odd limitation. I’d tried to get it to show me ancient Metalman technology but only received an error message as a response. Still, though limited, I’d made efforts to scan in every tool and machine that I’d used to practice any of my crafting skills.  
 
      
 
    Regardless, the shop had everything I needed to get started, so I pulled up my first project.  
 
      
 
    “Command: Recreate the Clockwork Armor.” 
 
      
 
    There was a flash of light and the armor appeared, floating in the air in front of me.  
 
      
 
    “Oh, that’s cool. The floating armor would be much easier to examine this way,” I thought as I moved the solid armor creation. It looked like a clockwork golem the way it floated in front of me with its arms at its side with its legs extended. I moved each part of the armor to see its range of motion and how the gears worked with each other to provide that movement. The Metalman System was even able to simulate activating the armor with a ghost-like gnome wearing the clockwork armor. The blue core in the chest provided the magical power to move the heavy equipment.  
 
      
 
    It was fascinating to see the armor run, jump, climb, roll, and reenact basic combat maneuvers in a perfect blank space outside the blacksmith shop. However, when I added in a natural forest environment or simulated a battle between the armor and a monster, the armor often lost because of mechanical failure. While rolling or maneuvering, the armor got rocks and branches stuck in gears, or monster attacks damaged the moving and stopped the armor from functioning. It had all of the same problems I’d seen in the dungeon with Gnomez. 
 
      
 
    The simplest solution to the problem was to cover the gears with an outer layer of armor. Their ability to enhance the wearer’s strength meant that the extra weight wouldn’t be a real issue. Thanks to the schematic, I already knew the armor’s dimensions, so I used the forge and tools to create an outer shell that was made from steel and rested an inch above the gears. I hoped it would give the gears enough protection without interfering with their function. The only issue was how to attach the shell. I couldn’t weld the shell directly to the armor as there weren’t enough contact points to support the extra weight, and the joints had restricted movement.   
 
      
 
    It was a puzzle. I needed the extra armor, but adding it as a single piece was like wearing multiple fat suits at once. No, I’d have to come at it from a different angle.  
 
      
 
    Instead of trying to create a single shell that covered everything, I decided to tackle it piecemeal and focus on each piece of the armor: Torso, Waist, Legs, and Arms. The headpiece was the only part that wasn’t connected to the clockwork body and was just normal armor. 
 
      
 
    It was a lot of work, but I took apart and examined each part the entire clockwork armor piece by piece. Starting near the core, I carefully studied each gear, piston, lever, gear shaft, and other parts before removing it using the tools in the simulated blacksmith shop. In addition to a better understanding of how the mechanics of the machine functioned, I saw fine, thin etchings on each part filled with a silvery material. When I scratched a little of it off and used Inspect, the Metalman OS told me it was mithril. I was surprised to see such an expensive material but immediately recalled seeing similar etchings and silvery material on other magical devices.  
 
      
 
    I had the Metalman OS recreate the magical refrigerator and the magical lights that I’d scanned. When I checked, they did indeed have a similar, if less-complex, runic script and inlaid material connecting their cores and functions. Although, the shiny script in those devices was actually silver and not the more expensive mithril. I could only guess that there was some magical conductivity issue and that mithril was perhaps a better conductor of magic, which was why it had been used on this experimental project. It made a certain amount of sense. After all, in the list of upgrade materials for my intelligence stat, silver was listed as a +1 material, while mithril was a +2 material.  
 
      
 
    The engraving in the magical devices was used to permanently enchant spells, although it didn’t necessarily have to be complex. While I didn’t have the skills to create an original enchantment myself, I didn’t think it would take too much practice to learn the skill.  
 
      
 
    I turned my attention back to the clockwork armor and used Magical Spell Scanning, which proved that the engraving on the mechanical parts was a high level variation on other magical devices I’d seen before. The core, which was really a Tier 5 Monster Core, was connected to a set of magical circuits that powered a series of spells: Sense Movement, Major Telekinesis, Lighten, and Heavy. As the wearer of the armor moved, the Sense Movement spell detected the movement and triggered the spell Major Telekinesis, which moved the major gears that allowed the armor to follow those movements. Lighten and Heavy were gravity spells that either lowered or increased the gravity on armor depending on the motion, which effectively made the movement of the armor more powerful. It was a mechanical version of a strength enhancement spell. The most fascinating part of it all was the mechanical gear element that acted as switches for the magical circuits, funneling spell power to the appropriate spell as it was needed.  
 
      
 
    I shook my head at the number of connecting circuits and all of the complex gear switches that amounted to a mechanical series of ‘if, then’ statements. If the user’s right leg lifts, then Lighten the right armor leg and move the armor’s leg. If the user reaches back to punch with the left arm, then Lighten the right arm until forward momentum is established and then make the armored fist Heavy. It must have taken Gnomez years to figure this all out. Though anyone with a basic understanding of programming would be able to understand what was happening. I got a notification showing just how much I understood. 
 
      
 
    You've learned the skill Magical Circuits. 
 
    Magical Circuits increased to level 1. 
 
      
 
    With the spells added to my Infusion list, I tried to separate the functions of each limb and armor piece. I replaced the single central core with Tier 5 Monster Cores in each part and recreated the functions of the spells. Copying the spell inscriptions and magic circuits was tedious work. I don’t claim to understand everything I did, but it doesn’t take too much intelligence to copy a working script. Although, I’ll admit that I did flub my work a few times, which caused the arms to flail about uncontrollably before I stopped the test and found my error, a mix-up of Sense Movement spell. However, when I was done, each piece of the armor could be worn separately and would function without being directly connected to the torso core. Also, since each armor piece was separate, it was much easier to add a layer of steel armor over it without impeding the function of the moving gears. I did have to change the armor profile since I was attaching the shell at the seams and specially created anchor points that would add protections for the cores in the shoulders, and hips. It changed the profile from a standard, rounded platemail look to one that looked more like Gundam armor with boxy connecting planes that would redirect blows away from the armor instead of trying to absorb the damage.  
 
      
 
    I liked the look so much that I even replaced the old, rounded medieval full plate helmet with one that looked a lot like the head of Gundam 001. Watching the system test out the new design by having a gnome run around in the Gundam style armor made me giddy in the nerdiest way possible. It was as exciting as the first time I’d gone to a convention and seen people cosplaying my favorite characters. Only this time, the armor wasn’t made of plastic or foam and was fully functional.  
 
      
 
    Gnomdam 001  
 
    AC 18 
 
    Weight 125 lbs 
 
    Durability 45/45 
 
    Special: Strength increased by 50% while wearing armor 
 
      
 
    I had the Metalman OS simulate a battle between the armor and a level 8 Shadow Wolf. The ghost gnome in the armor didn’t have any special class abilities, just a base level of 8 and normalized stats. But it wasn’t much of a fight even then. The armor ripped apart the wolf while taking minimal damage. And, most importantly, none of the combat stopped the armor from functioning in any way.  
 
      
 
    I upped the challenge and reduced the ghost gnome’s level to 6 and added four level 8 wolves. This time, the armor had a challenge as it struggled to kill a single wolf while taking bites and claw attacks from the other three. The wolves darted in and tried to hamstring the armor, which didn’t work since it didn’t have hamstrings. When that failed, they simply tripped the ghost gnome wearing the armor and dog piled on him. The armor held up well under the constant attacks, and even when one piece, a leg or arm, was crushed, the rest of the armor still fought on. It was only when the armor was fully pried off the prone combatant that the fight was lost. Even then, only a single Shadow Wolf survived the encounter.  
 
      
 
    The armor’s survivability was a major upgrade, and I hadn’t had to sacrifice power like I thought I’d have. As long as the cores in each section were kept powered with mana, the armor should work even better than it had before. I was excited by the prospect of seeing how Gnomez would react when I told him about my modifications to his design. More, how he’d react when I presented the improved armor to him.  
 
      
 
    Warning. Stasis program ending in 10 minutes. 
 
      
 
    The notification interrupted my thoughts, and I chided myself for not keeping better track of my time. I’d wanted to work on other projects but was still glad that I was able to improve at least one of my team members’ designs and functionality. Even better, I’d gotten a new skill that might let me improve my creations in the future if I could level it. 
 
      
 
    The Stasis program countdown ended, and I was sent back into the real world. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 17  
 
      
 
      
 
    The Stasis Program ended, and when the laboratory came back into view around me, a notification was floating in my vision. 
 
      
 
    Improve Stats program complete. Time lapse: 18 hours, Stat increase: +1 Strength, +1 Constitution, +1 Dexterity, +1 Intelligence, +1 Wisdom , +1 Charisma   
 
      
 
    I dismissed the notification and noticed Parker at my knee. Everything was as I’d left it, except for the annoyed-looking Niala staring at me from the doorway.  
 
      
 
    “Are you up yet? The day’s already wasting away, Mister. I have less than two weeks till the competition. I’ve had the other members of your team working since the sun came up,” she said as she walked over to me.  
 
      
 
    It took me a moment to adjust my perception of the time. I’d activated the Stasis Program the night before, and judging from the amount of light coming in from the doorway and the sounds of the other labs, it was well into the workday.  
 
      
 
    As I got to my feet, Parker scuttled onto his legs and leaned against me, begging for a bit of attention. I gave him an affectionate scratch on his head as I said, “Uh, sorry. I’d meant to tell you that I was going to be unavailable for about eighteen hours before you left. I was upgrading my stats.” 
 
      
 
    Niala looked up at me with a confused expression on her, so I explained. “My stats don’t grow through practice and exercise like everyone else, so I had to save up class points to buy a special ability that would let me upgrade my stats by changing out the materials my frame is made out of.” I looked down at my body and pointed out the differences that I could see, “My armor plating is still iron, but if you look between the plates, you can see that they’re no longer attached to a light wooden frame. Now, it’s the rarer dark wood, except for my joints which are lead. I can tell you that there are supposed to be internal changes too, with iron that’s supposed to increase my Strength, nickel to increase my Wisdom, and silver to upgrade Intelligence.”  
 
      
 
    Niala examined me, and her hand lightly touched my arms, where I realized that there were new copper inlays in the armor plating, making them look even more like sculpted muscles. “Don’t tell me: this new copper stuff increases your Charisma?” 
 
      
 
    I shook my head at the slightly thirsty look she was giving me. I recalled our night together, and while I was appreciative of her attention, I knew there was no way for us to act on what we both wanted to do at that moment. I gently pushed her hand away and said, “We’ll have time for that later. I thought you said you were waiting on me?” 
 
      
 
    She shook her head ruefully, taking her eyes off my body and raising them to my face. “Yes. The others are outside, taking a bit of a rest before I run them through some exercises. I wanted you to join us for formation training.” 
 
      
 
    “As fun as that sounds, I have other work to do.” 
 
      
 
    There was a heavy pause as I finished the sentence and realized it sounded like I was saying I had more important work to do than what she’d asked me to do. Niala raised her eyebrows with a slightly annoyed expression that told me I better explain a little further before she got mad. Holding out my hands in a bid to buy myself a moment, I said, “What I meant by that was that, in addition to bumping each of my stats up by +1, I was able to add to the design of Gnomez’s clockwork armor. I’ll need to talk to him about it and get the materials I need to fabricate it though. Then I figured we could take it out for a test drive. How does that sound?” 
 
      
 
    Niala continued to stare at me for another moment before her annoyed expression changed to a smile. She chuckled and said, “I’m just teasing you, Repair. You don’t have to join us if you are contributing to the team’s success in other ways. I’ll send Gnomez in to talk to you and let you get to your work. We can work on those group formations later when you finish making what you need to.” 
 
      
 
    I wanted to breathe a sigh of relief that I’d not pissed off someone that I cared about and nodded in agreement. I noted a little extra sway in her steps as she walked out of the room and found myself almost hypnotized by the sight--at least until she paused at the doorway and turned around with a sly grin on her face. It was then that I realized she’d done it on purpose and caught me staring at her shapely rear end. She chuckled as she saw me start then continued her sashay out. 
 
      
 
    “Hate to see you leave, but love to watch you go,” I said, though there wasn’t anyone except Parker left in the room to hear it.  
 
      
 
    Even he just raised his front leg in the air as if to ask ‘You talking to me?” 
 
      
 
    I shook my head and gave him a playful pat. “No, Parker. I wasn’t talking to you. Just expressing a thought out loud.” Parker didn’t seem to care what I was saying, just that he’d gotten a bit of affection out of the exchange. But as I looked down at him and his iron-shelled, spider-like body, I recalled that my abilities aren’t just limited to my Metalman frame. I could use the materials furnished by the gnomes to upgrade Parker too. It would eat up some time, but I couldn’t think of a better opportunity to exploit the gnome’s temporary generosity.   
 
      
 
    I took out a piece of paper, ink, and a pen and started to list the materials I would need to have the gnomes purchase and added extra steel for my armor upgrade and one for Parker too. It amounted to around 125 pounds of steel and another 25 pounds of other materials including mithril, Tier 5 Monster Cores, rubber, copper, oil, and grease.  
 
      
 
    “You were looking for me?” a voice said behind me. I put down the pen that I’d been writing with and turned and saw Gnomez standing in the doorway.  
 
      
 
    I nodded at the skinny gnome in greeting. “Gnomez, just the person I wanted to see. I was working all night long on your armor design and have come up with something that will better protect you while still letting the gears in your armor work freely.” 
 
      
 
    His bushy black mustache twitched irritably below his bulbous nose, and his thick eyebrows frowned. “You did what?” Gnomez asked, his voice low and surprisingly threatening.  
 
      
 
    Confused at his reaction, I wasn’t sure what to say for a moment but noted that Parker turned toward the gnome with his legs slightly bent as if ready to defend me. The gnome’s hands clenched into fists, but I didn’t want this to devolve into violence. I quickly raised my hands and said, “Hey, calm down. I don’t understand the problem. I just took your designs--which are amazing by the way--and figured out a way to add in some plate armor.” 
 
      
 
    The gnome took two steps into the room, his black-haired head shaking, and pointed a finger at me. “How dare you think you could understand my genius designs and that you could improve upon them?! I spent years working on that armor, and you spend, what? A couple days with them? And have just magically figured out how to make them better so that you can take credit for them?” 
 
      
 
    “Woah. I’m not trying to take credit for your work. I just want us to have the best chance possible to win this competition. Your armor, though powerful, has some glaring vulnerabilities.” 
 
      
 
    “And you just fixed them in a couple of days?” 
 
      
 
    I didn’t want to tell him that it had only taken me eighteen hours because of my ability to rapidly experiment in the Stasis Program. It might have made him even angrier. Instead, I said, “Well, it wasn’t easy understanding how you used magical circuits to send mana to the Sense Movement then Major Telekinesis, Lighten, and Heavy. But once I understood the principles, it was just a lot of hard work moving the circuits around so that each piece of armor had its own mana source so that I could incorporate points to anchor the steel plating.” 
 
      
 
    The gnome’s eyebrows shot up at my words, and his expression went from anger to surprise. “Wait, you actually understand what I’m doing?” 
 
      
 
    Wanting to capitalize on his shift in attitude, I pressed ahead. “I’ll admit that some of it is pretty complex, but I understood the logic and the use of gears as switches for the spells depending on the inputs from the sense spell.” Then, thinking on my metal feet, I fibbed a little to explain just how I could understand his version of magical programming. “It’s probably because I’m a Metalman and an Artificer. My class is meant to repair and replace complex artificial structures. Your clockwork armor was similar enough that I could apply those principles to understanding it.” 
 
      
 
    Gnomez nodded along with my explanation and ran his right hand through his hair while giving me a half-grin. “I guess that explains it then. I did base some of my design on the research into putting you back together: the central core power distribution, counterbalance torsion mechanics, and weight reduction magical theory.” He paced the room a few times, and I let him alone so that he could sort out his emotions. I understood an engineer’s pride in his work. The long hours researching, calculating, designing, building, testing, redesigning, and retesting. I might have been angry too if someone had told me they’d fixed problems with my work I couldn’t, especially if I was competing with an entire complex of other researchers for grant money.  
 
      
 
    The gnome stopped his pacing, turned to me and with a look of curiosity on his face, and asked, “Could you show me what you’ve done?” 
 
      
 
    I held out my hands, unsure of how to do what he asked. “I did the design work in a special Metalman program.” I turned and grabbed the sheet of paper I’d been writing on and held it out to him. “I need these materials to build it.” 
 
      
 
    Gnomez took the sheet of paper and looked over it. “There’s an awful lot of steel here. Won’t that reduce the power output, even with the Lighten spell? Also, with that many Tier 5 cores, it’ll take a tremendous amount of mana to initially charge the armor.” 
 
      
 
    I nodded with his questions and explained, “Some of that steel is for other projects, but yes, you’ll lose a little power since you’ll be moving around more mass. But it’s a good trade-off if the clockwork mechanisms don’t break down when you’re attacked. Plus, the modular design necessitates that each section has its own mana source. The upside is that, even if a section stops functioning, the others can continue to work. There’s also the option to swap in and out specialized sections if you design any.” 
 
      
 
    Gnomez nodded as he listened to me then looked over the sheet of paper and pointed to the place where the arm and shoulder pieces met. “I think these connection points will be the most vulnerable. Anywhere there’s going to be a connection between the parts is going to be a spot where you're going to encounter opposing forces. The body will want to move one way while the arms and legs move another, all sending different inputs to their spells.” 
 
      
 
    “I hadn’t thought of that,” I admitted. “I only considered the benefits of the modular design.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, don’t worry. I think it's a matter of creating some kind of connection between the parts so that they just know what the other part is doing. A kind of feedback system.” Gnomez shrugged as if it wasn’t a big deal. “Draw out the magical circuits you’re using, and I’ll show you how to make what I’m talking about.” 
 
      
 
    The change in his attitude reminded me of some of the programing instructors I’d met when I was in college on Earth. They’d spent decades learning to code and were willing to share their hard-won knowledge with someone that showed a willingness to learn. I had to pull up the schematics for the modified clockwork armor using the Metalman OS and copied the magical circuits onto a piece of paper for him. It took a bit, and Gnomez didn’t speak while I worked other than to grunt at each point of connection between mana from the core and the inscribed spells.  
 
      
 
    “It’s a modification of my own work, but the organization is clear.” He pointed to the places where the modular armor pieces connected and continued, “But the problem is in these areas. The spell circuits are too close to each other, and if the armor is damaged enough, there could be an overflow from one circuit to another causing major overload or misinterpretation of input. We need to tighten up the lines and give plenty of tolerance between the edges of the modules.” 
 
      
 
    “I knew there would be issues. But I was sure we’d be able to work those out after I fabricated it,” I said.  
 
      
 
    He grumbled a bit, stroking his mustache. “Well, considering I’m the one in the suit testing it, I’d like to cut out problems before I put it on. I’m sure we’ll see other issues later. Now, about the feedback circuits.”  
 
      
 
    Gnomez went on to describe a simple circular bit of Sense and Action that would act as a limiter if there was a major opposing force sensed near the places where the modules overlapped. I changed the design on paper and was able to refine the circuits to the point where I got a skill point increase in Magical Circuits.  
 
      
 
    After looking at my work, Gnomez said, “I’m willing to share credit if your design works. You’re right that it’s more important to win the competition. Otherwise, we lose the research coin entirely. I can get my armor from my room. How many days will it take you to modify it to incorporate your designs?” 
 
      
 
    “I’m afraid it will take longer to modify your current clockwork armor than it will for me to fabricate the new one from scratch. Once I have the materials, I can have the new one made in a few hours.” 
 
      
 
    “Hours?!?” the gnome exclaimed incredulously. “It took me weeks to get the alignment of my gears and spell circuits right for the first prototype. Well, you’re a Metalman, so I guess I should have expected something like this.” He shook his head and added with a grumble, “But at least I can eat a proper meal.” 
 
      
 
    I thought it was a little dismissive to chalk up all the good design work to me being a Metalman and to point out one of the major drawbacks of my mechanical form. But I didn’t want to antagonize the gnome just when we’d started to find a bit of common ground. “Thanks, but part of that speed is due to my recently increased Dexterity and investment in a special efficiency ability.” 
 
      
 
    “Whatever the reason, it is impressive. I shall do my part though and go organize the claiming of the materials you’ve requested. I’ll have to get approval for more mithril, but even if I have to sacrifice my prototype, you shall have it.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, you’re trying to get out of training, are you?” a voice asked. Both Gnomez and I turned to see Niala standing in the doorway with a scowl on her face. “I knew you were taking too long talking to Repair, so I came to check on you. I won’t have you skipping your basic training to gather materials when there are dozens of assistants that can do the same.”  
 
      
 
    Gnomez gave a weak smile as his shoulders hunched in defeat, “But it’s a special material that I’ll have to get approval for.” 
 
      
 
    “Bah! Professor Gnominsky has authorized the use of any funds so that we can prepare for this competition,” Niala said with a dismissive wave of her hand. She walked right up to Gnomez, grabbed him by his shirt, and started dragging him out of the room. “You’ll be testing out new armor later today, so I need to get you into shape to put it to good use or you’ll embarrass me as your trainer.” 
 
      
 
    Gnomez called out to me as he was dragged out of the room, “Repair, take care of my clockwork armor if I die from overexertion from this madwoman’s training!” 
 
      
 
    He disappeared out the door, but I heard a thud and an exclamation. I could only guess that Niala had taken a slight offense at being called a madwoman. A moment later, Niala peaked back through the doorway and picked up the paper with the list of materials that Gnomez had dropped. “I’ll have this stuff delivered to you in a few hours.” 
 
      
 
    “Great. That’s enough time for me to run a few errands,” I said. I grabbed my Flintlock Rifle, the paper cartridges, and some of the materials I’d need to make more of them. Then, after Parker climbed on my back and entered backpack mode, I took off running from the lab and out of the gnome compound for the dungeon.  
 
      
 
    The city sidewalks were full of people going about their daily business, and I was forced to slow my pace down to a walk. It would have taken me hours just to get to the center of the city except that I spotted an empty horse and buggy for rent. I quickly negotiated an expedited rate, and we took off at a fast trot through the cobblestone streets.  
 
      
 
    It was an extravagant expense, but I didn’t want to keep my friends waiting longer than I needed to. It still took an hour in city traffic to get to the center circle of the city and the dungeon, but it was worth it not to have to push my way through the crowds. I paid the dwarf driver, leapt off the buggy, and pushed my way through the mid-morning crowd of adventurers going between the bank, the Adventurer’s Guild, and the various shops until I reached the fountain in front of the dungeon entrance stairs.  
 
      
 
    I found Greebo and one of the miners, Innie. When the goblin finally saw me, he shook his head and said, “It’s about time you got here. Everyone else has gone ahead to find an ore node. I’m here to take you to them.” 
 
      
 
    I apologized as Innie lifted his mining pack over his shoulders, and we headed straight to the 6th level of the dungeon. The dungeon level was now a very familiar place to both of us, and while Innie wasn’t as high a level as I was, he’d gained several levels and wasn’t the same scared goblin that I’d first met. He carefully led me toward the northeastern section of the level, through the dense forests and past streams to the hills that often hid the precious ores that were mined from the dungeon. He didn’t know exactly where the others were and had to use his ore-finding abilities to pick out promising sites.  
 
      
 
    The two of us encountered another mining team on a small node and were told that they’d seen our group heading further north after we described them. Innie and I went north and eventually found our group near the mouth of a river that poured out of a stone wall. It was a reminder that this entire forest was a creation of the dungeon.  
 
      
 
    We were cheerfully greeted by our team members, who were digging trenches and forming dirt walls behind them. It was a defensive barrier I recognized from when Greebo and I had fought the Squirrel King and his army, back on the 1st floor. I quickly joined the crew, and together we got the defenses set. I couldn’t stay to help them fight off the waves of monsters, but I could fulfill my promise to help them defend themselves by building the portable walls and defensive structures they needed.  
 
      
 
    Before I left, I made sure to give Greebo more paper cartridges so that he wouldn’t run out when using the Flintlock Rifle I’d given him. The group understood that I needed to prepare for the competition and waved farewell as I left. Being several levels higher than them, I could easily avoid the monsters on the floor and I made my way out with little trouble. I only had to kill a single stray Crystal Wapiti that had gotten separated from its herd.  
 
      
 
    Once I was out of the dungeon, I returned to the Institute via rented horse and buggy again. When I got back to the lab, my materials were already there waiting for me. Parker dropped to the lab floor, and I got to work immediately, knowing that it would take hours to fabricate the 125 lb. clockwork armor. Thankfully, however, because of the new modular design, I could make each piece of the armor separately.  
 
      
 
    The fabricator tool activated and started building the boots layer by layer, and I watched as each layer of the boot was built. It was fascinating to see each gear, piston, spring, monster core, and spell inscription built layer by layer until the entire thing was formed, including the armor layer I’d designed to protect it all. I took the gnome-sized boot in my hand and carefully examined it.  
 
      
 
    Good G001 - Boot 
 
    AC 3 
 
    Weight 1.6 lbs 
 
    Durability 45/45 
 
      
 
    It didn’t have quite the same power that the original did, but the added armor value and the ability to be swapped out quickly if damaged more than made up for that. Satisfied with what I saw, I continued fabricating each piece of the armor until the pointy helmet was completed. The set looked like a knock-off cosplay, but that was fine by me. I certainly wouldn’t mind the ability to be more Gundam-like: flying through the air on metal wings, using impractical oversized weapons to blast away my enemies, or even modifying my body to have special transforming modes.  
 
      
 
    I shook my head at the impracticality of the thoughts. After all, even with the limited ability to transform my arms or other parts of my body with Integrated Items, it wasn’t nearly as dramatic as all that. 
 
      
 
    With the Gnomdam 001 finally complete, I turned my attention to my own armor situation. I’d needed to upgrade from iron plating for a while, but the material cost was off-putting. As I took out the steel ingots procured by the gnomes, I was glad for their deep pockets. It was enough to cover the upgrade of not only myself but Parker too.  
 
      
 
    I called Parker over and started his upgrades first since he’d require less time to complete. When I was finished, the mechanical spider’s formerly almost-black outer shell was transformed into a slightly shiny light grey. The metal had a luster that I doubted would survive his first fight in the dungeon, but for the moment, my little metal friend was factory new, and I think he knew it. It could have been him adjusting to the weight of his new shell, but Parker took several steps around the room that I would have described as practically jaunty. 
 
      
 
    “Looking good, spider friend,” I said as I watched Parker walk around the room. He jumped, rolled, and climbed the walls as he tested out his new shell by working through a full range of his movements. 
 
      
 
    I was happy to see Parker enjoy his upgrade and couldn’t wait to see what I looked like once I finished my own. I sat down and called up the Metalman OS Armor Upgrade program, selected the steel ingots at my feet as the upgrade material, and activated the program. I was offered the option to enter the Stasis Program and accepted.  
 
      
 
    I didn’t have an urgent project to design now that Gnomez’s armor was done, so I spent my time in the program practicing my rifle fire and brainstorming the ways I could improve my weapon. I’d come up with several promising lines of thought when the program ended and I was shunted back to reality.  
 
      
 
    As the lab around me returned, I found myself facing Mary and Niala.  
 
      
 
    “It’s about time you finished . . . whatever it is you were doing,” Niala said with a shrug. I wasn’t sure if she was uncomfortable, but from the way she stared at my chest and abs, she didn’t seem put off by me.  
 
      
 
    Mary huffed, “Oh, it should be perfectly obvious, even to one of limited learning, that he was upgrading his armor.” Niala scowled at the gnome researcher, but Mary turned to me and continued, “It was fascinating to watch your body work. Does it hurt to have your shell broken down and changed like that?” 
 
      
 
    I wasn’t sure what to say to either of them as I hadn’t expected them to be here when the upgrade was done. Instead, I ignored them and got to my feet. I shot up much more quickly than I was expecting, and if I had still been human, I might have gotten lightheaded from the sudden movement. But as a Metalman, it was just a little disorienting. I moved my arms and found that they felt much lighter than normal, and as I took a slow step forward, I felt empathy for Parker. My knees and legs seemed to practically jump as I tried to walk, I felt so light. I imagined I looked like the Scarecrow from the Wizard of Oz, walking for the first time after coming down off his pole. My arms waved in the air and bounced around with each step, and I heard laughter from the two female gnomes.  
 
      
 
    “You look like a newborn calf, the way you’re walking,” Niala laughed. There was a small smile on her face that told me that she wasn’t trying to be mean, and I found the comparison cute. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, the upgrade from Iron to Steel means that I’ll have to get used to how my body moves again. My metal armor plating is so much lighter now,” I tried to explain.  
 
      
 
    “Oh, yes, I’ve seen this before. An adventurer gets a big upgrade to their gear like that, and they have to take some time to adjust to the weight of their new kit,” Niala nodded understandingly. “I know just the way to help you and Gnomez get used to it. A trip to the dungeon. Nothing too dangerous, of course, but it’ll also be good for everyone to put into practice what I’ve been teaching them.” 
 
      
 
    Mary left to gather the other gnomes, and Gnomez entered and immediately went to the armor I’d fabricated for him. There was a smile on his face as he carefully looked over and inspected each piece for flaws. He shook his head in appreciation after looking over the helmet, “Oh, I like the horns. It’ll give me a way to catch an attack before it gets to my head. How’d you think of the design?” 
 
      
 
    I honestly hadn’t given the feature much thought, but considering the famous fictional armor was based in part on functional Japanese armor, it made sense that it would serve a purpose. “It just came to me, I guess. Glad you like it. Please, when we’re out in the field, let me know if anything needs adjusting. I should be able to fix things as long as we’re not fighting.” 
 
      
 
    Gnomez nodded and started to strip down to put on the gear. I instinctively turned away, not wanting to see if all of the gnome was proportional, but the others didn’t seem to care one way or the other. I guessed that Niala was used to seeing worse as she’d trained and fought as a Shield Maiden, and I chalked up the other gnomes' disinterest to a scientific detachment and curiosity.   
 
      
 
    Once I heard the clinking of metal, I turned back to find Gnomez putting on the last bit of the upgraded clockwork armor. He twisted the gauntlet into place, and the left arm lit up as the circuit connected to the power core stored in the shoulder. I looked Gnomez up and down and saw that the cores that powered the armor’s segments gave the steel shell a blue glow. I wanted to whistle at the effect of all the armor coming together.   
 
      
 
    “Looks good, Gnomez,” I said, giving him two thumbs up.  
 
      
 
    The gnome nodded, looking down at his armored arms. “We’ll see if the look adds up to better performance. Then I’ll let you know what I think of your modifications to my design, Mr. Repair.” While I’d expected his reservations, I also thought I detected a note of respect in his tone. 
 
      
 
    “Let's get going. We won’t improve by standing around all day. You four, march outside in standard formation and wait for me,” Niala barked, and the other gnomes started then jumped to obey her.  
 
      
 
    After they’d left the lab and I heard the outer door close, Niala stepped toward me and traced the plating around my stomach with a grin. “I just wanted a moment with you, Repair. You look very good with your new look. I’ll have to make a closer inspection when we have more time. Maybe after you take me out like you promised?” 
 
      
 
    The shift from serious drill instructor to sensuousness took me by surprise, and I was at a loss for words. I mumbled, “Uh, yes please.” Then, catching myself, I added, “I mean, I look forward to it when we can be alone.” 
 
      
 
    She gave me one last look up and down before turning to leave the lab. But the time we’d reached the outer door of the lab, her expression had returned to that of a serious drill instructor.  
 
      
 
    Once outside, I had Parker climb up me and rest in backpack mode and we left the Institute. 
 
      
 
    The five of us made good time getting to the dungeon and traveled through the crowd down to the 9th level where Mary paid to get us through the line and into the dungeon. The jungle dungeon level was vast and full of dangerous monsters hiding in wait, but with our level 15 Shieldmaiden trainer leading us, we had little to fear. She guided us through the root-covered trails while pointing out the hiding predators along our path and occasionally using some skill that blasted out a red aura that scared off the lone monster that tried to attack. It seemed like she was looking for something as we followed. 
 
      
 
    Mary, ever the data-collecting gnome, wondered aloud, “I’m curious if she is looking for a particular scenario for us or just a high-level monster.” 
 
      
 
    “We’re here to test out the group with the new techniques you’ve practiced and Gnomez’s upgraded armor,” Niala said, not even bothering to turn around as she led us deeper into the jungle.  
 
      
 
    “That didn’t answer my question,” Mary spoke more loudly, seemingly unafraid to question the higher level gnome.  
 
      
 
    At the statement, Niala did stop then. She slowly turned around, and there was a small smile on her lips as she stared down the spirit mage. Mary stood straighter and expanded, “I would like to know the criteria for this exercise. I understood the physical training”--her eyes darted to the plump Gnominkin before she added--“especially for those that could stand to lose a bit of weight, but I would like to understand why we’re in the dungeon again and why we’ve avoided so many opportunities to test ourselves against other monsters.” 
 
      
 
    Niala patiently listened to every word said, all the while slowly stepping closer and closer until she was inches away from the spirit summoner. If the powerful shieldmaiden’s close proximity made Mary uncomfortable, she hid it well. But as Niala continued to stare down unblinking at the slightly smaller gnome, Mary started to sweat. The researcher broke eye contact first, turned away and said, “I’m sure the guard knows her business. I was just inquiring about the purpose for my data.” She forced a laugh and shrugged her shoulders. “No need to take the question so seriously.” 
 
      
 
    A triumphant smile appeared on Niala’s face for just a moment before she stepped back and looked seriously at the rest of the group and answered, “I know that I could have had you all fight any number of ambush monsters on the level, but I want to pit you against a particular situation. It’s been a while since I’ve been on this level, and it's just taken me a little while to recall the exact location of their territory. But we’re finally here.” She pointed to a large hole in the ground next to a forty-foot-tall tree that was about fifty yards from us. Normally, the thick roots of this type of tree spread out along the ground like monstrous tentacles seeking a meal, but these looked like swiss cheese with wood pulp all around the base of the tree. 
 
      
 
    “That is a nest of Formids, and unlike most monsters in the dungeon, they aren’t well known because they mostly leave adventurers alone,” Niala said as she picked up a fist-sized rock that she threw off into the forest. “That is, unless you’re unfortunate enough to disturb their nest.” 
 
      
 
    As the last word left her lips, the rock landed with a thud right into the hole kicking up a plume of dirt. I raised the butt of my rifle to my shoulder as I realized what Niala had done. The ground trembled slightly, and a high-pitched, piercing sound came out of the hole. The other team members looked around confused for a moment before it clicked for them too.  
 
      
 
    Niala leapt back several feet, a grin on her face, as she said, “Work together now to defeat the Formids.” 
 
      
 
    A moment later, the ground beneath our feet erupted as bulldog-sized insects broke through. The creatures had curved pincer-like jaws, six legs, hard-looking chitinous plates that covered their body, and a bulbous end with a sharp stinger. I leapt back, but one of the Formids clamped down on my right foot before I could get clear of it. I felt the iron plating bend as the insect bit into my foot and pulled the trigger on my rifle at point-blank range to the monster's head. The minié ball expelled from the rifle tore through the creature exiting out the back, sending a spray of green ichor out in a wide burst.   
 
      
 
    Parker leapt off my back, having been in backpack mode till then, and landed on top of another Formid that had tried to clamp on my other leg. I fabricated another round for my rifle and reloaded, but a glance around me told me that we were in trouble. Each of the group was fighting alone, separated by at least two or three dozen of the insect monsters, who continued to pour out of the nest.  
 
      
 
    Gnomez, clad in his new clockwork armor, was doing the best. Each step came down with enough power to crack the shells of the monsters like a fat man breaks open a lobster on all-you-can-eat Sunday at the Crustacean Shack. The gnome gleefully punched and kicked, testing the limits of his upgraded armor by destroying any monster within arm’s reach. It was immediately obvious that the insect’s armor was no match for clockwork enhanced strength, and creatures were unable to penetrate the upgraded steel plated armor, making the gnome a moving tank among them. 
 
      
 
    Gnominkin said words of power that transform a portion of his copper armor into a serrated whip. The gnome swung the created weapon from left to right, his metal control magic guiding it through the joints of the insects, slicing off their appendages and leaving the bleeding insect monsters alive as an obstacle in the path of the others trying to swarm him. 
 
      
 
    Mary summoned a spirit beast that reminded me of a large bobcat that slashed at the Formids trying to swarm her, and the feline summon’s ghostly claws seemed to penetrate the monster's armor and damage the soft gooey flesh beneath. The monsters shook and then exploded as they died, showering the area in green goop. Mary aided her summoned creature with a staff she’d brought, smashing the monsters like she was playing whack a mole, but the two of them were unable to do more than hold their own.  
 
      
 
    Ragnomrok threw a glass flask that broke open on a group of Formids, and their chitinous plating instantly started melting and then bursting in places, sending spurts of their pressurized inner goo spraying through the cracked shell. Some of the monsters died, but it wasn’t nearly enough damage to take out the swarm outright. Instead, the wounded creatures seemed to chitter and call more monsters toward them. 
 
      
 
    Niala called out from behind us. “Researcher Gnomez, if you are going to have such powerful armor, you might use it to protect your teammates. Researcher Gnominkin, perhaps you could look around for once and see what the others need help with? If you all keep fighting separately, you’ll all surely fail here.”  
 
      
 
    I knew she was right, but what could we do when there were this many surprise enemies? 
 
      
 
    The insects had finally reached me and were crawling up my legs while using their pincer-like jaws trying to bite through my new steel plating with little success. Even if I wasn’t in any danger from one or two of the monsters, I had no doubts that I could still be killed if I let too many of the monsters attack me for too long. That was the true terror of a swarm: death by a thousand bites. 
 
      
 
    I smashed the Formids at my feet with my heavy steel feet as I finished priming the pan of my Flintlock Rifle and brought the long weapon to bear. I had one shot and so many enemies. I aimed at the monsters attacking Ragnomrok, who was struggling the most. I sighted down the barrel, pulled the trigger, and there was a pause as the flint came down and then a bang as the powder went off. The next second, not one, not two, but three of the tightly Formids exploded in green goo as the minié ball I’d fired broke through their shells and killed them.  
 
      
 
    I saw Ragnomrok escape the monsters surrounding him as the pressure was relieved, and then the smoke from the shot obscured my view, and I lost where the alchemist went. I should have been paying more attention to my own situation, and the monsters crawling up my legs demanded that I tend to them first. I turned the rifle in my arms vertically and bashed down with the butt of the heavy weapon cracking the shell of one monster and killing it.  
 
      
 
    I retreated backward as a dozen more of the monsters poured from their nest and called for Parker to keep up. He used the metal teeth that had been installed on him when he was first made to bite off the head of the Formid he was fighting and then scurried to keep pace with me.  
 
      
 
    “Parker, climb a tree and spray your webs on the ground to slow down the Formids,” I commanded him. The knee-high mechanical spider turned at my orders and leapt up to the nearest tree to obey.  
 
      
 
    “Mary, Ragnomrok, retreat toward me. Gnomez and Gnominkin, cover them as they fall back,” I called out to the others.  
 
      
 
    Mary turned back toward me for a moment, annoyance clear on her face. But she swallowed and called out, “Listen to Repair. Fall back as he said.” The other gnomes obeyed her words, and Mary and Ragnomrok ran back toward my position. Mary’s summoned spirit monster leapt forward to join the other two gnomes as they fought to keep the swarming monsters at bay.  
 
      
 
    The two reached me and I said, “There seems to be an endless tide of these things, and are coming out of the nest every minute. If we don’t staunch the flow, we’ll be overwhelmed. Do you have any ideas?” 
 
      
 
    Mary shook her head. “The Formids don’t have much health, but you need a powerful attack to get through their shells, and there are so many that it's hard to manage them. If we had a powerful large-scale attack, it would help.” She turned to Ragnomrok. “Do you have any potions that will harm this many of them?” 
 
      
 
    Ragnomrok shook his head. “Nothing on me. The acid vials I have will weaken their armor but aren’t potent enough to kill them outright.” 
 
      
 
    “What about fire? Do you have any kind of insecticide or flammable potion we could spread around?” I asked the alchemist. 
 
      
 
    He nodded. “I have alchemist fire, but not enough to cover such a wide area. We need to get them to bunch up.” 
 
      
 
    “Ok. That’s enough then. I have an idea, but I’ll need for you both to buy me some time.” I explained what I would do and then ran off to the left of Gnomez and Gnominkin toward the treeline. There were plenty of trees to choose from and I chose one that was nearly twenty feet tall. It wasn’t the largest but it was positioned perfectly. The tree itself weighed hundreds, if not thousands, of pounds, but I only needed to cut away enough to bring it down, and with the recent increases to my dexterity, the speed at which I could use the deconstruction tool had skyrocketed.  
 
      
 
    I activated the deconstruction tool and my left forearm split open and a cylinder popped out and started to emit a blue light that practically melted away a one-inch cube from the tree. I stepped closer and swung the light in an arc one way and then then the other way and with each swing a perfect deep one-inch line was cut away from the tree. It took less than a minute before I’d carved out enough of the trunk to hear the crack and groan of the tree as it lost its ability to support its weight. I ran out the path of the tree as it fell, creating a barrier with its trunk that would help pen in the Formids. 
 
      
 
    I needed two more, with the largest tree that the nest was under being the fourth penning wall. I sprinted toward the next tree, and as I did, I peeked at the battle. Mary and Ragnomrok had joined the other gnomes. Parker’s webs were slowing down the insects, and Mary’s summoned spirit animal was keeping the few to the right that were able to avoid the webs. Gnomez stood at the center of the group, his clockwork armor covered in green ichor, swinging, stomping, and crushing the insects while defending the other gnomes. Gnominkin was using his magic to direct his flexible copper to slash at the joints of the legs of the monsters that approached. He couldn’t kill them outright, but he crippled those closest to him, inevitably slowing down the coming monsters even more. Ragnomrok was the bravest though. He had little armor, and it was stained red with blood in many places, but I watched as he drank a potion that healed him and then ran into the thick of the fight to pour a healing potion onto a wounded group member.  
 
      
 
    I reached the next tree and cut its trunk away in a frenzy, knowing that each passing second meant one more Formid could attack my group. They were holding their own for now, but the monsters would overwhelm them eventually. The tree groaned as it started to fall and I sprinted to the last tree and called out loudly. “Fall back!”  
 
      
 
    It was the signal I’d given Mary and Ragnomrok, and while I hoped that they’d explained the plan to the other gnomes, I didn’t have time to worry. The last tree was in front of me, and I needed to angle its fall just right or it wouldn’t pen the monsters in. I deconstructed a large wedge from the tree, double-checked the angle, and cut away. I suddenly felt overwhelmingly heavy, and a notification appeared in front of me. 
 
      
 
    Carrying Capacity: 205/195 lbs. 
 
    Severe Encumberment - Cannot move, attack or defend until weight carried is reduced below the limit. 
 
      
 
    Being overburdened wasn’t something I’d had to deal with since Greebo had developed his carrying capacity bonuses. It was a rookie mistake, but I only had a moment to deal with it as the groaning tree started to sway. I opened my internal inventory and dumped the wooden cubes I’d deconstructed and tried to leap out of the way just as the tree trunk cracked. I heard what sounded like thunder as the massive tree fell on me and was slammed down into the ground.  
 
      
 
    I heard a snap as my head hit the hard dirt with a thud, and the world seemed to lose focus for a moment.  
 
      
 
    Readjusting visual centers 
 
      
 
    I almost laughed at the notification. It was the same one that I’d seen when I first awakened on this world, bound to this Metalman body. My vision returned to normal, and the world came back into focus. The blur of green and brown that I’d seen resolved into a mass of branches and leaves pinning me to the ground. I could barely move, but I needed to know how badly damaged I was. I pulled up my character sheet. 
 
      
 
    Name: Repair 
 
    Race: Metalman 
 
    Class: Artificer (Inventor) Level 8 
 
      
 
    HP: 45/66 
 
    Mana: 66/66 
 
    *Shattered leg - Movement speed reduced by 50% until repaired 
 
      
 
    The loss of health was expected with such a weight coming down on me, but the broken leg was going to make extracting myself difficult. I activated the deconstruction tool and started to break down the tree around me. It felt like hours as I could barely move my forearm, but it was really only minutes as the branches around me were cut away.  
 
      
 
    I heard the crackle of burning wood and the scream of the Formids and could only assume that Ragnomrok had initiated the next phase of the plan and thrown all the flammable potions he’d had onto the monsters penned by the fallen trees.  
 
      
 
    I had to hurry or else I wouldn’t be there to see the Formid defeat. I redoubled my efforts, dropping the deconstructed wood from my inventory as I went, and I had soon cleared a circle around me large enough to see the sky.  
 
      
 
    I heard a shuffling of the branches and pulled my rifle from my internal inventory to defend myself from what I thought was a monster, but a moment later, I saw familiar metal legs push apart branches as Parker poked through. 
 
      
 
    “Hey, buddy. Were you worried about me?” I asked the mechanical spider. 
 
      
 
    Parker couldn’t talk but his wiggling front legs told me that he was indeed concerned.  
 
      
 
    “I’m a little banged up but otherwise okay. If you could help me get up to the others, it would be great.” 
 
      
 
    The mechanical spider cut away more of the branches, and by leaning on him for support, we made our way to the four gnomes who were on my team. They were standing on top of the fallen trunk of the pen I’d created, watching a massive blue fire burn the Formids that were still coming out of the hole in the ground.  
 
      
 
    “It’s about time you joined us. I was starting to wonder if I’d misjudged your usefulness to the group,” Mary said as she turned to look at me, her eyes lingering on my broken leg.  
 
      
 
    Ragnomrok wiped the sweat from his brow, shook his head, and said, “Oh, leave him alone. If it weren’t for him, we wouldn’t have this victory. The alchemist fire I had is only able to concentrate like this because of what he did with those trees. His plan worked.” 
 
      
 
    The other two gnomes, obviously tired from the near fight by the way they leaned on their weapons, nodded in agreement. Gnomez added, “Yes, his improvements to my armor, in particular, have proven most useful. I can utilize the suit's strength without worrying about the internals being damaged. Even when the bugs broke through my arm’s armor and damaged the gears, the rest of the suit kept going.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, you five handled the first wave well,” Niala’s voice said behind us. We turned to see her looking up at us from the ground behind the barrier. She didn’t look impressed but rather had a devious little smile on her face.  
 
      
 
    “First wave?” I asked just as the ground shook beneath us. 

  

 
   
    Chapter 18 
 
      
 
      
 
    Black insects that were twice the length of the other Formids we’d fought suddenly burst from the ground. In addition to the dangerous pincers, these also sported deadly-looking stingers on their backsides that looked powerful enough to punch through even Gnomez’s armor.  
 
      
 
    Had we not been standing on the trunks of one of the felled trees, we might have been caught by the surprise attack as the creatures burst from their burrows. The creatures immediately began hunting for the threat to their group amidst their dead and dying brethren, and the black-shelled Formids seemed to ignore the fires around them as they swung their heads about, left and right, searching for us. I used Inspect on the creatures to find they were called Formid Soldiers. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t just stare at them!” I yelled. “Attack!” 
 
      
 
    Parker leapt down onto the nearest monster and the two tumbled out of view, but the group of gnomes standing next to me stared dumbly at the monsters, almost as if frozen and unwilling to act. They hesitated, their exhaustion from the last battle clear from their slowed movements. But they moved to face the new enemy. 
 
      
 
    Following my own order, I called the Flintlock Rifle from my inventory space and reloaded it as quickly as I could. The moment the gun was primed, I put the butt of the rifle to my shoulder and fired. The shot boomed as the gunpowder ignited and sent the minié ball into the closest black Formid. The monster turned toward me, wobbled on its legs, chittered in a high-pitched tone, and then collapsed onto one of its lesser cousins, unmoving.  
 
      
 
    “Uh oh,” was all I had time to say. The searching monsters turned almost as one at the death keel and focused on us, immediately crawling toward us as I tried to reload my rifle.  
 
      
 
    “Great! He’s shown them where we are!” Gomez said as he flipped down the faceplate of his helmet and raised his fists. 
 
      
 
    “Uh oh, indeed, Mr. Repair,” Mary added as she leaned forward on her staff, clearly more tired than the other gnomes, and directed her summoned Spirit Cat to attack an approaching monster. 
 
      
 
    The gnomes had gotten over their surprise by then and started to attack as best they could, but they quickly realized that their attacks were less effective against this new enemy. Gnominkin’s whip-like attack struck the monsters again and again, but the Soldier Formid’s segmented joints seemed to be able to withstand the attacks. The Spirit Cat summoned by Mary was still able to slice through the monsters with ease, but the soldiers’ health seemed to be twice that of the others, which meant that they were able to surround the spirit and counterattack. The poor creature tried to leap away, but one of the insect monsters grabbed the cat’s rear left leg with its knife-length pincers, crippling the spirit beast. With a mournful mew, the summoned cat was buried under the bodies of the monsters as they tore into it. Though there was no blood from the summon as it was cut to pieces, but I couldn’t help but feel sorry for it.  
 
      
 
    I heard a murmur from my left as I finished reloading my rifle and saw Mary holding up a glowing, pink, fist-sized crystal in her hands. A stream of dark shadow flowed from the area the Spirit Cat had into the crystal, turning it from pink to a gray color. With a note of desperation in her voice, Mary cried out, “My battle summon has returned to its resting place; I don’t have anything else to replace it with! I only have a few combat spells, and I don’t know if they’ll do much good against these new Formids.” 
 
      
 
    It was the first time I’d heard the female gnome sound scared, and I knew our situation was deteriorating dangerously. I wanted to help her, but I’d just fired into the approaching swarm, killing another monster, and even my powerful attacks were only taking out a single monster at a time instead of two or three. The others weren’t doing much better. Ragnomrok threw another bottle at the monsters, releasing another wave of Alchemist Fire, but the flames--if they did damage to the monsters at all--didn’t slow their progress.  
 
      
 
    The next moment, the Fomids reached our location, reared up, and attacked us.  
 
      
 
    Gnomez kicked out at the closet creature, sending the insect flying back through the air several feet, but the kick was poorly executed, leaving Gnomez off balance and exposed to five more of the monsters who were climbing up to attack.  
 
      
 
    The other three gnomes were in a worse situation. Gnominkin had retracted his copper whips and reformed them into an impromptu barrier, protecting not just himself but Mary and Ragnomrok, but it was only going to last for so long.  
 
      
 
    I didn’t have time to reload, so I reversed my grip on the barrel of the rifle and swung the butt like a baseball bat, knocking back first one and then another of the insects trying to attack Gnomez.  
 
      
 
    “That’s one for you, Repair,” Gnomez said as he regained his balance and turned to punch one of the insects that had climbed up and was attacking Gnominkin. The monster’s shell cracked open and split in half, and it fell backward, knocking down another climbing insect.  
 
      
 
    “That’s two for me,” the clockwork engineer added with a tired chuckle. 
 
      
 
    I was steps away from them but knew I would be too late as four Soldier Formids finally tore through the copper barrier Gnominkin had created. I could see the fear and despair on his face caused by the magically controlled metal he’d been so proud of failing him.  
 
      
 
    “I’m sorry! I failed you all,” Mary cried out as she and Ragnomrok held their weapon and potion bottles high, ready to go down swinging. But the look of defeat was clear in their eyes.  
 
      
 
    Then a loud gong rang through the forest, and a red wave of energy passed over all of us. I didn’t feel any effect, but each of the gnomes seemed to freeze for a fraction of a second before shaking their heads. And while that frozen fraction of a second might have meant their deaths in a frenzied battle, the Fomids were affected even more. The Soldiers froze and started vibrating. Their shells cracked apart, and the monsters exploded, sending a geyser of green goo everywhere.  
 
      
 
    I wasn’t sure what had happened, but when I turned and looked, I realized that all of the Fomids were dead. Every single monster around us and in the penned area lay dead, their bodies exploded. The only sound I could hear was from the dying Alchemist Fire. Then there was movement from under a pile of chitinous shells. I prepared myself for another monster to burst from the ground, my rifle in my hands as a club, but Parker’s familiar legs and then his head and body pushed through the corpses.  
 
      
 
    “There you are, buddy! I’m coming for you!” I exclaimed as I leapt into the pen to help my mechanical spider free himself. He was covered in goo, and I could see that he was missing two of his legs as I moved the Formid bodies off him.  
 
      
 
    “It seems like you’ve reached your limit,” Niala said behind me. I turned and saw her looking at us, the shield on her left arm vibrating with red energy. She saw where I was looking and explained, “It’s an ability of my Shieldmaiden class. Shockwave sends a powerful wave of energy in all directions, harming those that I haven’t designated as part of my team. It’s powerful enough to kill these low-level guys, but I can only use it once a week.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s a powerful ability indeed,” I admitted. “Thank you for saving us, Niala. I don’t think we would have all come out of the fight whole without your intervention.”  
 
      
 
    There was a ghost of a smile on her lips, but she turned from me and addressed the team. “Well, I’d be a piss poor trainer if I let you all die on your training exercise.” She turned to Mary and the young Ragnomrok, who were covered in insect innards and had their weapon and potions still raised, and asked, “You two. What have you learned from this exercise?” 
 
      
 
    Mary recovered her composure quickly, lowered her staff to her side, and straightened out her lab coat before answering. “We were ill-informed of the enemy we would be facing. If we’d known more, we could have prepared an adequate defense or strategy to deal with their numbers. Perhaps we could have built a better defense than a few trees and some alchemist fire. But as we didn’t know what we’d be facing, I think we did reasonably well.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh? Is that what you think?” Niala asked. “You did decently enough with the surprise enemy. But without my intervention, at least you and Ragnomrok would be dead. Perhaps Repair and Gnomez could have fought through, but Gnominkin would have also died or at least been grievously injured. I’d say dying would have counted as a clear failure to the Institute. Ragnomrok, what have you learned?” 
 
      
 
    The youngest member of the team started at the direct question, but he put the potion bottle in his hand back into the leather carrying case at his waist and was quiet for a moment before answering. “I learned that my potions aren’t going to carry me through every situation on their own. I had to heal myself too many times in the fight when I could have been helping kill the bugs.” Ragnomrok looked at his armor for a moment and added, “I could also use better armor, or at least a way to stay away from an enemy.” The gnome shook his head and looked down. 
 
      
 
    Niala walked up to the youth, raised his head with her finger, and looked him in the eyes. “Is this the first time you’ve come close to death, Ragnomrok?” He nodded wordlessly, and Niala put her hands on his shoulders and said, “Every great soldier and warrior has faced the same feelings you’re dealing with right now: sorrow, fear, exhilaration, anger. A battle for your life will change you, and it's a good sign that you didn’t give up, even when it looked like you might have lost. It’s also good that you’ve realized your research isn’t perfect and that you can do better. I expect you to think about what concrete steps you can take to improve, and I’ll be here to help you train in them, so don’t look so dour.” 
 
      
 
    Ragnomrok stood a little taller at her words and Niala turned to the rest of us. “I asked the two who were closest to death what they learned because they were the most unprepared for this fight, but I want the rest of you to answer the same question. Because if you didn’t learn something from this fight, then I don’t have much hope of you surviving the challenges you’ll face when you’re on your own.” 
 
      
 
    Gnominkin, now covered in his copper armor again, spoke. “My copper isn’t going to cut it in the future. I need to learn to control stronger metals or do something to improve my defense. I could barely hurt the black soldier bugs, and if Trainer Niala hadn’t saved me, I would have died.” 
 
      
 
    Gnomez lifted the faceplate of his helmet, revealing his bulbous nose and sweaty, mustached face. “Well, I think I did pretty well. Only lost the use of one hand, and I’m not even hurt really. Killed those buggers left and right.” Niala stared at him, crossed her arms, and raised a single eyebrow in annoyance. The Clockwork Machinist started to sweat even more under her scrutinizing gaze, and he quickly added, “I mean, I could of course have done better. I could have done a better job protecting Researcher Mary and Ragnomrok. I only have my fists and feet, and it wasn't nearly enough to do a proper job of killing or protecting. With the boost to my strength from my armor, I could have done a lot more damage with a weapon or shield or something.” 
 
      
 
    “Quite right, Gnomez,” Niala said. “If you’re going to have that much armor, you should use it to protect your team and not just yourself. I’ll see to it that your training includes the proper use of a shield and a weapon.” The beautiful dark-haired gnome then turned her gaze to me. 
 
      
 
    It took me a moment to realize that I was up next. “Oh, right. Uh, I’m perfect. I could have cleared the whole lot of the Formids by myself. Even the Soldiers’ bites barely took any health from me. But my weapon”--I raised my Flintlock Rifle--“could use a design upgrade. Its power was enough to punch through the Formid armor, but its rate of fire was too slow to deal with the swarm. I need something that fires faster and has more flexibility to a variety of enemies.” Parker walked in front of me and waved the remainder of his legs in the air, and I added, “Oh, and Parker needs stronger legs and maybe a new weapon. Bite and sting don’t seem to cut it.” 
 
      
 
    Niala laughed at Parker’s antics, but she nodded. “Yes, Repair. With your experience in the dungeon, your new armor, and your unusually powerful weapon, you did the best out of the group. Perhaps we can discuss how you can improve your tactics later. Alone.”  
 
      
 
    The quick smoldering look she gave wasn’t lost on me, and I looked forward to seeing what she could teach me about ‘tactics’. But I just nodded in response, glad that I couldn’t blush as a Metalman. 
 
      
 
    Niala motioned with her hands for us to gather and said, “That’s good training for now. Let’s head back to the Institute for a little rest and a meal before we start to work on what you’ve learned.”  
 
      
 
     

  

 
   
    Chapter 19  
 
      
 
      
 
    We took half an hour to recuperate and make some hasty repairs. It wasn’t enough time to fully fix my damaged legs or replace Parker’s legs or Gnomez’s damaged gauntlet, but it was enough time to get everyone again mobile, even if not moving particularly fast.  
 
      
 
    Niala led us out of the dungeon, and we took a carriage home. The mood in the carriage was somber as we sat in silence. Niala, who sat across from me, examined the others, noting their expressions as they stared out the windows or looked down at their feet. I could understand how they felt. They’d found the research that they were so proud of lacking when it was tested in real-life combat conditions. If Niala hadn’t intervened, we’d have lost at least two team members, and that fact had to be weighing on them too. 
 
      
 
    The youngest member of the team, Ragnomrok, looked particularly frustrated. His long bowl haircut hid his eyes, but his lips were scrunched up in thought, and I wondered if his confidence would recover or if he’d give up on improving his research. After all, not everyone had the internal strength to get beat down and get back up.  
 
      
 
    However, my concern for the alchemist was cut short when his cheeks puffed out and the gnome released the loudest fart I’d ever heard. It was so loud, in fact, that the carriage shook slightly as his gas passed. 
 
      
 
    I wasn’t sure if everyone’s eyes widened in surprise or if the smell matched the power of the passing gas. Mary scowled, waved a hand in front of her face, and asked, “What in the world was that Researcher Ragnomrok?”  
 
      
 
    “Sorry,” the young gnome said with an embarrassed look on his face. “Stress gives me gas. It’s so quiet in here; I feel like I’m being sent to prison for failing in the dungeon.” 
 
      
 
    Gnominkin shook his head and gave the younger gnome a disgusted look, “You should go to jail for that indiscretion.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, leave the boy alone. He can’t help how he feels,” Gnomez said, his helmet having dropped down over his head.  
 
      
 
    “Don’t be embarrassed, kid. It’s a completely normal function of an organic body. Stress does that to lots of people,” I said, trying to comfort the young researcher. I’d had a bout of IBS every time I went on a date on Earth, so I was quite sympathetic towards the gnome. 
 
      
 
    “You’re just saying that because you can’t smell it through your helmet, Gnomez,” Mary said. Then she pointed at me. “And you, Mr. Repair, don’t have a sense of smell.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, that’s not entirely true. I have a sensor that processes smells. I just don’t have to breathe in to tell it's bad,” I tried to explain. 
 
      
 
    “Regardless, if you can’t smell the stench, you don’t get to give the gnome a pass,” Gnominkin complained.  
 
      
 
    A giggle caught my attention, and I saw Niala trying to cover her mouth and hide it as she listened to us, but her giggle became a full bout of laughter. The other gnomes in the car were soon caught up in the absurdity of the conversation and started to laugh too. I was glad that the tension from the life-threatening battle had been broken, and I joined them with a mechanical laugh of my own. I felt Parker’s leg, which was wrapped around my shoulders in backpack mode, twitch and tap as if he wanted to laugh with us too. I patted his leg, acknowledging his efforts to join in.  
 
      
 
    It took a while to reach the institute, and along the way the gnomes and I spoke of our day’s battle and how we could have done better. We acknowledged that our specialities gave us a distinct edge in our fields, but we were also honest about our failings. More importantly, we started the conversation about how to improve those failings.  
 
      
 
    Niala gave advice and promised to come up with training to help us improve before the Ultimate Research Warrior Competition began. But also advised that any improvement would be determined by our efforts and while she could aid with physical training and advice on tactics, much of our strength relied on our weapons and tools, which she had less experience with.  
 
      
 
    By the time the carriage pulled up to the Institute, the researchers were all bouncing ideas off each other and arguing about the technical improvements that could be made to their research based on their experiences. They argued and talked while walking and were about to break up when I made an offer to make them an early dinner.  
 
      
 
    “You can cook?” Mary asked, an odd glint in her eyes. 
 
      
 
    I nodded at the blonde gnome. “Well, yeah. I may not eat, but I’ve been working on a few things, and I was going to make some food. I figured you guys have had a strenuous day and would appreciate some good food.” 
 
      
 
    “His cooking is pretty tasty,” Niala said, a sultry smile on her face as she spoke. “He’s fed me before and it’s an experience I won’t forget.” 
 
      
 
    The three other gnomes in the group looked from Mary to Niala, then young Ragnomrok asked meekly, “Is ‘cooking’ code for something else?”  
 
      
 
    Mary’s face turned red at the words, and Gnominkin and Gnomez guffawed. Niala looked like she was about to confirm that it was indeed code for something else, when Mary shouted, “NO! I’m just surprised that Mr. Repair would have such a skill when he doesn’t eat. And I was curious what he could make. I have a very refined palate.” 
 
      
 
    From the barely covered smiles of Gnominkin and Gnomez, I could tell they didn’t believe her, so I clarified, “It really is just for a meal, guys. I invited you all too. Come eat or don’t. It’s an open offer.” I turned and walked off towards the laboratory I’d taken over and retrofitted.  
 
      
 
    I heard a loud growl and turned back to see Gnomez holding his belly, his helmet up and revealing a chagrined smile on his face. “My stomach says that I should take you up on the offer of food, Mr. Repair,” Gnomez said. He turned with a shrug, and the others all followed me to my lab. 
 
      
 
    I walked into the lab with the members of my gnome team and Niala on my heels. Once in the kitchen/blacksmithing/Alchemy lab, Parker dropped from my back and wobbled away on the legs he had left, and I realized that I had several problems if I was going to feed the five gnomes. The first was the lack of seating and an eating area. I didn’t need to do either and hadn’t planned on having guests today. The second issue was figuring out exactly what I was going to make. I had experienced a few successes with my experimental cooking and could always make more hamburgers and fries, but why not kill two birds with one stone and work on something new for another potential class skill point? 
 
      
 
    I turned to gnomes and said, “I’m sorry that I don’t have anywhere for you to sit.”  
 
      
 
    “Don’t worry. We’re used to eating in our labs when we’re working late into the night,” Gnomez said. He turned to the other gnomes and said, “Let’s search the other labs for some plates, cups, drinks, and also some tables and chairs.” 
 
      
 
    Niala stayed behind while the four gnomes from my team left and searched for the items they’d need. She waited a moment until the others could be heard searching through the other labs and buildings then she sidled up next to me and put a hand on my arm. “You want to sneak away and eat lunch at my place? I can make you a special dessert.” 
 
      
 
    The smoldering look she gave me told me that we’d likely do little cooking or eating if I left with her. “The thought is appealing, Niala, but I promised to make them all some food,” I answered. I also thought it was a good opportunity to socialize with the gnomes. As a formerly fat human on Earth, It was one thing I’d always believed in: the power of food to bring people together. 
 
      
 
    She sighed and asked, “Well, what are you making us then?” 
 
      
 
    I looked at the ingredients I had left from my earlier attempt to make pizza and decided on a simple dish. “It’s something from where I come from. If you don’t mind helping out, could you take that pot over there and fill it with water and bring it to boil on the stove?” I asked her, pointing to a large pot near the alchemy table.  
 
      
 
    Niala grabbed the pot and left the building to fill the pot with water. 
 
      
 
    While she was gone, I started on the first part of my dish. I grabbed ingredients from the bags of produce, the magically cooled icebox, and the shelves. In a large bowl, I mixed flour and salt then beat in Dmanisensis eggs, Spiderling milk, and butter. I kneaded the mixture till it was dough-like and smooth and then let it rest in a covered bowl while I prepared the sauce.  
 
      
 
    I thought about what type of sauce I wanted. It would be easy to make a marinara sauce since I’d already made one for the pizza, but I had a feeling that wouldn’t be original enough. Pizza only worked as an ‘invention’ in this world because of the combination of the dough shape, the sauce, the topping combination and how it was cooked. No, simply dropping sauce on a simple noodle wouldn’t cut it. But who said the noodle had to be simple? 
 
      
 
    I decided to try several combinations of different noodle types and a couple of types of sauce to see what got me a new class skill point for my Inventor specialization.  
 
      
 
    I checked on the dough and saw that it still hadn’t rested enough and decided to explore some of the vegetable options available to me. I looked over the produce that had been delivered earlier in the day and separated several for a few simple sauces: Cactucus root, a part of the vegetable monster that produced a chili pepper’s heat, a mild, hard cheese made from the milk of a Spiderling, and Razorback cream. These three ingredients would produce my sauces in addition to common ingredients that were similar to salt, pepper, butter, and flour.  
 
      
 
    By the time I’d organized my thoughts and ingredients, Niala had returned and was heating the water on the stove. I thanked her and got to work preparing the noodles I wanted to try out. The sooner I could create a few basic shapes, the sooner I could work on the sauces.  
 
      
 
    I put a bit of flour on the large wooden countertop before dropping the rested dough onto it. The flour would help the slightly sticky dough from sticking to the work surface while I worked with it. I kneaded the dough for a few minutes before rolling it out on the smooth wooden countertop. It took a few rounds with the rolling pin, but I got the dough nice and thin. The dough was so wide that I had to cut it into sections to make it manageable, and I put the extra sections to the side while I worked on several noodle cuts. 
 
      
 
    Back on Earth, I’d been quarantined in my apartment for several months when I was younger and had gotten so bored that I watched a bunch of Internet videos on how to make pasta. I didn’t remember all the techniques for everything, especially the ones that required specialized tools, but there were plenty of simple shapes that I could recreate by hand.  
 
      
 
    The first type of pasta I made was Cavateli. I rolled a strip of the dough with my hands until it looked like a four-foot length of rope then cut a bit off the end until I had about a dozen mint-sized sections of dough. Using my fat thumb, I rolled the dough away from me which initially flattened it and then curled it upon itself. This created a simple, curled, u-shaped little noodle that would hold a sauce in its groove.  
 
      
 
    Next was Culurgionis--or miniature pasta tacos, as I call them. I cut out a circular area from the rolled out sheet of dough and then, after placing a small amount of potato filling in the center, I rolled the edges around the filling and pinched them shut until it looked like a taco-shaped dumpling.  
 
      
 
    After that, I moved onto swirly pasta. I couldn’t for the life of me recall the actual name, but I made it by cutting a long strip from the rolled out dough and rolling the edge of the strip forward onto a small rod that I’d taken from the alchemy area with my fingers, which made the pasta curl in on itself in swirly shape.   
 
      
 
    Lastly, I made Fettuccine noodles. I rolled the last sheet of dough I’d set aside and used the rolling pin to thin it out until it was starting to get translucent. Then I cut off the edges, so that I had a proper thin rectangle of dough to work with, and rolled it on itself like I was rolling up extra wrapping paper, only not quite as tight, until I was left with a flattened rectangle roll of thin dough about three inches wide. I took my knife and cut widthwise, quarter-inch strips, which left me with long noodles that I loosened up into a pile of ready-to-cook noodles. 
 
      
 
    I got a notification telling me that I’d invented something new after finishing each type of new pasta and that I’d gained a new class skill point. The notification gave me the option to name each, and I did, though I didn’t get too cute with the name and kept it traditional: Cavateli, Swirly pasta, and Culurgionis. When I didn't get a chance to name the Fettuccine, I recalled that Niala had already explained that they’d been invented by the elves already and were called Thin Noodles.  
 
      
 
    Still, I was happy to see that I’d gotten class skill points for several of the pastas I’d made. Perhaps it had something to do with their shapes not being normal long noodles? Either way, they were the extent of what I could make right now.  
 
      
 
    The sauces, though, were always much more fun for me to make. Even with these few types, it was possible to mix and match several different types of sauces with different noodles for a variety of combinations. I already had a simple marinara sauce, so now I just needed more types of sauces.  
 
      
 
    I started to prepare the vegetables, milk, and cheeses that I’d set aside.  
 
      
 
    For the cheese sauce, I melted butter in a saucepan over medium heat and then stirred in flour and salt until the mixture was smooth. Then I slowly poured milk into the mixture while continuously stirring until it was smooth. Once it started bubbling, I added the Spiderling cheese and stirred it until it was thoroughly melted and creamy looking.  
 
      
 
    Next, I heated oil in a skillet over medium-high heat then stirred in the flour and thinly sliced spicy Cactucus roots, reduced the heat to medium and cooked it until the mixture was lightly brown, stirring constantly to prevent the flour from burning. I gradually stirred in the pulped core of the Spiny Cushion, my tomato substitute, water, and salt into the mixture until it was smooth and slightly thickened. It wasn’t exactly like the enchilada sauce I’d made on Earth, but was close in heat, texture, and consistency. Although, because of the color of the Spiny Cushion core, the sauce had a distinct purple hue. 
 
      
 
    As I finished the sauces, the gnomes on my team returned with a table, gnome-sized chairs, plates, utensils, and drinks. They watched and talked as I combined the sauces with the noodles. I had to fabricate more noodles to complete all the combinations, but when I was finished, I had created four new food dishes that I got class skill points for and named: Cheesy Swirly Noodles, Spicy Culurgioni, Marinara Boats, and Marinara Potato Pasta Tacos. 
 
      
 
    The gnomes enjoyed trying the different foods, and even though Mary thought the Spicy Culurgioni was a bit too spicy, she still had two servings of the dish. Niala enjoyed the Fettucini and cheese sauce the most, which I thought boded well as it was one of my favorites back on Earth too. I had been surprised at how easy the dish was to make when I first tried learning how to cook it and had therefore made it a part of my weekly meals. The heavy cream, butter, and cheese in the sauce likely had something to do with my life-ending heart attack, but I would never regret the many meals of the dish I’d enjoyed. 
 
      
 
    In addition to enjoying the food, the researchers brainstormed advancements for their specialties to make up for their combat deficits.  
 
      
 
    “Perhaps a better tool is needed to disperse your alchemical potions, Ragnomrok?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    He slurped up a long curly noodle covered with cheese sauce and then, before taking his next bite, asked, “Is there something you have in mind?” 
 
      
 
    I’d already thought about how to craft what I was about to say so that it wouldn’t appear too foreign. “Well, the Metalmen who worked on organics used a variety of devices to better inject or disperse their potions. The hypodermic needle, for instance, injects a liquid beneath the skin or into a vein to quickly administer a potion. It might be worthwhile to see how that affects the absorption rate of a healing potion or, in the case of an enemy, a poison. Alternatively, a Frangible Grenade is a special kind of glass container meant to break apart after being thrown to create and spread a fire, chemical, or even gas. With that, you could cover a larger area.” 
 
      
 
    “A gas? I think the last thing he needs is more gas.” Mary said while waving her hand in front of her nose. 
 
      
 
    I’d have grimaced at the mistake, but it reflected the shadow mage’s lack of knowledge of chemistry and the noble gasses. Instead, I clarified, “Not that kind of gas--more like a smoke to create confusion or incapacitate an enemy.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, I’ve heard of some of those,” Niala commented. “Herbalists burn some of their plants to dull the senses of their patients or cause hallucination.” 
 
      
 
    Ragnomrok nodded. “There are vapors from chemicals that can harm, I suppose. I’ve known several careless alchemist apprentices who have smelled a concoction they were not supposed to and suffered for it: burns in the eyes, coughing and vomiting, liquids coming from other places.” 
 
      
 
    Mary gave the young gnome a disgusted look then pushed away her plate of purple-sauced Spicy Culurgioni. 
 
      
 
    I pushed the disturbing image of a young gnome losing fluids through various orifices out of my head. “Well, yes. It’s not my specialty, but just consider what your Alchemist fire could have done if you had a better delivery system for it. Even if not used for something as destructive, then perhaps consider a healing potion delivered to a group all at once.” 
 
      
 
    “It isn’t a terrible idea. I’ll have to think on it. But these Metalman tools . . . Do you think you could make them for me?” Ragnomrok asked. 
 
      
 
    “Of course,” I agreed. “You come up with the potion,s and I’ll find a way for you to deliver them.” 
 
      
 
    “Speaking of things needing your help--he held up his damaged armor--“Could you fix this now that we’re back? It’s awfully annoying to have one arm moving slower than the other.” 
 
      
 
    “Of course,” I replied and grabbed some of the materials from the smithy side of the room before sitting next to the gnome and activating my repair tool. The tool extended from my arm, and the green light projected onto the damaged armored arm, returning it to a pristine condition layer by layer.  
 
      
 
    With the proper materials on hand, it was only a quarter-hour to completely repair not only the clockwork armor’s damaged arm but also the other cracks, dents, and shifted parts. When I was done, you’d be hard pressed to tell it had ever been in a big battle with giant insects. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, that’s much better. Thank you, Mr. Repair,” Gnomez said while he moved his arms and tested out the range of motion his suit provided. “I think there are a few adjustments to the design I can make, both internally and with some of the overlapping armor. I’ll work up a blueprint, and we can see how it works.” He paused after he made his statement, looked at me, and added hesitantly, “I mean, if you’d be willing to help me improve my armor a bit more?” 
 
      
 
    It was the first time he’d asked me for help, and I didn’t want to waste his effort. I quickly nodded and said, “Of course, Researcher Gnomez. I’d be happy to help you. Helping you improve your designs helps us improve our chances of winning this competition.” Then I turned to address the entire group. “I’m happy to help everyone. Just as I hope you’re all willing to help me. We’ll win or lose this thing based on how well we come together. And I for one intend to win it all.” 
 
      
 
    There were cheers from everyone at the statement, and they continued to chat as they consumed the last bits of food and drink. Before long, the gnomes finished and gave their goodbyes, promising to drop in soon to discuss some of the ideas that they’d be working on to improve our combat capabilities. Niala left last, the only one to thank me for the food, and I was left with Parker and the rest of the day to repair and work on my projects. 
 
    


  

 
   
    Chapter 20  
 
      
 
      
 
    With the gnomes gone from my laboratory, I was finally able to look at the gains from the day's labor.  
 
      
 
    Name: Repair 
 
    Race: Metalman 
 
    Class: Artificer (Inventor) Level 8 
 
    XP to Next Level: 45,899 XP 
 
    Weight: 150 lbs 
 
    Carrying Capacity: 160/195 lbs 
 
    Stat Points Available: 0 
 
    Class Points Available: 7 
 
    Money: 3 gold 21 silver 32 copper 
 
    AC: 18 (steel) 
 
      
 
    Looking over my character sheet, I saw the increased XP from fighting in the dungeon. The gains were minimal compared to the previous weeks since I was no longer grinding to reach the minimum level to enter the Ultimate Research Warrior Competition. But 195 XP wasn’t terrible considering all that XP was split between so many people. The nest of Formids would make a good place to grind XP if I could set up fortifications in advance.  
 
      
 
    In addition to the XP gains, I’d also gained a point in Firearms, which was good since my rifle was my primary weapon and I could use all the help I could get. I’d noticed that every level in the skill made aiming just a little easier, and I could only imagine what a badass sharpshooter I would be if I’d chosen that shooting specialization instead of Inventor.  
 
      
 
    But I’d chosen Inventor as my class specialization for a good reason and as I looked at the number of new class skill points I’d gained today, I knew I’d chosen well. I had 7 new class skill points. If I added the 4 I’d gotten yesterday, that was a total of 11 points in just two days. I’d not gained that much from leveling after multiple months. Grinding out class skill quests had gained me more, but even that was spread out over many weeks.  
 
      
 
    No, choosing the Inventor class had been the right call if I wanted to expand my class capabilities quickly by exploiting my earth knowledge of new inventions. It was something I’d have to continue to pursue. But for now, I needed to focus on what I best benefited from spending those points on.  
 
      
 
    “Dark Gods, I didn’t think they’d ever leave,” a voice said. 
 
      
 
    In an instant, my character sheet disappeared from my view. I pulled my loaded Flintlock Rifle from my internal inventory and aimed it toward the sound of the voice, a crate in the back of the room near my blacksmith anvil. 
 
      
 
    “Whoever you are, come out slowly with your hands in the air,” I said, my finger on the trigger of the rifle. 
 
      
 
    The crate slowly tipped backward, revealing a short person crouched down underneath it who was covered in all black clothing, including a hair and face mask that just barely showed the green skin around his eyes. “Woah. Hold it there, boss. It’s just me, Ninja Stan.” The goblin held hands up in the air with palms out. 
 
      
 
    I sent the rifle in my hands back to my internal inventory and shook my head as I said, “What in the world are you doing hiding in my lab? I almost shot you, thinking you were some thief or something.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, asked me to do a job for you, and I’m here to report my findings. I’m paid well for my discretion and didn’t think you’d want me to let the gnomes here know what I found out, so I snuck in and have been hiding under that crate while waiting to get you alone.” 
 
      
 
    I shrugged my shoulders, understanding his reasoning. “I can’t blame you for doing the job I paid you for. And yes, I appreciate the discretion. Sorry for pointing my rifle at you. What did you find out?” 
 
      
 
    Though his mask covered everything except his eyes, I could see a slight stretching of the fabric around his mouth, which I took to be a smile. “Well, I’ll start with the dwarves. If you’ve ever dealt with them before, you’ll know they’re a bunch of metal fiends. They’ve had an obsession with creating the best weapons and armor for their entire history, not for use in itself--though they are more than happy to see their creations in action--but because they’re the most competitive group of rock heads in existence and have to be the best at anything related to smithing and metalwork.” 
 
      
 
    I thought about the two dwarves I knew, the Diva cousins: Devena and Dannie. The first time I’d met them, they had challenged our goblin team to a competition to see who could mine the most while fending off the waves of dungeon monsters attacking us. It fit with what Stan was telling me. “Yeah, I know what you mean. But what’s the dwarf team developing for the competition?” 
 
      
 
    “That’s what I’m trying to tell you: I don’t know exactly what it is. It’s something metal. I heard them talking about how it was lighter than steel but almost as strong. They’re planning on revealing a whole range of weapons and armor using this new metal, including one of those dwarven boomsticks you pointed at me.” 
 
      
 
    “What? They’re researching firearms?” I asked. I’d thought that the rifling technique I’d used on the dwarven musket design was going to be my ace in the hole when it came to the competition.  
 
      
 
    I started pacing as Stan continued. “They’re the ones that invented it in the first place, aren’t they? Only seems natural for them to make them better.” 
 
      
 
    I slapped my head with a clang. “I guess you’re right. Do you know what they’ve done? I can’t imagine they’re just improving the base material of a Flintlock Musket.” 
 
      
 
    The goblin shook his head. “Sorry. They’re keeping their weapons deep underground and guarded at all hours of the day. I could hear the great loud explosions even from where I was hiding, but I never got a chance to see exactly what they were doing.” 
 
      
 
    I didn’t know what to say. The Gnomish Research Institute had a great team, but firearm development wasn’t something they’d done. If anything, the gnomes seemed to think the dwarven boomsticks were a joke. It was only when I showed them the results of my rifling technique and the gains in accuracy and damage that they had taken it even remotely seriously. Even then, they still seemed to think that their other projects held more merit.  
 
      
 
    “The dwarves aren’t the only ones with those firearms either,” the goblin informed me. 
 
      
 
    “Who else?” 
 
      
 
    “The Goblin Research Center had something like it too. It wasn’t like yours though. It was rough and much bigger. They were dragging it along with their steam engines.” 
 
      
 
    “Steam engines?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, you know: those big iron contraptions that they used to use in the factories before they started to get replaced with the gnome machines.” 
 
      
 
    “No, I know what a steam engine is. I’m just surprised that the GRC would develop them in this way.” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t see why you would be. Goblins don’t have much magic, so we’re pretty good with machines and tools.” 
 
      
 
    I nodded and continued to pace. My worries compounded with this new information. It almost sounded like the goblins had made something like a cannon from what Ninja Stan said. While I could make something similar with enough time, I didn’t think I could create a locomotive engine to transport it. Besides, I didn’t need to copy the goblins or dwarves but exceed their work.  
 
      
 
    “What about the other groups? Did you have anything on the rest of them?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    Ninja Stan nodded. “Only vague information. The Mage’s Guild has a new long-distance war spell that’s supposed to be able to destroy a small village. The Clockwork Association has something they’ve been keeping under wraps that I couldn’t get to, but it was a vehicle of some kind. There are a few other research groups but no one big enough to worry about.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, at least that’s something to be grateful for. I can at least focus on my major competitors.” I was lost in thought for a minute before recalling that the goblin was just sitting there waiting for me. “Thank you for your hard work. Please keep an eye on the other groups and let me know if you learn anything else.” 
 
      
 
    “Sure, boss. But if you want to keep me on retainer, It’ll require a fee,” he said while rubbing the tips of the fingers of his right hand together. 
 
      
 
    “Of course.” I handed the goblin more silver to keep him working, and he bowed his head slightly before disappearing in a cloud of smoke.  
 
      
 
    I shook my head in admiration at the departed goblin’s stealth skills. No matter how many times I saw him disappear in a cloud of smoke, it was impressive. I couldn’t find hide nor hair of the goblin I’d aptly given the ‘ninja’ moniker.  
 
      
 
    Instead of continuing to search for Ninja Stan, I returned to the task I’d set for myself before the goblin gave me his report. I had to decide how I’d spend the 7 class skill points I’d gained from my food inventions. 
 
      
 
    I pulled up my class options. 
 
      
 
    Fabrication V - Ability to create any medium magical item in the schematic database. Requires Fabrication IV. Requires 5 class skill points.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                             
 
    Mass production I- Ability to create any mundane small item in large quantities instead of individually. Requires Fabrication I. Requires 3 class skill points.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                              
 
    Schematic Modification I - Ability to modify one parameter of an existing schematic, creating a new one. Requires Fabrication IV. Requires 2 class skill points.                                                                                                                                                                                                     
 
    Improve Armor II  - Can increase armor class through the use of fabrication. Requires Fabrication II. Requires 2 class skill points.                                                                                                                                                                                                                   
 
    Integrated Weapons - Allows for weapons created to be integrated into the frame. Requires Fabrication III. Requires 1 class skill point.                                                                                                                 
 
      
 
    Internal Storage Weight Reduction - Reduce the weight of items in internal storage by 10% per total class skill points spent. Requires at least 2 class skill point. Repeatable. Current points: 2                                                                                                                                                                         
 
    Internal Storage Increased Slots - Increase the number of internal storage slots by the total of class skill points spent. Requires at least 1 class skill point. Repeatable. Current points: 2                                                                                                                                                                         
 
    Improve Efficiency When Deconstructing - Increase efficiency when using Deconstructing tool by 10% per total class skill points spent. Requires at least 1 class skill point. Repeatable.  Current points: 2                                                                                                   
 
     
 
    Improve Efficiency When Repairing - Increase efficiency when Repairing by 10% per total class points spent. Requires at least 1 class skill point. Repeatable.                                                                                                                                                                         
 
    Improve Efficiency When Crafting - Increase efficiency when using Crafting by 10% per total class skill points spent. Requires at least 1 class skill point. Repeatable. Current points: 3                                                                                                                                                           
 
    Improved Scanning - Gives a greater chance for the successful scan of higher tier items and gear to be scanned as schema. Increase success chance by 10% per total class skill point spent. Requires at least 1 class skill point. Repeatable.                                                                                                   
 
     
 
    Advanced Infusion - Allows for additional commands to be added to the infusion process like timers, or trigger commands. Requires Fabrication IV. Requires 3 class skill points. 
 
      
 
    7 points was a lot, but I also had a lot of choices available to me. I’d pushed my fabrication abilities as much as I needed to unless I wanted to make magical medium-sized items, which wouldn’t help me since my primary weapon, the rifle, was in the large category. Additionally, though I wouldn’t turn down a magical rifle, I didn’t think I’d find one to create a schematic from. It would have to be something I made myself, which negated the need for the fabrication upgrade. Mass production seemed like a waste right now. Sure, I could fabricate a dozen minié balls in a second, but what would be the point? I’d increased my fabrication speed through other traits, and increased my dexterity enough that fabricating a small item only took a few seconds anyway.  
 
      
 
    No, if I was going to win the upcoming competition, I needed an edge. I decided to unlock more Metalman technology. It was risky since I didn’t know if I’d be able to use the new abilities effectively or that they’d be useful at all, but without new crafting options, I’d only continue to rely on my old tricks, which my competition seemed to be learning. Before I could change my mind, I unlocked Integrated Weapons, and Advanced Infusion. That would eat up 4 of my 7 class skill points, and I decided to put the rest in internal storage weight reduction, giving me a 40% weight reduction. It might not seem like a lot, but the ability to carry more repair materials might mean the difference between being able to fix myself up or not in critical situations. 
 
      
 
    Having chosen my new abilities, I knew from experience that the best way to experiment safely would be in the Stasis Program. To activate that, I needed to initiate a task that would take more than a few minutes--which I already had plenty to choose from.  
 
      
 
    Before I started, I wanted to fix Parker and replace his missing legs. The mechanical spider limped over from next to the warm oven, where he’d been sitting since we came back to the lab. I knelt next to him and patted him on his back. “Sorry for making you wait, buddy. I’ll get right on replacing those legs.” The spider leaned into the pats but remained silent otherwise. I took the last bit of steel from the stores delivered this morning, dropped them into my internal inventory, and activated the repair tool in my left forearm. I already had a full schematic of Parker, so the tool already knew how to replace the missing limbs. As the process started, the green light emitted from the tool and began building new legs for Parker a layer at a time. 
 
      
 
    Both Parker and I stayed perfectly still while his legs were rebuilt, which I found mentally odd since every other creature I could think of moved, even slightly, with the activity of life: lungs breathed, hearts pumped blood, and muscles twitched minutely despite an organism's best efforts to remain still. Yet, my mechanical spider and I could stay still as statues for an infinite amount of time. My thoughts meandered through the other benefits of being a Metalman, like not needing to breathe and how I could hypothetically walk along an ocean’s bottom to explore strange new lands or go into gas-filled caves without danger or hide by burying myself in a hole and simply waiting until danger passed. It was an interesting mental exercise that ended when the repair on Parker was finally done.  
 
      
 
    The knee-high spider wiggled and tested out his new legs, walking around the room, before returning to me and holding up his two front legs, a clear signal that he wanted more pets--which I was only too happy to oblige him with for the next few minutes.  
 
      
 
    While I could play with Parker all night, I had other tasks ahead of me. I activated the Metalman ability Improve Stats. The list of improvable stats along with their material and temporal costs popped up in front of me. Unfortunately, unlike the +1 upgrade which had only taken 3 hours, the +2 upgrades took 12 hours each. Even with the materials that I’d received from gnomes, I wouldn’t have time to upgrade every one of my stats. So, like any good min-maxer, I chose the one that benefited me the most.  
 
      
 
    Dexterity - Tin (+2)  
 
    Hours to complete upgrade: 12 hours 
 
      
 
    Dexterity not only affected my hit chance with my ranged weapon but also impacted the speed at which I could fabricate, deconstruct, and repair. I started the program and was given the expected choice to enter the Stasis Program. I accepted, and the world around me faded to black. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 21  
 
      
 
      
 
    When my vision returned, I found myself in the Stasis program loading entrance, a vast white space that I think was meant to reflect the endless possibilities of the program. That, or whoever programmed this area was too lazy to make something interesting and left it blank. A moment later, a notification appeared with three system options. 
 
      
 
    Practice 
 
    Skill and Ability Trees 
 
    Memories 
 
      
 
    Normally, I’d jump right into the Practice option to work on a crafting project--and heavens knew I had a list of things I want to work on. But I also felt like I needed some inspiration if I was going to up my game enough to overcome the competition in the upcoming competition. So, I selected Memories instead. 
 
      
 
    Red, gold, and white images and blurry moving pictures materialized in the air around me. The gold images were my personal memories from when I was a human on Earth. Every moment from birth to death was laid out before me. I was tempted to sit and relive the best of those experiences: my first kiss, my first bite of cake at a birthday party, the sweet caress of the few lovers I’d had, and most tempting, the time I had spent with my parents before their deaths. Yet, with an effort and a pang of my metal heart, I dismissed those memories. Earth was lost to me, as was that life. Going over it would only lead me down a well of regret and longing.  
 
      
 
    The white memories were of my life here in this city, and there weren’t many of them. Compared to the other two types of memories, these were the fewest and clearest as I’d only been in this world as Repair the Metalman for a few months. There was also a temptation to relive my first night with Niala, but it was much easier to ignore when I realized that I would rather create new memories with her than relive old ones. 
 
      
 
    It was the last type of memory, the ones tinged in a vibrant red, that I was most interested in this time. These were the Repair’s memories before he was me. Or I was him. They were the memories of whatever he had been before my soul got stuffed into this frame. The last time I’d accessed his memories, I’d learned that the Metalman had lived a remarkably uneventful and short life. He had been created by a race called the Ancients, some very creepy-looking insect people, and spent his brief existence as a repair drone of sorts, fixing other Metalmen as they were damaged in battle. Repair’s life had ended when the enemy overwhelmed the Metalman camp. Though history remembers the ancient mechanical race, there’s little evidence--aside from my memories--of the group that destroyed them. Perhaps the two destroyed each other or something else happened entirely. 
 
      
 
    Still, it was to these memories that I would devote a bit of time. I didn’t want to unravel the history or identity of the group the Metalmen were fighting but rather to see exactly what the Metalman were capable of and hope for a little inspiration into what I could accomplish.  
 
      
 
    I’d seen, or rather lived, through his eyes before, but I didn’t need that level of immersion this time, and the memories passed by me like I was fast-forwarding through a movie. I focused on the scenes where Repair interacted with other Metalmen. It was his main function to fix other damaged members of his race, but most of the repairs were to superficial parts of soldiers. The rate at which he fixed damaged outer plating showed me that Repair had never reached a high level in his life. At level 8, I was already able to use the fabricate, deconstruct, and repair functions more quickly than he could. However, Repair had access to much higher materials and schematics than I did. After all, he also repaired exotic weapons that put even the guns of Earth to shame.  
 
      
 
    I watched as Repair broke down Metalman too damaged to be fixed into their component metals, woods, and other materials and then use those materials to repair other Metalman and their weapons. In particular, I was fascinated by one scene. 
 
      
 
    Repair ran through a forest, dodging left and right around trees, with loud booms and explosions echoing around him. It was initially unclear where he was going until he broke through a clearing and I saw the battle. Ten-foot-tall Metalmen, bristling with spiked purple-tinged metal plating, swung giant swords, mauls, and axes. Some of the weapons even replaced hands with what I recognized as being a product of Integrated Weapons ability. They looked like living suits of hulking armor. 
 
      
 
    The Metalman Brutes were facing off against an army of monstrous amalgamations of flesh and bone, and no two looked exactly alike. The sight of the flesh abominations made me pause the replay and take a step back. Only a week ago, I’d fought just such an amalgamation: a mage named Harrison Freud who merged with a troll and a yeti-like monster. It had been such a difficult battle that not all of our group had survived it. I stared at the frozen scene, noticing the differences between them and what Harrison had become.     
 
      
 
    While Harrison had gained the dungeon monster’s eight-foot height, he was short in comparison to the size of the creatures fighting the Metalmen. Some of the more vaguely humanoid ones fought standing upright and were almost two stories tall. They had extra arms, legs, and even extra heads. Others were more like gigantic animals. While they only stood around ten feet tall, they were just as wide at the shoulder as they were tall. These animal amalgamations had a mixture of monster parts that included giant scorpion tails, heavy elephant-like feet, spider legs, bear claws, and porcupine quills. They fought with tooth and claw and every other odd body part. 
 
      
 
    Was it a coincidence that Harrison had become something like these creatures, or had he somehow discovered magic similar to what was used to create those monsters? Or worse, had this ancient and powerful enemy of the Metalman returned to the world? Was it because I’d returned as a Metalman? No matter how much I thought about it, I could not see an answer. I could only hope that it was a singular coincidence or that Harrison alone stumbled upon such magic because the alternatives were too disturbing. Regardless, I knew that I’d have to visit a certain neighborhood witch to discuss the revelations I’d seen.  
 
      
 
    In the meantime, I still needed to learn what I could from the fight. Perhaps I’d even discover a way to fight such monsters effectively.   
 
      
 
    I restarted the memory and realized that the giant flesh monsters were not alone. Behind each front-line creature, there were numerous smaller monsters that slipped between the larger creatures to nip and harass the Metalmen Brutes. But the large Metalmen held the line, pushing them back with great swings of their weapons whenever they tried to get by them.  
 
      
 
    Then the pace of the battle shifted as the flesh creations charged the line of Metalmen Brutes. The giant monsters smashed into the waiting Metalmen with such force that the ten-foot-tall defenders were pushed down into the ground up to their calves. For a moment, it seemed inevitable that they’d be overpowered. But though the giant Metalmen bent back, they did not break. Their powerful mechanical arms strained as they pushed the monsters back inch by inch until they at last repelled the charge. Some of the bipedal creatures fell backward, while the animal amalgamations merely stumbled. Still, it was all the space the Metalmen needed. Their weapons glowed with energy, and they struck back. Monstrous limbs were hacked off, flesh was pierced and pummeled, and thick black blood went flying in all directions.  
 
      
 
    Curiously, the giant monsters didn’t seem fazed by the loss of limb or flesh. Then I watched as tentacles shot out from their bodies, lashing out at the smaller nearby monsters before wrapping around them and pulling the creatures back into themselves. Gaping wounds knitted closed, lost flesh seemed to heal instantly, and the abominations struck back at the Metalmen with the ferocity of crazed animals. One creature’s claws were deflected by a Metalman sword, but its giant scorpion tail shot past and pierced the shoulder of a Metalman Brute with such force that it nearly tore the limb from its socket.  
 
      
 
    With the Metalman Brutes struggling to hold their own against the giant flesh monsters, the smaller surviving abominations were able to slip past. These creatures were just as odd a mixture of creatures as their giant counterparts, but they had multiple legs that seemed to give them great speed and running power. 
 
      
 
    Thankfully, the Metalmen Brutes were supported by a group of smaller allies of their own. Fighters covered in metal and stone plating covered gaps between five six-foot-tall spiked walls that extended for a hundred feet in either direction. These warriors met their enemies with shields, swords, and even fists. Yet, for every creature they cut down, it seemed like two more appeared from the enemy lines. The metal warriors started to fall. First one and then another of the defenders was killed. Their metal arms were pulled out by fleshy tentacles, armor plates were ripped apart by monstrous claws, and the gears and pistons were pried from their chests by frenzied fangs.  
 
      
 
    It seemed like the swarm of creatures would soon overwhelm them, yet despite the losses, the Metalmen defended down to the last line. These mechanical men were the shortest and thinnest yet. They were covered in white- or copper-colored plates and walked in circles around stacks of wood. Repair, along with a group of other wood-plated Metalmen, ran toward the circle and dumped more wood out of their internal inventories. The stacks must have reached some predetermined resource requirement because there was a flash of light, and the piles of material came together and rose from the ground to form a two-story watchtower.  
 
      
 
    I was confused about its purpose with a battle so close until three Metalmen covered in dark metal ran from the treeline and scaled the watchtower with the ease of veteran climbers. I watched, transfixed, as they looked down upon the battle from the top of the tower. Their backs and arms broke apart, briefly revealing inner workings, and then came back together to form into long metallic tubes. The Metalmen aimed the dark tubes at their enemies, and a bright light started to glow from the tips of the weapons. The light grew brighter and brighter, making it look like they were charging up. Then, just when I thought they couldn’t gather any more power, a blue beam of energy streamed from the tube right over the Brutes’ heads and slammed into the monstrous creatures. The beams drilled through one monster's head, causing it to explode, and then cut right and left, slicing away flesh and bone with sickening ease. Everywhere the beam passed, creatures were left in smoking pieces with cauterized body parts raining to the ground where they fell on and crushed the lesser monsters trying to swarm past. The abominations howled in pain and fear and tried to twist away from the deadly energy beam, but they were stopped by the Metalmen who grabbed and held the monsters as their flesh was burned away until they were nothing more than severed body parts, no longer merged.  
 
      
 
    The energy beam from the watchtower cut out and the three Metalmen sagged as if they’d spent too much energy and had to recover. But their attack had taken down the largest threats, letting their massive metal-clad allies turn their attention to the lesser monster composites. Without their protectors, the weird creatures were caught between two Metalman forces, and they were summarily bashed, slashed, and pierced to pieces. While some of the creatures repeated their larger cousins’ trick of absorbing the flesh of nearby allies to regenerate, not all seemed to be able to do it, and their numbers slowly started to fall.  
 
      
 
    This loss was exacerbated when the three dark Metalmen in the watchtower recovered and started to fire into the mass of the lesser flesh abominations once again. Their energy beams cut the creatures in half, and the energy even seemed to stop even the ones with the absorption ability from recovering. Soon, the creatures sensed their inevitable demise, and the surviving ones broke and fled back into the forest behind them. 
 
      
 
    Repair ran to the stately Metalmen who’d fabricated the watchtower. They spoke to him, but I could not hear what they said with the way I was watching the memories. I wondered if I should enter the memory, which would let me experience the scene as Repair had, but dismissed the when ran past the walls to scan and repair the damaged Metalmen fighters.  
 
      
 
    The memory continued to play out before me at an accelerated speed as Repair spent the rest of his time at the battle site fixing combatants and unceremoniously breaking down those that were beyond repair for their resources. Their components were used by the advanced Metalman which I could only assume was a type of Artificer that specialized in fabricating buildings. It was a specialization I’d been offered when I hit level 5, but I’d chosen Inventor instead. Watching the glimpses of what the Builders could do, I almost regretted my decision.  
 
      
 
    The specialized Artificers appeared to work in small groups. They quickly raised buildings while also giving out bonuses to other Metalmen who worked to gather the materials they needed. A repair tent went up first, and it was followed by more watchtowers, a ten-foot-tall stone wall, and several general-purpose stone buildings. It was an impressive achievement that only took hours instead of the weeks or even months that traditional builders would take. 
 
      
 
    Not seeing anything else useful, I stopped the memory and considered what I could take away from what I’d seen. While I’d faced off against and eventually defeated the monstrous mage Harrison Freud, I now knew that true flesh abominations were terrible enemies that even the Metalmen at their peak had trouble with. I imagined myself trying to fight one of the kaiju-sized flesh monsters that I’d seen, and I practically shivered at the thought. If the Metalman fighters had been ripped apart, there was nothing that I could do to even damage such a creature, much less win a fight. At least, not with my current technology and level.

  

 
   
    Chapter 22  
 
      
 
      
 
    I stood in front of the memory review screens with Repair’s life laid out before me. The battle he’d been part of gave me a glimpse at the ancient enemies of the Metalman race. It was a rare firsthand account of forgotten history that gave me some inspiration for what I could do as a member of that artificial race of beings. The Metalmen had been able to overcome the tremendous power of their enemy and I wanted--no, I needed--that power for myself.  
 
      
 
    The biggest takeaway from watching the Metalmen fight the Flesh Kiju was a reinforced desire to fully upgrade my main ranged weapon and to work out some ways to multiply the damage I was doing. I didn’t have the technical skills or schematics to build anything quite like the beam weapon the Metalmen used, but I hypothesized that its main feature was its ability to penetrate the enemy’s defenses and negate the ability to heal. From my fight with Harrison, I’d learned that both acid and fire could cauterize an abomination's wounds and stop them from healing. The biggest drawback for me was that I had a rather limited mana pool from which I could create those effects through Infusion. In addition, it took extra time to imbue those effects onto a minié ball while in the midst of loading my rifle and then even more of my attention to activate the effect by voice command.  
 
      
 
    I shook my head as I went over all of the extra steps that I needed to take to create the special ammunition and how it would only be temporarily enchanted. What I really needed was permanently enchanted ammunition that could be made in advance and used by others, namely my teammates.  
 
      
 
    I dismissed the memory recall mode, and the column of memories disappeared from around me, leaving me back in the blank white space.  
 
      
 
    “Command: Activate Practice mode - Advanced Infusion,” I ordered the program.  
 
      
 
    There was a blur of energy, and my laboratory appeared around me. I was confused for a moment until I recalled that the program would create the best environment for me to practice a skill or ability based on the items I’d scanned. I guessed that the program felt that my lab was that place for this ability.  
 
      
 
    I’d purchased the class ability Advanced Infusion while hoping that it would provide me with a solution to the permanently enchanted ammunition problem, but quite frankly, I didn’t even know how the ability worked yet.  
 
      
 
    “Inquiry: How does Advanced Infusion function?” 
 
      
 
    Advanced Infusion allows for additional commands to be added to the infusion process like timers, or trigger commands. Commands are only limited by structured orders and the infusion designated. Additional mana costs for infusion commands are based on the complexity of the commands. Designated commands may be saved for future use. 
 
      
 
    I felt disappointed by the answer that appeared in front of me. While it clarified what the ability did, at least to a degree, I’d hoped that it would provide me with a means of creating a permanent infusion. I’d spent the skill points without fully understanding what I was purchasing and just hoped it was still going to be a useful investment.  
 
      
 
    I understood that the basic form of infusion had several key limitations. I had to learn infusions by scanning spells from magical texts or from spells cast by mages, priests, or other spell casters. I had to have the material and mana costs available on hand to infuse a spell. I couldn’t infuse a spell into living material, only non-living material. I also knew that the base trigger for an infused spell’s activation was the verbal call of the spell name after it was infused. Even within these boundaries, I’d managed to invent some interesting effects. I routinely infused damage spells into my rifle ammunition and activated it once it was embedded in an enemy for additional damage. I also used an infused fire spell as a type of verbal trigger to cause a makeshift black powder bomb to explode. Beyond these innovative examples, I could copy spells from any spellcaster I could spell scan and use it, paying higher mana and component costs. This has given me a wide range of spells like light, heal, earth grasp, minor regeneration, minor telekinesis, and firebolt. I had more, but the point was that I wasn’t limited to what I could copy, only how I could use it effectively. I’d never been able to use heal, for example, because it had a divine favor requirement, but I had no problem using minor regeneration as long as I had a supply of the component cost and mana available. Even though I had earth grasp and minor telekinesis, I’d rarely used them as they didn’t play into my combat style and required too many specific circumstances to be useful in a fight when it was just easier and more effective to infuse a damage spell into my ammunition and kill an enemy.  
 
      
 
    However, from what the Metalman OS was telling me, that might just change.  
 
      
 
    “Inquiry: How do I create an infusion command?” 
 
      
 
    Specify the Infusion Command structure and cost and limitation information will be provided. Commands may be saved at the user’s request for future use. 
 
      
 
    I scratched my head as I tried to parse the answer. I had little idea what to do exactly, but that was exactly what this Stasis Program was for. I could try every crazy thing that I wanted, and even if it failed explosively, I was safe since it was only a simulation. 
 
      
 
    “Infusion Command: Proximity trigger - Activate infusion when an enemy comes within range.” 
 
      
 
    Invalid command structure - define ‘enemy’, define ‘range’, define ‘infusion’. 
 
      
 
    “Oh,” I said out loud. It was going to be that kind of system. I could already see that there were variables that I needed to define for this to work. Just like creating macros in the Metalman OS, it was going to be like programming code to create infusion commands. To program effectively, I’d need an example of what I was dealing with. 
 
      
 
    “Command: Please show me an example of an infusion command.” 
 
      
 
    Default command: Verbal activation  
 
      
 
    What followed were lines of code that determined exactly what constitutes a verbal activation. By default, the command trigger word was the spell name itself. This was just the definition of the ‘verbal trigger’ that I used when activating the infusion. I could change that setting by individually defining a new phrase, but it was an automatically generated phrase that I didn’t need to think about. However, even nested within that code, there were variables that I’d taken for granted like how the system defined the infusion that I was referring to, the way that the system knew to take the cost of the components and mana when I infused the spell by referencing an infusion database entry created when I scanned a spell, or checks to determine if the material I was trying to infuse was non-living.  
 
      
 
    By creating custom commands, I was introducing new variables that hadn’t been defined yet. It was a similar problem to what I’d encountered when training Parker. I had to define in strict terms what he should do when there was more than one enemy, which to prioritize, how to sneak attack, and how to create traps using his native abilities to dig and create sticky webs. 
 
      
 
    Using the admittedly scarce programming skills I’d picked on Earth, I used the Metalman OS command system to create definitions for the variables I needed and then nested those variables into more complex commands. It took hours of work and testing to get the coding right before I was comfortable with the programmed infusions commands, and I made several mistakes that would have damaged me if I’d used them in real life. 
 
      
 
    I tried to create a base infusion command that would act like a proximity trigger, and while I successfully defined a reasonable range of four feet, I found that I couldn’t accurately define an ‘enemy’. I tested by infusing Extended Air Blade onto a rock and then placing that object onto the ground and having a horde of Formids rush me. The spell didn’t go off as I could not define an enemy with any specificity. Each monster was unique and unless I designated a particular one as the ‘enemy’ the spell didn’t know who to target. Unlike when a spell was cast with the intent of the caster directing it, the infused spell had no inherent will to designate a target. When I defined an ‘enemy’ as any being that crossed the designated range, the spell went off indiscriminately--which was unfortunate because I was the first being in the range of the infused rock, and it went off immediately, creating a blob of acid that splashed on me and started to eat at my plating. I thought a reasonable solution to this problem would be to create a delay before the spell was set, but that would only allow me to set the infused item in place. It wouldn’t stop it from damaging me later if I wandered into range again.  
 
      
 
    Instead, I thought of it in terms of coding again and created a whitelist of people or entities that the spell wouldn’t trigger against. It was a simple statement: If an entity enters range and is on ‘whitelist,’ then do not activate infusion, otherwise activate infusion. This would let not only me but anyone that I deemed an ally safely traverse an area that I’d trapped.  
 
      
 
    I still created a delay trigger that would activate an infusion after a specified amount of time, and I thought it was an easy step to create a magical grenade. I tested it on a group of Shadow Wolves created by the Metalman OS, and as they charged me, I threw rock infused with Minor Acid Globe with a delay time of five seconds. The rock bounced along the path the wolves took, but I’d misjudged just how fast the Shadow Wolves were running. They passed over the rock before the timer went off, and the pack of twelve ripped me to pieces before the program reset. Shortening the delay to three seconds fixed the problem, and the spell went off just as the wolves ran over the infused rock. It only affected the monsters in the natural range of the spell, but it was effective as the manifested acid blob burned through their fur and flesh. After resetting the program again, I infused six rocks with the same spell and delay, which was the limit of my 66 mana. When the wolves ran over the scattered spell grenades, the effect was much more impressive. The spell effects overlapped in places, and several wolves caught in those locations were killed instantly, their heads or chest melted away. The other wolves were all caught in at least one of the spells and wounded enough to be easy targets with my flintlock rifle.  
 
      
 
    While the direct application of the infused spells was damaging, it was the indirect use of the infusion commands that had the most impressive effects. I’d combined black powder and a group of metal balls in an enclosed thin metal tube to create a kind of pipe bomb in my fight with Harrison Freud. I’d used a short paper fuse to set off that bomb, but with a proximity trigger and an infused Firebolt spell, the ignition system was even more controllable. I buried a pipe bomb with the proximity trigger along a designated path, then let myself be chased by a nest of Formids. I passed by the buried bomb without any issue because I’d put myself on the spell ‘whitelist,’ and as soon as the first ant came within range, the bomb went off, sending small round balls in all directions punching through the Formids’ armor. I was caught at the edge of the blast area, but the metal balls didn’t have enough power to punch through my steel armor plating. However, the incident showed me that I needed to direct the power of the explosion better. If it had been one of the gnomes or one of my goblin friends hit by the explosion, they would have been seriously wounded.  
 
      
 
    I’d not been in the military in my life on Earth, but I’d seen enough action movies to be aware of a particular kind of explosive that would solve my issue, the claymore. The claymore was a directed explosion of ball bearings that shot the projectiles in a cone-shaped pattern. It was a simple idea, but it would require a bit of work on my part to create the appropriate parts. I used the blacksmithing tools to create the metal curved shell of the claymore then carefully packed a layer of black powder followed by a layer of paper on top of that. I attached the iron balls in a cluster pattern on top of the paper with a mild adhesive and then sandwiched another later of paper on top of that to keep the balls in place. When I placed a rock infused with Firebolt into the black powder, I had my trigger all set.  
 
      
 
    You’ve created a first-of-its-kind item. Because of your class ‘Inventor’, you receive one bonus skill point for inventing a new item. Would you like to name the item? 
 
      
 
    I decided to keep the same name. 
 
      
 
    Claymore 
 
    Range within 10 feet: Damage 30-40 
 
    Range 10-20 feet: Damage 20-30 
 
    Range 20-30 feet: Damage 10-20 
 
    Weight 5 lbs 
 
    Durability 5/5 
 
      
 
    I put a single claymore in the path of the Shadow Wolves and as the beasts dashed towards me they finally came into range of the explosive. The proximity trigger activated the infused Firebolt which ignited the powder and the iron balls were shot out with a loud bang and enough force to shred the closest line of wolves. The pack of twenty was reduced to ten in an instant as the iron balls tore through the fur, flesh, and bone of the closest monsters. It was such a surprise to the pack that they halted in their tracks and ran away, quickly forgetting about me entirely. When I reset the test and placed two more claymores, the devastation was unbelievable. All three directed explosives went off at once, creating a massive boom that would have deafened a flesh-and-blood creature while creating so much smoke that it was hard for me to see the test results. When the smoke cleared, I saw that not a single member of the pack had survived. Many of the corpses were so torn up that it was hard to distinguish one from another. As I surveyed the damage, I realized just why using mines had been banned in conventional warfare on Earth. Even my steel plating might not have protected me if I’d been caught in the mines’  overlapping cones. 
 
      
 
    While I'd use the mines to my advantage, I’d have to be careful with their use. They also inspired more weapons. One of the obvious disadvantages of using a black powder firearm was the loud explosion. It gave away one's position to the enemy, which was a detriment to any attempts at stealth. So, instead of using black powder, I decided to test out the use of air as a propellant. Using the spell Gust, I tried to create a silent claymore by infusing the spell on the metal layer of the mine and then using it to push the metal balls away. Unfortunately, the amount of air was spread across too great of an area, and the balls weren’t shot out with enough force to even hurt the Shadow Wolves. The pack was barely even slowed before they dogpiled me and I died in the simulated battle. 
 
      
 
    So, to increase the amount of power I got from the pushed air, I needed to reduce the area over which it was released. I infused the interior of a small metal tube and then loaded it with small metal bearings. The balls were discharged with enough force to punch through the fur of a Shadow Wolf, but not with the same devastating power as the gunpowder. The wolves hurt by the shotgun-like wounds didn’t know what hit them as the balls hit them silently from one side, and there was little more than a soft ‘whomp’ sound as the weapon activated. The trade-off for less power was a quiet execution.  
 
      
 
    When I applied the same technique to a rifled tube and used a minié ball well packed against the infused spell, the effects were even more pronounced. It was the result of the force generated by Gust being directed against a single well-fitted projectile instead of a mass of loose ones. The increased pressure resulted in more force, which made the destructive results more powerful. As a result, the single minié ball punched through even the hardened shell of a Formid.  
 
      
 
    It was enough of a good result to push me to work on an air-powered rifle that I could use for silent killing. I thought it would be a complete waste to use a muzzle-loader design with this magically propelled ammunition since I didn’t need to tamp in a chemical propellant like gunpowder to make it work. Instead, I used the Metalman OS to pull up a virtual smith tool bench, lathe, boring tools, and a blacksmith forge already heated. I’d scanned the more advanced tools from a Machinist my blacksmithing teacher Master Deanly had introduced me to. The Machinist had helped me learn the skill and had helped me understand the tools for making pipes, which I’d used to make the rifled barrel of my Flintlock Rifle.  
 
      
 
    When I was in college on Earth, I’d once had to do a research project on what technologies shaped the course of human history. Some had chosen farming, writing, or vaccines. Me, I knew that war was a fundamental component of human existence and that firearms had drastically shaped how wars were fought. Researching the technological history of firearms had been a joy, and it was the only reason I’d known one of the first and simplest ways to improve a black powder musket was rifling. But I needed to push beyond that technological step. I needed to redesign the rifle so that I wouldn’t need to load the ammunition from the top of the open barrel. The answer was to create a design that would allow me to load the weapon from the back of the barrel. Not only would this decrease loading time, but it would also allow me to change the way I crafted my ammunition. A breech-loading weapon was the standard in firearms on Earth, but those weapons with automatic reloading used a design I’m afraid I couldn’t replicate without months or even years of work. They relied on recycling the expelled gas from an ignited round to manipulate internal mechanisms like latches and springs to expel the spent casing and replace it with a new one. No, I’d have to stick to a much simpler design. I thought of it as the shotgun design, but it was formally called a break-action, in which the barrel was connected to the wooden shoulder stock and firing mechanism by a hinge. When I wanted to load a new round or to take out a spent casing, I could press a switch that would unlock the barrel and break it away or swing it down, allowing access to it and disconnecting it from the firing mechanism.  
 
      
 
    It wasn’t as hard a redesign as I thought it might be since I’d already made and scanned each of the separate parts of the Flintlock Rifle when I first made them. I had the Metalman OS lay out the separate parts of the rifle on a table in front of me and considered what I needed to do. The rifled barrel could remain unchanged as it served the same function on either a front- or rear-loading rifle, which was to contain the force of the propellant and force the ammunition to travel with spin to increase its accuracy and power as it left the barrel. No, the main change I’d need to make was housing the firing mechanism in a separate space and connecting it to the barrel via a hinge.  
 
      
 
    I knew how to make a hinge from my time learning from Master Deanly, and it took half an hour to draw out and forge a piece of metal and the bolt that would work as the pivot point. I welded the bolt perpendicularly under the rifle barrel and then placed the two plates, with punched out holes of the right size, on both sides of the exposed bolt. I hammered the ends of the bolt, or really the hinge pin at this point, to secure it inside the hinge. The rest of the metal hinge was secured to the wooden stock with drilled screws. A simple lever on top of the stock and an added slot on the barrel provided the locking mechanism that would keep the barrel in place when firing. The flintlock firing mechanism wasn’t needed, but for this experiment, it would require more work to omit it, so it was Ieft where it was, though without the gunpowder hole the barrel usually had.  
 
      
 
    The work took hours, but I had a barrel that pivoted at the back, even if it looked rather junky. 
 
      
 
    You’ve created a first-of-its-kind item. Because of your class ‘Inventor,’ you receive one bonus skill point for inventing a new item. Would you like to name the item? 
 
      
 
    I decided on a simple name - Break Action Rifle 
 
      
 
    Break Action Rifle 
 
    Damage 8-12 
 
    Weight 8 lbs 
 
    Durability 16/16 
 
      
 
    The weapon’s stats weren’t much different from a Flintlock Rifle, but I hoped the technological improvements would show when I fired. I’d already tested a simple air-powered design with the trap, but I didn’t want to rely on that data for this weapon, so I had the Metalman OS create a shooting range with targets up to two hundred yards away.  
 
      
 
    The first experiment with the new system was to test out the solidity of the rear breech. With the former Flintlock design, the rifle barrel was solidly attached at the rear to the stock, preventing any escape of gunpowder as it fired. But with a break action design, the place where the hinged barrel connected to the stock was a real potential weak point for gasses or air to escape, which would lessen the amount of pressure exerted on the ammunition I wished to fire.  
 
      
 
    I loaded a standard minié ball with the back end enchanted with a Gust spell and locked the barrel. The trigger wasn’t needed, but I’d trained myself to hold and aim the rifle a certain way and found myself falling into the same forms: stock against my shoulder, left hand holding the barrel stock to aim, right hand behind the trigger guard with index finger straight outside the guard until ready to fire. Only, this time, I wouldn’t need to pull a trigger and instead said the default trigger phrase of the infusion, “Gust.”  
 
      
 
    There was a soft thud as the minié ball left the barrel and silently traveled across the firing range, but there was no thud of ammunition hitting the closest target. Without the smoke from the ignited black powder, it was easier to follow the trajectory of the minié ball, and while I eventually lost track of it, I thought that the bullet had left the barrel at an odd angle. I tested this by having the Metalman OS line up paper targets next to each other across the firing range and firing ten more infused shots. The bullets punched through the paper targets, letting me better see where they were going. The Gust spell sent the bullet at random angles once it left the barrel of the rifle. I could have adjusted my aim if the changed trajectory was consistent, but each shot punched a hole in a different target. Sometimes it traveled to the left, and sometimes to the right, but never where I was actually aiming.  
 
      
 
    No, directly infusing the ammunition wasn’t going to work. Instead, I built upon the use of the advanced infusion commands and created a custom shell casing. The design was based on the paper cartridge, but instead of having a paper cylinder wrapped around gunpowder and a minié ball, I had a small cartridge wrapped around an infused and shaped stone and minié ball. The resulting cartridge was a bit shorter than the gunpowder one, but it worked on the same principle of a controlled preconstructed shape that combined bullet and propellant.  
 
      
 
    Another notification popped up, giving me a skill point and asking me to name the new invention. I decided on Silent Bullet for the air-powered ammunition 
 
      
 
    I loaded the new cartridge and locked the barrel, aimed, and said the command phrase, “Gust.” Another quiet ‘thump’ and then a ‘thud’ as the minié ball punched just where I’d aimed at a close paper target. I was so glad at the positive result that I punched the air with a metal first. But I didn’t let myself get too proud--especially once I opened the barrel and found the paper cartridge lodged too far inside for my fat metal fingers to reach. Unlike a gunpowder cartridge, the paper did not burn up upon ignition. I had to have the Metalman OS reset the weapon to clear it of the obstruction and added a thin metal plate, just a bit larger than the inside of the barrel, to the backend of the paper cartridge.  
 
      
 
    Silent Bullet V2 
 
    Damage 2-3 
 
    Weight 0.17 lbs 
 
      
 
    I retested the new ammunition, and as I shot the stationary targets and reloaded, I found ejecting the spent cartridge much easier as the new plate on the ammunition prevented the cartridge from slipping fully into the barrel. But, more importantly, the ammunition design paired wonderfully with the break-action rifle. Both my firing and reloading speed was a magnitude faster. With the Flintlock, I had to drop the butt of my rifle to the ground, fabricate a new paper cartridge, carefully put it down the top of the barrel, use a long rod to stuff it all the way down the barrel, replace the rod in its place on the rifle, load the firing powder onto the firing pan, and cock the flintlock, just to be ready to fire. With the new rear breech rifle, it was only a matter of pressing the switch to unlock the hinged barrel, fabricate the ammunition, slide it in the back of the barrel, and relock the barrel into place. Done. Even an amateur like me could fire off four or five in the same time it would take to load the Flintlock Rifle once.  
 
      
 
    The Silent Bullets were so much easier to aim and fire accurately that I hardly missed the center of the closest targets and my accuracy only started to seriously suffer at ranges of one-hundred yards or more. The only real bottleneck was that fabricating a Silent Bullet took mana. The Gust spell infused into the cartridge cost 5 mana, and with my current mana pool of 66, that meant that I could at most fabricate thirteen cartridges before resorting to gunpowder.   
 
      
 
    In terms of pure damage, the mana resources might be better spent on the Claymore mines. But I couldn’t downplay the power of a silent weapon in a fight. The combination of the two new weapons could confuse and devastate an unwary group of foes, and I didn’t doubt that the gnomes would be impressed by the inventions when I showed them.  
 
      
 
    The thought of the gnomes reminded me that I’d also promised to work on improving their research projects. The changes to Gnomez’s clockwork armor didn’t take long and were just a matter of adjusting the design to give the gnome more arm movement and making sure the relevant magical circuits were adjusted. This work earned me a new skill level and inspired an idea that I’d have to talk to Clockwork Machinist about later.  
 
      
 
    The last project I spent my time in the Stasis Program working on was for the young gnome alchemist, Ragnomrok Nyxt. I’d promised to work on some way for him to apply his potions more effectively in battle. My initial idea was to create a tranquilizer dart that would deliver any potions he had into a target directly. The basic idea of a tranquilizer dart was that a special type of syringe was fired from a gun, and when the syringe hit, it automatically injected the tranquilizer it was loaded with. The idea wasn’t complicated, but I’d never fired one before and had to start with creating the syringe first.  
 
      
 
    I didn’t know how to work with glass, but blacksmithing a cylinder from metal with a push plunger at one end wasn’t technically challenging. It took a few tries to get everything to fit but was relatively easy. The harder part to make was the needle, which was a very thin tube with a sharp end. Thankfully, the machinist tools I had the Metalman OS recreate had thin enough drills, and even though it took over a dozen tries, I was able to make a thick gauge needle and attach it to the metal syringe.  
 
      
 
    The first time I added water to the syringe and used the plunger, my pride in my work took a dive. Over half of the liquid came out not only from the needle but also from the bottom of the syringe as the plunger was pressed. After a close examination, I learned that despite how carefully I tried to keep the tolerances between the plunger and the cylinder holding the liquid, there was a minute gap between them. As the plunger was pushed, the pressure forced the liquid out of the small spaces. It was a setback, but one that was easy to overcome. I melted a bit of rubber around the metal plunger, and that acted as a simple seal that kept the syringe airtight. The next test with the water produced a thin stream of water from the needle as I pushed the plunger down and no sign of leakage anywhere. 
 
      
 
    Hypodermic Syringe 
 
    Damage 1-1 
 
    Weight 0.8 lbs 
 
    Durability 5/5 
 
      
 
    I was rather pleased that no one else had invented the syringe yet since the system gave me credit for it. But when I thought about it, it kind of made sense that no one had bothered. After all, if a society had a magical means of healing people, why would anyone ever bother to research and develop other methods? I quickly pushed the thought away and returned my attention to the notification, choosing to keep the name Syringe for the item instead of something silly like Plungy Liquid Squirter, which was my instinctual response. 
 
      
 
    While I could create a syringe, I found that making a Tranquilizer dart a bit more challenging. It wasn’t just a matter of putting a fluffy butt on a syringe and firing it. A tranquilizer dart automatically injected its liquid payload once it hit its target without someone needing to push that plunger that a syringe had. I tried adding a stone infused with Gust inside a metal syringe, but the spell produced too much air and blew the entire test product apart when it was activated remotely. I had to control the airflow somehow but couldn’t think of anything that would work on such a small scale automatically.  
 
      
 
    I soon decided that a non-magical solution was the better route. Air pressure was relatively easy to add to the prototype dart. All I had to do was remove the plunger from the metal syringe, cap it off at the back, add a small hole in the air tank to put in fluid, and add air pressure. Adding fluid and then pressurizing the small tank was just a matter of using another syringe to inject the air and fluid, then capping off the hole with a bit of rubber. It was kind of like filling a super soaker water gun with water, then pumping the air in to pressurize it. The only kink was the trigger. I tried to think of a way to use a magical circuit to ‘sense’ when the dart hit a target to release the fluid, or perhaps a timed Infusion that would blow up inside the tank, increasing pressure to shoot out the fluid. But neither solution worked, and both were frankly overcomplicated.  
 
      
 
    Then, the solution hit me like a bolt of lightning. I’d forgotten basic physics. Why would I need a magical valve? I just needed a plug that moved when it hits the target. I drilled a small hole in the needle portion of the dart and then pierced a circle of rubber till it covered the hole. When the sharp needle punctured a target’s skin, it would push the plug away from the hole, releasing the pressure built up inside the small metal tank and pushing stored fluid out through the hole.  
 
      
 
    While the solution was completely physics-based, it still took dozens of tries to create a working prototype that could be fired. I ended up combining the air-powered bullet with the Tranquilizer dart, replacing the bullet portion with the dart. Unfortunately, because the dart was so much heavier than the minié ball, it cut the range of the weapon to about fifty yards.  
 
      
 
    Potion Dart 
 
    Damage 1-1 
 
    Weight 0.5 lbs 
 
    Durability 5/5 
 
      
 
    Still, the development of the weapon, which I named Potion Dart to the System, would give Researcher Ragnomrok much better precision and range than just throwing a potion bottle.  
 
      
 
    The creation of the Potion Dart was also the last item I was able to create before my time in the Stasis Program came to an end and I was sent back to reality. 

  

 
   
    Chapter 23 
 
      
 
      
 
    The infinite virtual space of the Stasis Program dissolved and was replaced by my laboratory in the Gnome compound. Parker sat at my feet, his eight legs curled underneath his body, for all the world as silent and unmoving as only a non-living creature could be. I reached down to pet him, and he instantly came to life, shaking slightly, as he got to his feet. My steel hand caressed the mechanical spider, and he leaned into it, enjoying the affectionate gesture as much as any dog from Earth would have.  
 
    Parker’s behavior made me think about just how odd it was that we’d come together. I’d received the chance to make a mechanical companion because of my Artificer class and based his design on a particularly intelligent and friendly spider monster in the dungeon. I would have been perfectly fine with a robotic spider that would have helped me out when I fought; yet, somehow, through some Metalman technology, the personality traits of that monster were copied to Parker. If it weren’t for his obvious mechanical nature, Parker would be indistinguishable from a living breathing entity. He needed attention, pets, and playtime. He had a personality and was affectionate to those he liked and stand-offish to those he didn’t. He got angry when a monster attacked me and fought viscously to protect me when we were in the dungeon. In short, he was a fiercely loyal pet that I’d never imagined I would have and I was very thankful for his companionship.  
 
    Especially if you consider the nature of my existence and that I worked for twice the time that most organics, filling both day and night with work and research. Only another mechanical creature could match that lifestyle fully, and Parker was the perfect uncomplaining companion.   
 
    I scratched Parker again, extra appreciative that he was always by my side and gave my attention to the notifications that I’d minimized in my vision upon my awakening.  
 
    Improve Stats program complete. Time lapse: 12 hours, Stat increase: +1 dexterity.  
 
    The notification confirmed what I’d already felt, that some internal part of me was different. More than just a simple material replacement, the stat upgrade had left me feeling a bit more flexible than I had before it started. I tested the range of motion of my limbs, doing the stretches that I’d learned that one time I’d tried yoga in my college days on earth: tree pose, bridge pose, downward-facing dog, salute the sun, bow pose. I’d had such trouble with the poses as a human that I gave up on yoga and went back to virtual exercise via video games. Even yesterday, I don’t think I’d have been quite able to complete the bow pose. I just wasn’t quite bendy enough. But today, after the last dexterity upgrade, it was almost easy.  
 
    I didn’t think I’d spend the time to upgrade my dexterity another point via the program since a +3 to the stat would cost me two solid days while the program upgraded me. But I might upgrade another stat if the benefits were this outstanding. Though I’d have to think about which I’d devote the time to.  
 
    I heard a knock on the door and wondered who would be up this early in the morning, with the sunlight barely coming in through the laboratory windows. I got up off the floor and opened the door to find, Gnomez on the other side.  
 
    “Good morning,” I said, “What brings you here, this early?” 
 
    The gnome looked thin outside his clockwork armor and he stretched his neck and stifled a yawn as he said, “Not my idea to be up this early. But Ragnomrok said it would be the best time to catch you for the tools you promised.” The gnome peeked around me towards the kitchen portion of the laboratory and added, “He said you’d have some more food you wanted us to test out. You know, so we can pay you back for the things you’re making us.” 
 
    “I said no such thing about food,” a voice piped up from behind the bristly mustached gnome. I recognized the voice as belonging to our group's alchemist and the short gnome stepped around Gnomez, looked up, and gave a little wave before looking down again. “I mean, good morning Mr.Repair. I didn’t tell him that you’d feed us. Just that you might have some new recipes for us to test out if we showed up before Trainer Niala made us start our training routine.” 
 
    I would have grinned and laughed at their words had I the capacity. It seemed that good food was a great motivator no matter what world you lived in. As it was, I chuckled and gave the two gnomes two thumbs up as I said, “How about I whip up some breakfast as I tell you both about the research I finished last night.” 
 
    I welcomed the gnomes into my room and got to work making breakfast from the leftover ingredients I’d collected yesterday. While I got the stove fired up, I prepared some simple dough made from flour, water, salt, and Venus Butterwort oil. As I did, I explained the experiments I’d conducted through the Metalman Stasis program. The gnomes stood there as I talked, mouths open in astonishment as I described the multiple failed attempts to create the Potion Dart and air-powered rifle.  
 
    I divided the mixed dough into eight portions and them into hand sized circles about a quarter-inch thick as I detailed my reasoning with each experiment and what I learned from my failures. I set aside the dough and put a flat pan and a cast iron skillet onto the stove to warm and then started chopping up vegetables, grating cheese, and diced some chilled Razorback Badger meat from the icebox as I moved onto the experimental successes.  
 
    By the time I’d finished my story and the final products that I’d created, the skillet was hot enough to flash heat the drops of water I flicked into it. I sautéed the vegetables first until they’d softened, then added the diced meat. I added salt and a bit of the Cactucus root for some heat and let the meat absorb the flavor of the vegetables as it sizzled on the skillet. I put four of the flat dough patties I’d rolled out onto the flat pan and I could imagine the smell of the dough as they fried.  
 
    While the food cooked, I turned to see the gnomes staring at the food, their eyes glazed over. “Are you two listening? I asked what you thought about what I’d created.,” I asked.  
 
    The words snapped the hungry gnomes out of their stupor and Ragnomrok said, “Uh, I think it’s amazing Mr. Repair. I can’t thank you enough for working on something for me. This Hypodermic Needle and Potion Dart sound fascinating and I can’t wait to try them out.” 
 
    Gnomez shook his head before saying, “I’m amazed at what you can do with your Metalman powers but I can’t form an opinion of something I haven’t examined for myself.” 
 
    “That’s fair. I’ll need to get some more materials before I can fabricate most of the weapons and tools. But I can show you the Silent Bullet I came up with,” I said. I went to the rear of the lab, where I’d set up my alchemy table and rummaged around for the paper I stored there, a bit of stone, and glue. A moment after I’d collected and deconstructed the needed materials, I fabricated a single Silent Bullet, the modified paper cartridge was a little heavier than the one filled with black powder, but it was much less volatile, and its creation cost me mana to set the infusion of the Gust spell in it.  
 
    Gnomez and Ragnomrok watched the deconstruction and fabrication carefully, both fascinated by the process and I handed the Silent Bullet to them to examine. 
 
    While they looked over the item, I noticed smoke rising from the pan that had been used to cook the tortillas and dashed to the stove. I flipped the four flat flour tortillas as one side crisped up and waited for a notification that I’d invented a new dish. When I didn’t get one, I figured someone else had already come up with the recipe. It wasn’t particularly complex, so it made sense some would. I stirred the meat and vegetable mixture with a sizzle, the meat crisping up nicely. Then turned my attention back to the gnomes.  
 
    “So, what do you think?” 
 
    “Hmmm, it’s a simple enough spell and I see how it is used to push the metal object inside out of the paper tube. But I don’t understand how this is better than using gunpowder. At least with that you get an explosion that’s powerful.” 
 
    “I’ll admit that gunpowder is more powerful, but the air produced by the Gust spell produces nearly as much force. At least when you funnel it through to the narrow space of the gun barrel. Combined with the twisting motion caused by the rifling inside and it’s more than enough force to make the bullet a deadly ranged weapon.” 
 
    “And it's quieter,” Ragnomrok said almost to himself then realized that he’d spoken and blushed before adding, “It’s just something I noticed when we were in the dungeon. How loud your weapon was. All that noise and smoke was awfully scary.” 
 
    I nodded in agreement. “That’s a good observation Ragnomrok. It’s another reason I think this kind of projectile is important. It allows for an element of stealth that gunpowder doesn’t.” I turned back to Gnomez, “But that wasn’t what I was asking for your help with. Making this cartridge uses a special class ability called an Infusion, which lets me temporarily enchant an item with a spell that I can activate within half an hour by magical trigger.” 
 
    “And it’s that temporary aspect that you’re hoping to get my help with?” the clockwork gnome asked with a raised eyebrow. 
 
    “That and a trigger method that could be used by anyone and not just me. Though I have some ideas for that too.” 
 
    “Hmmm,” he said as he stroked his mustache and looked down at the paper cartridge in his hand. “I could use the same magical circuit technique from my armor to set your spell onto the stone. But it would be costly since I’d have to use mithril for the circuit and a monster core to store the mana that will power the spell. Thankfully, it’s not a high tier spell, so we won’t have to worry about the core quality. But you’ll have to be the one to engrave the Gust spell, as it’s not a spell I know.” 
 
    “Perfect! I’ve wanted to increase my Magical Circuit skill anyways. If you draw up the designs, I’ll get the materials and visit you later. But for now, it’s time to eat,” I said, taking the tortillas and filling off the stove and setting them aside. I pointed to the dishes on the countertop and the table they’d left yesterday and asked the two gnomes to help set the table. They hopped to it, eager to get ready to eat. By the time they’d finished setting the dishes, the food was ready and I laid out the tortillas onto the plates and dished out a spoon full of the meat and veggie mix into the center of the tortilla.  
 
    You’ve created a first of its kind item. Because of your class ‘Inventor’, you receive one bonus skill point for inventing a new item. Would you like to name the item? 
 
    I read the notification and said, mostly to myself, “Ah, it seems no one has invented the taco yet.” 
 
    “A taco?” Ragnomrok asked. 
 
    I officially named the dish a Razorback taco and replied, “Yes, it seems like it’s something new to you two. Fold the flatbread, the tortilla, around the meat and vegetables and bring it to your mouth to eat it.”  
 
    The young alchemist was a little clumsy and some of the meat fell out of the back of the soft taco as he tried to bring it to his mouth. But as he bit into the taco, his eyes widened and I heard a low moan escape his lips as he chewed the hot fresh tortilla that encompassed the tender filling. Gnomez did better, handling the soft taco with a deft hand and he mumbled something while trying to chew his mouth full of food. I couldn’t understand him, but I recognized the look of pleasure on his face as he finished the hand sized taco.  
 
    “That tastes great, Mr. Repair,” Ragnomrok said as he finished his first taco. The other gnome nodded his agreement, his bristly mustache bobbing up and down as he chewed his way through his second taco.  
 
    I gave them a thumbs up as they ate, then threw on the other four raw dough tortillas. “Glad you like it guys. I’ll make you some more. I can’t have you guys helping me on an empty stomach after all.”  
 
    I used a bit of the saved mayonnaise from the hamburger experiment on the tortillas before filling them with more meat and vegetables and serving them to the two gnomes. I knew not everyone agreed that mayo belonged on a taco, but I’d always added it to mine when I made them on earth and from the moans coming from the gnomes, I could assume that they agreed that the condiment added an extra bit of flavor to the already enjoyable soft tacos.  
 
    By the time they finish eating, the sun has fully risen and light is streaming into the lab through the windows and I can make out the faint noises of the surrounding compound telling me the rest of the gnome researchers have started their day.  
 
    The door to my room opened and in walked Gnomerad whom I hadn't seen for the past several days.  
 
    "There you two are. One of the guards has been looking for you," Gnomerad said, catching sight of the two researchers. 
 
    The two turn towards each other with a shared pained look on their faces. "Trainer Niala must have found we weren't in our rooms. I guess we'll have to get back to work now." 
 
    Gnomerad nodded in agreement. "Yes, I think that's best. You are representing the Institute after all. You must be in tip top shape." 
 
    My teammates left, thanking me for the food and promising to return once I'd made the tools and weapons I'd described to help me test and improve them. 
 
    "What's this about new weapons and tools?" Gnomerad asked once we were alone. 
 
    I didn't see any harm in telling the gnome about my recent experiments. I would need someone to pay for the materials to build them after all. So, I told him about my night's experiments and the subsequent inventions I'd come up with. Like so many times before, the gnome listened attentively and took notes as I talked, taking special care to list the materials I needed to fabricate the new inventions. 
 
    “What a waste,” he said after I finished recounting my experiments. 
 
    “What?” I asked, surprised that he wasn’t more interested in Metalman inventions or technology. 
 
    “You had access to the most sophisticated Metalman technology and the ability to rapidly experiment and test anything and you came up with a wind powered boomstick that isn’t as powerful as the original and a new way to take a useless potion?” He shook his head, his greasy dark hair not moving much as he did so.  
 
    While I could almost see his point about creating an air-powered rifle, he’d clearly failed to grasp the importance of rear loading advancement. Moreover, his words hinted at a clear bias. “You don’t care much for alchemy?” 
 
    “Alchemy?! What a waste of research funds. I’ve argued with the grant department for years that the coin spent on Alchemy should go to another more deserving department. After all, any potion effect can be cast by a competent mage. So, what’s the point of it all?” 
 
    “I’d suspect that point is that it brings some of that magic into the hands of non-magic folks. Gives healing, even if not as good as from a priest, to anyone that can afford a potion. A warrior can get a bit more strength or endurance from the right potion without needing to drag a mage along on every adventure. Or offensive tactics, like alchemist fire, can be used in a fight.” 
 
    “Exactly! Alchemy puts magic into the hands of those that haven’t trained in its responsible use. It's dangerous, irresponsible, and would put good mages out of work,” he said, seeming to take my argument as evidence for his viewpoint.  
 
    I could tell that the topic was something of a sore spot for the gnome and I didn’t want to argue with him about it. So, I shifted topics. “Well, be that as it may, I’ll need the materials for the tools delivered to my lab. Can you get that taken care of, Gnomerad?” 
 
    “I’m not your delivery boy, Metalman! I’m a senior researcher at the Institute. Even if I wasn’t chosen for The Ultimate Research Warrior Competition,” he muttered under his breath, “wrongly I might say,” then added more clearly, “I still have my own projects to research and can’t be bogged down ordering materials for you or worse that alchemist.” He sniffed indignantly, his large bulbous nose bobbing up and down, then turned to leave, only to stop dead in his tracks at seeing a figure in the doorway. 
 
    Mary leaned against the doorframe, her head tilted slightly as if she were straining to eavesdrop, an unusually cruel smile on her face. “Oh, do continue what you were saying, Researcher Gnomerad. I want to be able to tell Grandfather exactly what you said as you disobeyed his order to assist Mr. Repair and our team.” 
 
    The Golem master sputtered and took a step back. 
 
    She took a step into the room, and Gnomerad backed away another. For all appearances, it looked like she was a cat that just found a surprised mouse as she said, “What was it you said, ‘can’t be bogged down’ ‘not a delivery boy’?” She took two quick steps forward, and he tried to back away more but ran into me and stopped. Mary, only a few inches away from dark haired gnome said in a harsh tone, “Well, that’s exactly what you are if that’s what we need you to be. Not only will you personally fetch every item that Mr.Repair needs, but you will restock the larders here and clean every pot, pan, tool and work surface just to be as useful as possible.” 
 
    Gnomerad found some measure of backbone and straightened up looking the smaller gnome in her eye. “I will not. I’m not some goblin cleaner or new lab assistant.” 
 
    “You will, or by the grand gnome himself, I will report you for failure to comply with Gnome Council’s order and attempted sabotage of our competition team. Then let's see how quickly you’re tossed out on your ear, all of your golem research seized. No other Institute will hire a researcher who can’t even follow simple instructions and has no recommendations.” 
 
    Gnomerad’s breathing came in quick gasps as he tried to hold his temper, every word from her seeming to make it harder and harder until she came to the end of her threats. Then with one long exhale he seemed to deflate, his shoulders sagging and his head bowing slightly. He refused to look at her, but said, “Fine! I’ll make sure everything it needs is here in a few hours and that the laboratory is cleaned thoroughly. You’ve made your point.”  
 
    She stepped back and he walked towards the door. Just as he was about to leave, I called out, “Wait.” The gnome stopped and turned back, a sullen and angry look on his face. I said, “Don’t forget to deduct the appropriate gold from my debt to the Institute for our little chat. After all, I did provide more information according to our agreement.” 
 
    The thought of me getting paid in any manner for his humiliation must have been a straw too much, for the gnome turned red and looked like he was going to shout, until Mary stood between us. Then the potential outburst seemed to turn inward and the gnome gnashed his teeth together as he said, “Of course, I’ll see it done.” Then turned and stomped out of the lab.  
 
    Once the hallway door closed, Mary turned towards me, a satisfied smile on her face.  
 
    "Thanks for that. But it wasn't really necessary. I would have gotten the materials from someone, the Institute would have footed the bill anyway," I said. 
 
    She shrugged. "I know. But that gnome has to learn his place. The success of my team in the competition means more funding for all gnome research. He shouldn't let himself become focused on the fact that he wasn't chosen for the competition." 
 
    “Your team?” I ask, curious about the choice of words. 
 
    “Yes, my team. I take great care in my word choice Mr. Repair. I’ve taken great pains to organize and select who I thought would give the Institute the best chance at winning the competition. I’ve staked my reputation and future at the Institute on our success and I’m going to do everything I can to make sure we do succeed.” She glanced at the empty door where Gnomerad had exited. “And that means making sure everyone understands their place and that you get absolutely everything you need for your research.” 
 
    I didn’t know what to say in response. I’d expected her to hem and haw and explain away the possessive phrasing, but her honest admission of her motivations left me momentarily speechless. Yet, when I took a moment to consider my own position, it wasn’t dissimilar. I viewed the team as mine because I’d invested in its success. If the team won, I gained my freedom and was clear of the massive debt that the Institute held over me to justify ownership of me. Even if I lived in a gilded cage, I needed to be truly free one way or another.  
 
    “I guess I understand what you mean, Mary. I’m glad that you’re as devoted to our team’s success as I am.” I glanced out the window and noted that the sun was rising steadily. With the night's revelations, there were several errands I needed to run and I didn’t want to put them off. “It’ll be a few hours till Gnomerad returns with the materials I need. I’ll be out in the city, conducting research and taking care of a little personal business. When I return, I’ll need to consult with Ragnomrok and Gnomez about the tools I’d designed last night to get them fine tuned. Would it be alright if I pulled them from their training then?” 
 
    “Of course, it will be. If it benefits the team, I’ll make sure they’re available,” she said. Then she tilted her head and batted her eyes like she had something caught in them and added, “Though I’d be happy to assist you as well if you needed it. Even late at night, when most of the others are asleep.” 
 
    I thanked her, unsure if there was an excess amount of dust or soot from the stove in the room. After all, it wasn’t something I worried about since I didn’t have eyes to be irritated. I’d have to check the flue to make sure it wasn’t clogged when I got back.  
 
    “Come on Parker, we’re going out,” I told my mechanical companion and he climbed up my legs and onto my back, where he held on, perfectly still in backpack mode, and we left the Institute.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
     

  

 
   
    Chapter 24 
 
      
 
      
 
    The day had already started for the city, and there were plenty of people already on the streets going about their business. Carriages clattered by, pulled by horses, magical beasts, or summoned golems, and the sidewalks were filled with upper-class people strolling along carefully and politely as they did their shopping at the city's most expensive clothing boutiques, furniture stores, art galleries, and fine-dining establishments.  
 
      
 
    I headed west toward the city’s center where the resources that had built both the city’s physical structure and wealth were sourced: the dungeon. But the dungeon wasn’t my destination. Instead, I headed north once I got near the city center, heading through the residential district for the city’s working-class, made up of those of the dark races that were defeated in a long-past war. It was the area where Greebo and the rest of the goblins on my dungeon team had grown up, and it reflected their race's place in the city. The packed apartment buildings were two or three stories and made of old wood that felt like it would go up like tinder if there was ever a fire in the district. 
 
      
 
    I pushed through the crowded streets, nodding to the odd goblin or troll I recognized until I reached the less-densely-populated northernmost area and passed an herbalist's shop that I used as a landmark and turned down a side street. As I walked toward the small, decrepit-looking hovel at the end of the street, I couldn’t help but think that no matter what time of day I came here, it always seemed to be covered in shadows. I reached the building and saw the small familiar picture of a cauldron and flowers in the window and reached out to knock on the door, but a voice called out before my hand could. “Come in! I’ve been waiting for you!” 
 
      
 
    If I’d had a flesh throat, I would have swallowed hard and likely found my palms sweating from nervousness. “How had she known I was coming?” I thought to myself as I turned the doorknob and the door opened with a creak.  
 
      
 
    The interior of the house belied its outwardly spooky and shadowy appearance, and the surprisingly spacious home seemed to find sunlight from somewhere to light the inside. Despite the herbs hanging from the ceiling and the various herbalist tools, books, and arcane regents around the room, the place was immaculately clean. There was a couch along one wall that looked comfortable and welcoming, and on the opposite, there was a practical pot-bellied stove with a smoke pipe that led up through the roof. 
 
      
 
    The source of the voice that had called out to me, the Witch of the Everwoods, Evanora, stood on a stool, stooped over a large bubbling cauldron in the middle of the room. She had the appearance and reputation amongst the Northern District as a spooky old woman who would heal anyone with her witchcraft, even those the priests of the light gods refused to. Her long service to the community had garnered a kind of demi-god status amongst the neighborhood and no one, not the gangs that roamed the streets, the street toughs, or the toughest of thugs messed with the Everwoods Witch. Yet, like the house she lived in, her reputation and appearance did not do justice to the reality within. Evanora Everwoods wasn’t just some long-lived local herbalist, she was actually the Keeper of the Light of Cybellie, Goddess of Growth, Nature, and the Wild. Which didn’t mean anything to me when she said it while saving mine and my goblin team’s lives while we’d fought Harrison Freud and his minions, but I’d learned that it meant that she was much more powerful than she’d let anyone know. Moreover, she was part of an organization that watched for signs of the kind of forbidden magic that Harrison had learned. 
 
      
 
    “You just going to stand there, Repair?” she scolded, looking up from the cauldron she was stirring. “You’re letting the cold air in and ruining my lunch.” 
 
      
 
    I chuckled and closed the door behind me. No one would have ever believed me if I told them about the power the seemingly frail-looking woman had displayed during the fight against Harrison. No, it was better that they underestimated her.  
 
      
 
    “Sorry, Evanora,” I said with a small nod of my head.  
 
      
 
    She huffed once and shook her head slightly. Though there was an impression of annoyance, it was ruined by the small smile I could see her trying to hide as she bent back to stir the pot.  
 
      
 
    “So, were you really expecting me to show up today?” 
 
      
 
    She cackled. “No, it’s just something I say to all the people who come to the door. I cast a small spell around the entryway that tells me when someone is there, and then I just yell out ‘Come in, I’ve been expecting you!’ It spooks the neighbors.” 
 
      
 
    I shook my head, glad that she seemed amused. “I’ve not come on a social call, Evanora.” 
 
      
 
    “No, I didn’t expect that you had, Metalman--which is a shame since there aren’t many beings that I can be myself around.” She shrugged, and there was a momentary note of sadness in her tone as continued, “I expect that you’ve come about that Monster Mage, Harrison Freud. But I’m afraid that I can’t share much about our investigation yet.” 
 
      
 
    “Sort of. It’s more about something I saw while looking through my Metalman memories.” 
 
      
 
    She stopped her stirring and looked up at me, the small amount of jovialness gone from her face. “Oh, that is a bit different. What have you learned?” 
 
      
 
    I tilted my head and pretended to scratch an itch on my head that I didn’t feel. “Well, considering just how rare and important this information is, perhaps we could trade what we know?”  
 
      
 
    She considered something and nodded. “Then it’s a fair exchange of information then. Sit down, please. You don’t mind if I eat my lunch while we talk?” 
 
      
 
    “Of course not. Please.” 
 
      
 
    The hunched woman ladled a bowl of green stew from the cauldron, and with a magical word and wave of her hand, put out the fire beneath the pot as she stepped down off her stool. She waddled over to her chair with the stuffed cushions and put the bowl of food down next to a tarnished spoon. She sat with a sigh and started to eat, her gaze alternating between her bowl and me. She looked like she was considering exactly what to say when she put down her steaming bowl on the small table next to the cushioned chair.  
 
      
 
    “Why don’t you tell me what you’ve learned, first?” she asked with a piercing gaze.  
 
      
 
    I didn’t consider withholding any of the information I’d learned for a moment. Even if she refused to share anything with me, what I’d seen was too disturbing for me to keep to myself. Especially if it was somehow connected to the strange powers Harrison had displayed.  
 
      
 
    “Well, it all started with me needing to learn more about the Metalman weapon from the past looking for something to help me in the upcoming The Ultimate Research Warrior Competition . . .” I then recounted the massive battle I’d witnessed between the Metalmen and the Flesh Kaiju, including the dramatic conclusion. When I’d finished, Evanora paused and Evanora watched me, clearly waiting on something. The silence seemed to go on forever until I asked, “Don’t the flesh monsters remind you of what Harrison could do? Absorbing other creatures to take their abilities?” 
 
      
 
    The witch steepled her fingers, her piercing gaze devoid of the merriment she’d exhibited only minutes before. “It would be a strange coincidence if there wasn’t some connection between the two.” She considered me and then with a nod continued, “From what you’ve told me, Repair, you only have vivid memories of the world after the gnomes revived you, correct?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes. I can see the memories of the far past, but only so far as this body actually experienced them.” 
 
      
 
    “Then you wouldn’t know about the legends surrounding the Metalmen and their ancient enemy?” 
 
      
 
    “No, I’ve been told a little about what the researchers at the Gnomish Research Institute hope to get from me--lost Metalmen technology and a leg up in their researcher competition--but they’ve not given me much information beyond that.” 
 
      
 
    She nodded. “I wouldn’t expect them to. The gnomes love their research and have a deep greed for money. It’s not for its own sake, of course, but for the experiments and research that they can afford to do with it. They’re brilliant, but they often overlook the costs of the things they create.” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t understand,” I admitted.  
 
      
 
    “According to the most ancient texts of my order, the Metalmen were a race of beings created for the sole purpose of war. Now, who exactly they were created to fight has been lost to time, but the few clues we’ve been able to gather from tombs and archaeological sites show the enemy had some kind of ability to change themselves with dark magic--magic that tore the flesh from friend and foe and reformed it as easily as a sculptor shapes clay. It was an evil thing that spawned terrible misshapen soldiers much like you’ve described. But it was the leaders that were the true terrors. They were beings that had nearly wiped out the other races in their bid to create perfect immortal bodies. It was only the Metalmen that could face them since they had no flesh to take, did not have dreams that could be invaded, and could tirelessly fight endless battles. 
 
      
 
    It had been thought that the last Metalmen had been destroyed in the last battle with the great enemy where they’d finally beat them, but over the years, my order, a last remnant of those who vowed to watch for signs of the dark returning, have seen that same dark flesh magic appear again and again. Sometimes, it’s just an overzealous healer who’s delved too deep into research and stumbled upon the ability to mold flesh, hoping to heal the wounded. Other times, a scroll or fragment of a spell from that era is found by a mage and it overtakes their mind, leading them to dark paths.  
 
      
 
    But the words of Harrison and what you’ve told me about today lead me to believe that more than that is happening here.” 
 
      
 
    “Harrison did say something about a teacher that had shown him what true power was, someone that recruited him from the Mage’s Guild. Do you think they’ve found one of these old texts?” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know, Repair. I only know that I had a terrible time fighting back the power of the Monster Mage, and I’m among the most powerful of my ancient order. If Harrison was a novice to his magic, I cannot imagine what a master of it would be capable of. But if the Mage’s Guild is where Harrison was found, then it’s a place to start looking.” 
 
      
 
    “Wait, you said that you’d tell me about what you’d found about Harrison.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, I did. A fair trade of information.” She shrugged and continued, “Not that we’ve been able to discover much in the days since you defeated that mage. An interrogation of the goblins you captured revealed that Harrison and his troll lieutenant were infusing dark magic into dungeon monsters and then collecting their corrupted cores. The goblins couldn’t tell us what their purpose was, only that they delivered them to various parts of the city and were paid well for their transport. We traced the gold paid to the Scavenger Guild’s leader, Dobliao Dungflinger, but by the time we did, whoever had been funding this scheme had taken care of the goblin. His apartment was painted in his blood, and there was barely enough of the rest of him left for our life mages to identify him.” 
 
      
 
    “Talk about a dead end,” I said.  
 
      
 
    The one-liner made the tiniest impression, and I thought I saw the corner of the witch’s mouth turn up for a moment. “Yes, a dead end indeed. Well, you can be assured that I will investigate any links to the old Metalman enemy while I sort through everything we know about Harrison and who taught him his magic.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you for the information. But, on a slightly different note, I also came by hoping you’d be willing to teach me more magic.” 
 
      
 
    “My gratitude for your information only extends so far, Metalman. If you wish to learn some of my magic, it will cost you coin,” she replied, rubbing her fingers together.  
 
      
 
    “That’s not a problem, ma’am. The Institute has placed me on their competition team, and they are footing the bill for any resources I’ll need to prepare. You can send the bill to them for any spells you teach me.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, since the coin is not coming from your pocket, I’ll be sure to charge full price then. Considering your level and some of the choices you made the last time I offered to teach you spells, I will omit Create Water, and Purify Food and Drink. So, you can still learn spells that will let you detect natural or primitive traps, make ghost-like sounds, create small sparks to light a campfire, and how to move very light objects with your thoughts. You can also still learn the simple combat spells that cause minor cold damage with a touch. Some more advanced spells include one that makes spikes grow from the earth in a small area. There’s also a spell that will create a burst of growth from plants, one that heats metal till it's red hot, and one that creates a small area of silence.” 
 
      
 
    I thought about all the debating I’d done recently over which spells suited me best and which I could afford with my hard-earned coin. I was glad that I didn’t have to make that choice this time. “I’ll learn them all, even the ones related to food and drink. I’ll be working with a team, so it’s better to be able to take care of them in an emergency.” 
 
      
 
    The Everwoods Witch smiled and got up from her cushioned seat with more alacrity than I expected. She started pulling out drawers and grabbing their contents and yanking herbs from the rafters. All the while, she was describing which plants and components were to be used, how the spells were most commonly used, and then demonstrated each for me. Her words came out in such a stream that I wouldn’t have been surprised if she, like me, didn’t need to breathe. I’d activated Magic Spell Scanning the moment she’d started to move, so I knew the Metalman ability would record everything she was saying. As a result, I directed most of my attention to the stories she imparted about how she’d used the spells in her youth.  
 
      
 
    Most of the low-level spells were utilitarian, with Create Water and Purify Food and Drink being staples for most adventurers that take jobs outside of major cities or who explore the vast unclaimed lands that still exist in the center of the continent. The spells provided a way to ensure necessities that, while bland, would keep a person alive when all other supplies were exhausted. As someone who didn’t have the capacity to eat or drink, it wouldn’t be something I’d ever have to worry about, but there wasn’t any harm in me learning a spell that would benefit my adventuring group. Plus, I suspected Purify Food and Drink could be used to extend the shelf life of a restaurant's or household’s food, though it might be something I’d have to experiment with to see if and how I could exploit the effects. The other low-level spells recorded by Magic Spell Scanning were Detect Traps, Ghost Sounds, Spark, Minor Telekinesis, and Cold Touch. Each was just as their spell name described, though Evanora recounted how she’d used Ghost Sounds, Elven shadow magic, and hit and run tactics during a protracted battle with a group of goblins to trick them into thinking they were facing a legion of enemies instead of just her and her few allies. The brief story reinforced what I’d always believed: that even the most inexpensive and simple spell could be used to devastating effect if it was used intelligently and creatively. 
 
      
 
    The more powerful spells she taught me took a bit longer to learn as they required more preparation and cost much more mana to cast. Earth Spikes, Plant Growth, Heat Metal, and Circle of Silence were each useful in their own rights, but I’d thought of some potential uses that could make them even more powerful. 
 
      
 
    The sun had risen high overhead, and the shadows had shortened by the time she finished her work. Even though I’d expected her to look tired from the magical exertion, oddly enough, she looked quite eager to continue talking about her experiences and teaching me about magic. Her obvious passion for her craft was a characteristic that endeared the woman to me. It was the same characteristic that had drawn me to my Blacksmithing teacher, Master Deanly, and I wondered if there was some godly force drawing such influences to me or if I was just lucky. 
 
      
 
    Either way, as much as I wanted to stay with Evanora all day, I had other things to accomplish. I bid farewell to the witch and again reminded her to overcharge the gnomes for her tutelage before leaving and heading toward the Tipsy Minotaur.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 25 
 
      
 
      
 
    The trip to the Tipsy Minotaur took half an hour, but that was only because of the traffic caused as workers took their midday break for lunch. Greebo had expanded the business hours of the bar he’d bought and added more food options to increase revenue, and the results were impressive. When I arrived, it was doing a steady business with most of the tables taken by goblins wearing worn, dark woolen clothes or well-worn work leathers drinking from large pint glasses and munching away on sandwiches and other simple bar foods. The patrons created a kind of low buzz as they ate, drank, and talked. It was a working-class goblin crowd, but they hardly gave me a second glance as I walked up to Angus, who was at the entrance as usual looking out for trouble from the patrons. 
 
      
 
    “Hey Angus, is Greebo around?” 
 
      
 
    “He's back in the office.” 
 
      
 
    I thanked the bouncer and wound my way through the crowd, nodding to the waitresses and barmen as I passed. The office was tucked away at the back of the building past the kitchen and even the storage room in order to protect it from the sometimes noisy drinkers. I knocked on the office door and heard an irritated voice call out, “Come in!” 
 
      
 
    I opened the wooden door and walked in to find Greebo with a pen in his hand sitting behind a small desk, staring down at a stack of papers. He had a frustrated look on his face as he dipped his pen in an inkwell and scratched something on one of the papers on the desk. Without looking up, he said, “Gnarry, if you need to open another cask of Goblin Piss, then ask Angus to help you. You don’t need . . .” He looked up at that point, finally saw me, and stopped mid-sentence, a smile coming to his face. “Well, Nuts and Bolts, it's been too long since you’ve left that gnome compound.” He got up from his seat and walked over to me.  
 
      
 
    I held out a hand, and he reached out to take it before suddenly shifting forward and punching me right between my plated legs. If I’d still been human, or even if I’d had reproductive equipment, I’d have been on my knees gasping in pain. But even without those parts, I still flinched and turned my hips, taking the blow on my hip instead. Greebo pulled his fist back and shook it before muttering, “Too quick still there, Bolts. Looks like you haven’t rusted yet. But it’s still good to see you, friend.” 
 
      
 
    I laughed at the good-natured jab and figured I’d deserved it since I’d been neglecting my friend a bit. “It’s good to see you too. Sorry that I haven’t seen you much since I’ve been trying to work out with the gnomes. I needed to take care of some errands outside the Institute and figured it would be a good time to come visit you. How's your day off from the dungeon? It looks like you're still grinding away, Greebo.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, well, I have to take care of my investment, don’t I?” The goblin patted the desk he stood next to. “How’s the training with the gnomes going?” 
 
      
 
    “The researchers I’ve been paired with have great potential, but it’s been a process getting them into shape. I don’t think they were very used to actual combat, more like occasional experimentation in the dungeon to test their theories. Niala has been running them through exercises each day to get them into shape and having us fighting as a group to get us used to each other.” 
 
      
 
    “Niala Applebrush? Isn’t she the one that you . . .” He made a thrusting motion with his hips to complete the thought. 
 
      
 
    I wanted to blush at my friend’s gesture, embarrassed that he’d even ask. “That’s not something that I want to talk about, honestly. But I was the one that suggested she’d make the best trainer for our team. Which brings me to one of the reasons I’ve come here: I have a business opportunity for us.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh? I was finally able to register our company, and you already have something for us besides mining?” 
 
      
 
    “Got that taken care of? Great! What did you name our group?” 
 
      
 
    Greebo waved away the question. “You first. What’s this new business opportunity?” 
 
      
 
    “Well, there are a couple. First is the chance to make some money by buying up monster cores to resell to the gnomes.” 
 
      
 
    “Monster cores?” Greebo asked, his eyebrows raised questioningly.  
 
      
 
    “Yeah, I have some new technology I know our team will adapt, but it’ll require low level monster cores to get working.” I paused, hesitating about the surety of my statement. “Well, I’m almost sure that they’ll adopt it since it’s such a big jump over what they’re using now. It’s a way to permanently enchant spells onto the ammunition I’m using with my rifle. It’ll drastically decrease reload time, quiet the shots, and allow me to create as much ammunition in advance as I want. But all that means is I’ll need many monster cores to manufacture the ammunition. So, if someone I know has a bunch, I can get the gnomes to pay for them, even if they’re marked up a bit.” 
 
      
 
    Greebo’s eyes got big, and his sharp-toothed smile grew wide as he listened to me. When I’d finished speaking, he was laughing. “That’s a perfect chance to make some quick money, Repair. But to really make it work, we’ll need to buy a large portion of the cores from the Merchant’s Guild. Otherwise, there are too many other sellers to compete with. How much coin do you have for this?” 
 
      
 
    I checked my character sheet and saw I had a bit over 3 gold. I hadn’t had to spend much recently since the gnomes had opened their purses and paid for all the research material I’d been using. I handed the goblin what I had, and he scrunched up his nose. “I just paid our mining teams and for two goblins to pick up the Cook class for opening food stalls, so I only have a bit of silver in reserve that I can put into this.”  
 
      
 
    “Well, that’s not too bad. At the Merchant Guild, we can buy something like 1500 Tier 1 cores. It’s a bit less if we’re mixing in Tier 2 or 3 cores, but that doesn’t change that we can make a good 30% profit.” 
 
      
 
    My goblin friend didn’t respond to my statement, and the only sound in the office was made by his sharp fingernails tapping together as paced around his desk, seemingly lost in thought. I wanted to know what he was thinking, but I also knew that it was better not to interrupt him when he was scheming. Instead, I stood still and waited. It took a few minutes, but then all at once, the goblin stopped pacing and then turned to face me with a wide smile on his face. “Repair, my friend, I think I have a way to make us up to one-hundred percent profit on this opportunity.” 
 
      
 
    “One-hundred percent profit? Not third percent?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    He nodded, seemingly quite proud of himself. “Yup Bolts, one-hundred percent. It’ll take a bit of bargaining with some people, but this kind of opportunity to make money off them gnomes don’t come up every day. First I have the boys start buying up all the Tier 1 and 2 cores that come out of the dungeon. We’ll approach them all sly like before they get to the Merchant Guild and offer ten percent above what they’d get from the guild. We won’t be able to keep it up too long before the guild gets wind of us and chases us off, but it’ll be enough to get the rumors planted and direct them to our stall.” 
 
      
 
    “We have a stall?” 
 
      
 
    “With this kinda chance, I’ll have one made by tomorrow.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, I can see how that’ll get us some cores on the cheap, but how many can that get us?” 
 
      
 
    “That’s not enough to corner the market, but it’s a good start. Once the source of new cores dries up, then I know a few less reputable sources to get more. They’ll give us a ‘fall off the wagon’ discount for cores if we buy them in bulk. For the rest, we’ll buy from the guilds to pick up the rest of the market if you need even more.”  
 
      
 
    I thought about his plan and nodded at the ingenuity. If we could buy low with such a guaranteed contract for cores, then there was every chance that we would be able to make one-hundred percent profit. 
 
      
 
    “But to make this work, we gotta move quickly, which means I need to raise as much coin as I can,” the goblin said as he grabbed his dark wool jacket from a peg on the wall. “I’m sorry that I gotta go, Bolts, but profit waits for no goblin, and I got deals to make. You hold off on buying those cores for a couple of days, and I’ll have everything all prepared.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, I can do that,” I said as the goblin dashed out the door.

  

 
   
    Chapter 26 
 
      
 
      
 
    Between travel time crossing the massive city, learning the spells the Everwoods Witch taught, talking with Greebo, and a small side trip to the grocery stalls, it was well into the late afternoon by the time I returned to the Institute. As I walked through the gates, I heard loud clacking and grunting sounds. As I approached the courtyard where many gnomes took their afternoon breaks, I instead found a battleground. My four teammates were against Niala and another guard whom I recognized as Niala’s roommate, Rosie, a thin blonde gnome who wielded a spear and shield. The two groups had torn up chunks of the paving stones, broken lamp posts, cracked doors, and gouged out great swaths of dirt.  
 
      
 
    Mary yelled orders to the three other group members. Gnomez charged straight into the duo, trying to overpower them with the enhanced strength of his clockwork armor, but the two guards avoided or deflected his gauntleted attacks rather than trading blows with the powerful gnome. Then Niala moved and targeted one of the other less-armored gnomes. Gnominkin’s abilities were the most flexible in the group since he could instantly shift from defense to offense by adjusting the form of the metal he was using. He tried to back up Gnomez by transforming his metal armor into tendrils and launching them at the guards, but Niala swiftly deflected his attack with her shield and counted with a powerful spinning cut of her sword that severed the tendrils, cutting off the heavy set gnome’s control of his metal temporarily. I knew from experience that he could regain control of the metal given a few minutes or instantly if the severed tendril touched him again. But Niala didn’t give him the chance to do so. She pushed off with surprising speed to shield charge the gnome who took her shield full in his face, knocking him out cold.  
 
      
 
    “No, you idiot! Don’t run after them!” Mary yelled at Gnomez. “Stay back here to protect us!” 
 
      
 
    But it was too late as Rosie had led Gnomez away from the less-protected members of the group. Niala, finished with our metal mage, caught Mary mid-cast with a backhanded swing of her shield and knocked the wind out of her with a swift following gut punch. The spirit mage bent over from the blow and heaved up her lunch, some of which splattered onto her glasses and white lab coat. It was only a matter of a quick kick to the groin to knock down the alchemist, who’d been trying to pour a potion down the throat of Gnominkin in an attempt to heal him.  
 
      
 
    Gnomez fared better against Rosie. The armored gnome got in a couple of good punches when she got within striking range, but Rosie still commanded the fight using her spear with practiced ease that I didn’t think I’d ever be able to match. The skinny blonde gnome used her agility and weapon’s longer reach to slice and stab at Gnomez, and her spear’s metal tip constantly created a cascade of sparks as it probed his clockwork armor for any weaknesses. It was difficult to find such a place thanks to his recently improved armor, but the gnome took her time until she finally found one. The moment she found a gap, she activated some power that made the blade of her spear glow red and charged with such speed that her outline became blurry. The blade pierced through the small gap in the armor and exploded right through the other side, sending shards of plating and gear flying out the back. The distinct lack of blood amidst the blown-out gears and plating told me that the skilled guard had missed any flesh, but the gears that powered the chest section of the armor were broken, and that section of the armor stopped working. While it wasn’t a killing blow, it was enough to significantly slow down Gnomez since he would have to bear the full weight of the heavy chest piece without its magical aid that made it lighter. This had the consequence of not just draining the gnome's stamina but also making it more difficult to turn and twist his torso to attack and defend. His ultimate downfall came when Niala, finally finished with her targets, turned and shield bashed the clockwork gnome. On its own, her powerful ability would not have been enough to knock down the heavily armored gnome, but Rosie stabbed her spear behind his legs, which caused Gnomez to trip as he tried to step back and absorb the blow. Gnomez hit the ground with a thud, looking quite a bit like a poor tortoise flipped onto his back. Without the chest piece to provide clockwork assistance and help shift its weight, the poor gnome's legs and arms flailed about trying to gain enough momentum to flip himself over.  
 
      
 
    “That’s it for today!” Niala yelled while the clockwork armorer struggled on the ground. “That was a good session to end the day with, Gnomez.” She held out a hand to help the gnome off the ground, and Gnomez accepted the offered help with a quick nod. Between the two and quite a bit of grunting, they were able to flip the gnome over, and he was able to get up the rest of the way on his own. 
 
      
 
    “Thanks for the help, Guard Niala,” the armored gnome said. Then he looked back at Rosie, who was helping bring the other members of his team back to consciousness, and shook his head. “I didn’t realize that I’d gotten so far away from the rest of them. I just kept taking one step after another to try and catch that guard you brought today.” His eyes seemed to rest on the spear wielder for a moment more before he added, “She’s quite something.”  
 
      
 
    Niala noticed the lingering look Gnomez gave her roommate and her almost-suppressed smile. “It’s true. She is quite something. If you hadn’t let Rosie lead you away from the rest of the team, we’d have had a much harder time getting through to them. But, then again, that’s why I had her join today. She’s great at controlling a fight and her opponent’s movements.”  
 
      
 
    Niala turned to help her roommate revive the rest of the group, and I took the chance to join them. She looked up at me as she saw me approaching and flashed me a stunning smile that seemed to light up the courtyard. I’d have been grinning from ear to ear if I was capable of it. Instead, I waved and said, “Hello, Niala. I missed you!” Then, realizing the words I'd unconsciously used and quickly corrected, “I mean . . . I . . . err . . . I’m sorry I missed your training session. It looks like it was very . . . uh . . . vigorous.” It wasn’t that I hadn’t missed her. I did. But I felt it was wholly inappropriate to display our relationship at what was essentially our workplace.  
 
      
 
    However, from the smoldering eyes she flashed, I wasn’t sure if she agreed. Or perhaps there was a different culture among gnomes? Perhaps it was completely normal for workmates to flirt amongst themselves if most of their time was spent working in labs. After all, where else would they find time to find someone to make baby gnomes with? 
 
      
 
    “I missed you at our training session too, Repair,” she said with a laugh.  
 
      
 
    “You’ll just have to make up for missing it with a private vigorous session some other time,” another voice said, emphasizing the word ‘vigorous’ with a sultry tone and ending the sentence with a giggle. I turned to see a red-cheeked Rosie kneeling over Mary, smiling at me with a knowing grin and raised eyebrows.  
 
      
 
    “Rosie!” Niala said, a blush coming to her cheeks.  
 
      
 
    The blonde guard shrugged and rolled her eyes, not the least bit contrite, and returned to her task of helping Mary, who struggled to her feet. 
 
      
 
    Niala turned back to me and said, “Sorry, Repair. Rosie can be a bit of a handful sometimes, but she’s the best person I know when it comes to distraction tactics.” Then she lowered her voice and whispered. “But she’s right. You should come by for a ‘private’ lesson soon.” 
 
      
 
    I found myself wanting to grin at her honest invitation. She had initially invited me to her place the first time too, and her openness about her feelings for me had been one of the things that I liked about her the most. She knew what she wanted, and she wasn’t afraid about asking for it.  
 
      
 
    Since I couldn’t grin, I reached across the short distance between us, put a metal hand on her back, and rubbed it gently while nodding, “Yes, I will. It might be a bit later, but I’d be happy to come over for training tonight.” 
 
      
 
    I felt a quiver of excitement run through her, but she kept her cool as she tapped the knocked-out alchemist on the cheek until he came to with a start. She quirked a smile as she gave me a quick glance before returning her attention to the alchemist. “There, there. You took a good hit, but you’re fine, Researcher Ragnomrok.”  
 
      
 
    She helped him get to his feet, but the alchemist seemed a little out of it still as he caught sight of me. “Mr. Repair? Did you come to help us against the monsters?” 
 
      
 
    I chuckled at the question. “No, I don’t think that I could have helped you much against Niala and Rosie. They out-level me by quite a bit.” 
 
      
 
    “Levels aren’t everything, Repair. Good planning, advantageous terrain, overwhelming odds, or even just a lucky strike can turn the tide of battle.” 
 
      
 
    “But levels mean something. What’s your HP at?” I asked Niala. 
 
      
 
    She paused for a moment before answering with a coy smile. “I’ll show you mine if you show me yours.”  
 
      
 
    I couldn’t help but chuckle at the flirty response. “I only have 66 HP as most of my stat points have been invested in intelligence and dexterity.  
 
      
 
    She nodded. “Not bad for what you bring to a fight. I have 209 HP,” she said simply. 
 
      
 
    The number stunned me for a moment. Even though Niala had nine levels on me, that was more than three times the HP that I had. “Well, there you go,” I said with a shrug. “Just considering your HP, your heavy armor, and shield that contribute to your armor class, I don’t doubt that you could mop the floor with our entire team.” 
 
      
 
    Niala was already shaking her head before I finished my sentence. “Four against one already increases your team's chance to win. Good teamwork increases it further. The reason I had to call in Rosie to help with training was that your group’s training has progressed to the point where they can hold me off long enough to start whittling down my health.”  She leaned in conspiratorially and continued, “That armor of Researcher Gnomez does fill in the strength gap between him and myself. I’m considering asking him to make me a set for my own use, though I fear the cost may be out of my reach.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s encouraging to hear that you think so highly of us, Trainer Niala,” a voice cut in. I looked up and saw Mary standing next to Rosie. Mary’s complexion still had a light pallor, but she was standing and holding herself up with as much dignity as someone with vomit on their lab coat could.  
 
      
 
    “No, Researcher Mary,” Niala said, helping Ragnomrok to his feet. “You and your team have come a long way in the short time you’ve trained. It speaks volumes about your flexibility. Not every gnome could learn group tactics this quickly.” She turned her gaze to each member of the gnome team. “You should all be proud of yourself. I know I am. But, for today, our training is finished. You should get something to eat and rest.” 
 
      
 
    “Except for you, Gnomez. We still have that project to work on together,” I tried to remind the clockwork specialist.  
 
      
 
    He turned back, lifted the Gundam-style helmet, and revealed a sweat-drenched head. A crooked smile appeared for a moment before it was replaced by a questioning look. “Oh, I don’t know, Mr. Repair. You heard Trainer Niala. I’m supposed to rest and get something to eat. It can take quite a while to prepare a good meal . . .”  
 
      
 
    I chuckled, understanding where he was going with his statement. “Ok. I’ll make sure to make something to eat while we work.” 
 
      
 
    He nodded with a full smile on his face. “That sounds like a wonderful idea. If you’ll excuse me, I’ll need to put away my armor and shower before I join you.” 
 
      
 
    “You wouldn’t happen to need any alchemical help, would you Mr. Repair?” the young Ragnomrok inquired with raised hopeful eyebrows.  
 
      
 
    “Sure! Why doesn't everyone join us for dinner? I’m sure I can whip something up.” 
 
      
 
    There were nods and a murmur of agreement from everyone, including Rosie, whom I’d almost forgotten. One more gnome wouldn’t be hard to cook for, especially since I wouldn’t be partaking. I turned and headed toward my lab and kitchen, while the rest of the gnomes scattered towards their residences or places to clean up. But as I wandered off with Parker at my heels, I heard Rosie say, “I didn’t know he could cook too, Niala. You’ve got quite the beau.” 
 
      
 
     

  

 
   
    Chapter 27  
 
      
 
      
 
    My metal feet clacked on the stone floor of my lab as I stepped through the threshold, and smaller clacks followed as Parker traveled in my wake. I gave him a quick rub on his metal torso as I thought about what I would cook for my guests. I needed something that would feed six gnomes, who, despite their short stature, had the appetite of a fully grown human. I quickly noticed new crates near the blacksmith forge, and a peek inside revealed the steel, wood, and other materials I’d ordered earlier in the day along with a small note. 
 
      
 
    To the Metalman, 
 
      
 
    Out of sheer respect for the Gnome Institute and our team, I have personally delivered the list of requested materials to be used for experimentation. However, do not take my work as license to use me as a common fopdoodle delivery goblin. I’m one of the most advanced researchers in my field. You can make further material inquiries in writing or through your other caretaker, Tognomey.  
 
      
 
    With no regard,  
 
      
 
    Senior Researcher Gnomerad Elliot Sinclair Burrowton 
 
      
 
    I laughed and shook my head after reading the note. The petulant tone in the writing was exactly what I’d come to expect from Gnomerad. He’d gotten pushed around a little this morning, and instead of just getting on with the task of getting the materials I’d asked for, he just had to leave what he thought was a clever and insulting note. At least, that’s what I think he meant, though I couldn’t be sure what “poltroon” or “fopdoodle” meant.  
 
      
 
    I crumpled the note and tossed it onto the pile of coal in the blacksmith forge before returning my attention to making food. I hadn’t gotten any foodstuffs with the delivery of materials that Gnomerad had dropped off, but that didn’t mean that I didn’t have anything. On my way back from the Tipsy Minotaur, I’d stopped by the outdoor market in the North Quarter where I’d purchased more flour, Dmanisensis eggs, the tenderloin of a Razorback Badger, a basket of mushroom-like fruit called a plumpnoble, and ground Formid shell, which I was told by the vendor was a common spice in many dishes. I was hoping it was something like onion powder, but it was going to be hard to tell since I couldn’t taste the spice. I already had butter, milk, cream, salt, and a few other spices from previous cooking projects. 
 
      
 
    I started the fire inside the stove with some wood I’d ordered with a cast of Firebolt. It would take a little bit to get the iron skillet and pot of water hot, and in the meantime, I did my preparation work. I made some simple dough by combining the flour, eggs, butter, milk, and salt, and then while the dough rested, I sliced up the plumpnoble and the tenderloin into thin thumb-sized strips. I seasoned the meat with salt and ground Formid shell and then seared the outside of each strip by placing them in the hot skillet, taking care to not fully cook it through. I had to work the meat in several batches in order to avoid crowding the skillet, but by the time I was done, the water in the pot had come to a boil. I quickly rolled the dough out flat and cut it into foot-long strips then put the noodles into the boiling water to cook. It wouldn’t take long for the egg noodles to cook, and in the meantime, I used more of the butter to cook the sliced and salted plumpnoble until it softened. I added a bit of flour to mix to make a roux and then added a bit of the starchy pasta water to the pan where the meat had been seared. The roux thickened the water, which picked up the meaty goodness left from searing to create a brown sauce that I nestled the seared tenderloin back into. By the time the thin noodles were done cooking and had been drained, the thinly sliced meat was fully cooked through, and the juice from the meat only added to the sauce. I added a bit of the cream to the Razorback Badger and plumpnoble sauce. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, that smells wonderful, Repair,” a voice said. I turned to see Niala at the doorway, no longer wearing her plate armor but a more casual ankle-length black skirt, a long-sleeved blue pleated blouse, and black shoes. I could tell she’d gotten washed up a little, as all the dirt from the training and practice fights was gone and her jet black hair was in a plaited bun. 
 
      
 
    “Something wrong?” she asked, a small smile upon her lips.  
 
      
 
    I realized I’d been staring and hadn’t responded to anything she’d said. “Oh, sorry. No, nothing is wrong. Everything is quite right.” I walked over to her and held out a hand to her. She took it as she stepped over the threshold into the lab, and I could feel her squeeze my hand as I led her into the room. “You surprised me a little is all. I’d half expect you to show up in full battle gear, but you look absolutely lovely, Niala.” 
 
      
 
    “Are you saying I don’t look lovely in my smelly plate mail?” she asked jokingly.  
 
      
 
    “No, you look great in that, but it’s a fierce kind of beauty,” I answered. Then, since I was still holding her hand, I spun her slightly, making her skirt flare out as she twirled. “But this is a treat I haven’t seen since . . .” I paused, not wanting to risk someone overhearing about our relationship and the night we’d spent together. Instead, I finished, “Since we . . . you know.” 
 
      
 
    She giggled and a broad and happy smile that seemed to light up the room appeared on her face.  
 
      
 
    “Sorry to interrupt. Is this a private party?” a new voice asked.  
 
      
 
    My head whipped around at the sound to see Rosie, Niala’s roommate, standing in the middle of the doorway holding a bottle of what looked like wine in her hands. Behind her was Mary and the other gnomes on the team. I glanced down at Niala to see her expression change. The open smile was replaced with a subdued tight-lipped one, and there was a tension in her body that hadn't been there a moment ago when it was just the two of us. She didn’t push away my hand, but I felt her let it go as she stepped toward the other gnomes and said, “No, come in. I was just telling Mr. Repair just how wonderful the food smelled.” 
 
      
 
    “Come on in, folks. The food is just about ready,” I added, waving the gnomes in. Rosie looked to Niala, who nodded, and the thinner blonde gnome stepped into the laboratory with the rest of the group following behind her.  
 
      
 
    Rosie scanned the room, her eyes lingering on the smithing and alchemy equipment. “Well, you have such a unique sense of decoration, Mr. Repair.” 
 
      
 
    Mary sniggered and said, “This isn’t a residence. It’s a modified laboratory meant to facilitate his research. The Metalman doesn’t need to rest, so there was no need to add a bed.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, there are other uses for a bed besides sleeping,” Rosie added with a smirk. 
 
      
 
    The three women gathered near the table and continued to talk, and while I caught a few words about a ‘proper home,’ and ‘manly needs,’ I couldn’t quite make out the rest. Ragnomrok and Gnomez went to the cupboard and started to get out bowls, plates, and utensils while the women talked. I caught them giving each other sideways glances as they did, but since they were being helpful, I left them alone. Gnominkin stood off to the side examining the forge, and I walked up to him, not wanting to leave a guest alone.  
 
      
 
    “So, Gnominkin, how long have you worked for the institute?” I asked.  
 
      
 
    He turned from his examination of the bellows attached to the forge and looked up at me, “I transferred from the Tierra Institute in the city of Noddingshire about three years ago. I had just developed the theory of metal liquefaction based on mana saturation. The Gnomish Institute offered me a place to develop my theories into practice, and I’ve been here since.” He turned back to the forge and pulled on his suspenders as he bent over to look up the forge hood.  
 
      
 
    I’d met men like Gnominkin before, smart and curious but sometimes lacking social graces and interpersonal skills. I tried to engage him again, “Oh, that’s interesting. Is that how you control the metal you use? By saturating it with your mana?”  
 
      
 
    He turned back, and there was a light in his eyes as he answered, “Why, yes, that is how I manipulate the copper I work with. My theory has proved that certain mediums can change their fundamental state when exposed to mana saturation, going from liquid to solid with the right commands. I was even able to turn metal from liquid to gas once, though it cost me most of my mana and created a cloud of vapor that made everyone cough and a few people sick, forcing us to evacuate the building.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s fascinating. I work with metal myself, and one of the biggest expenditures of energy is in changing the state of metal. We have to heat it to rather high temperatures to shift it to a state where it becomes malleable. Is what you do something anyone could do? 
 
      
 
    “I believe that any mage with enough effort could. I have a subspecialty of earth magic though, so some mages with other affinities may not be able to feel the core of the metal. In addition, it requires dedication to saturate the metal with mana. While I’m much quicker now, it took me months of experimentation just to get a few ounces of copper to change states on command and many more months to get it to move even a few inches. What you see in the field is the culmination of years of research.” He looked away with a bitter expression on his face as he continued, “And yet, it does not seem like it’s enough. I’ve found, compared to my teammates, that my armor is lacking in protection, my weapons are easily avoided or they are not tough enough to do much damage.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, if it’s just a matter of improving the toughness of the material, I’d suggest switching from copper to some other kind of metal. Steel isn’t as ductile, but it’s loads better at taking a blow or keeping a cutting edge compared to copper.” 
 
      
 
    He shook his head. “If only it was that easy. Iron takes ten times the energy to saturate with mana and steel even more than that. I simply don’t have the time it would take before the competition begins. Copper was the best choice for the amount of material I could control.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, if that's the problem, why not try a different alloy then? I mean, it won’t be as strong as steel, but if you add in a bit of tin, you get bronze. It’ll be tougher than copper but just about as ductile as a liquid when you change its shape.”  
 
      
 
    The gnome blinked hard several times as the realization hit him. “I’d not thought of any of that. I only saw the pure metals. It would take some focus, but by saturating tin, I could easily mix it with copper to make bronze. Yes, that would help with some of the issues.” 
 
      
 
    “But that’s only part of the problem, isn’t it?” a voice said behind asked. We both turned and saw Niala leaning on the anvil near the tool bench. “I’ve seen you train, and your control of your metal is outstanding. I’ve never seen anyone able to do what you can do: shift your armor to being a weapon and then back again. But I don’t think your real problem in battle is just the material you're using. It’s also what you're doing with it. You’re limiting yourself by trying to be an armored fighter like me or Rosie.  
 
      
 
    Heck, if I could change the shape of what I was using, I’d have multiple weapons ready to go at a moment's thought: whips that built momentum but then shifted to deadly knives when launched at high speed, bear traps that hampered, thick stakes that impaled a charge, walls that protected . . . The list is honestly only limited by your imagination.” 
 
      
 
    The rotund gnome nodded and mumbled, “Yes, yes why limit myself to just armor. Different shapes. I could make springs to absorb attacks or use the liquid to suffocate a monster or . . .” He trailed off as he thought and reached into a pocket to pull out a pad of paper and stubby pencil and started to write down ideas.  
 
      
 
    The gnome sank into his own world as he wrote, and I stepped away when it became obvious that he was going to ignore us, not wanting to interrupt his train of thought. Niala walked away with me, and we joined the other gnomes who were chatting around the table with cups of wine in their hands. The conversation was light as the group talked about general topics like the weather, good books or plays they’d seen, or pleasant meals they’d had. Then the pasta finished cooking, and everyone got served up a bowl of Thin Noodles covered with a creamy meat and vegetable sauce. Once I combined the sauce and noodle, I got a notification about inventing a new thing, was awarded a new class point, and named the dish Razorback Stroganoff. 
 
      
 
    The gnomes expressed their enjoyment of the meal with murmurs of gratitude between spoonfuls of food. Parker settled my feet, and I sat at the table and watched them eat, imagining what the food tasted like: the smooth creamy texture of the sauce, the seasoned crispness of the meat, the chewiness of the vegetable. Not participating in the communal activity made me feel awkward, like I was on a diet and had gone out to a restaurant with friends, so I decided to occupy myself by taking some of the supplies that had been delivered to the blacksmith area and fabricating the new Break Action Rifle and self-contained cartridge ammunition.  
 
      
 
    As my left forearm split vertically apart and the cylindrical deconstruction tool broke down the needed materials, I found myself humming “All My Loving” by the Beatles. As I heard the tune in my head, I felt a bit of longing for my life back on Earth with all the creature comforts I’d taken for granted like the abundance of music, television programs, fast food, video games, and the few friends I’d had in college and work. I went from humming the song to singing it. I’d never been the type to sing out loud much or even a big music lover, but I occasionally just got in the mood to sing, and this turned out to be one of those moments. I sang the few songs I’d loved enough to memorize. Which, if I’m honest, wasn't a lot. But I was able to recall “Hey Jude,” “Can’t Buy Me Love,” and “I Want To Hold Your Hand.” I finished “Let it Be” just as the deconstruction tool completed its work. I started singing some other oldies as the fabrication tool activated and did its thing: “Jailhouse Rock,” “Why Do Fools Fall In Love,” “Brown Eyed Girl,” and “My Girl.” I knew the selection was skewed towards older songs, but they were songs my parents had forced me to listen to, which in my youth felt terrible, but as I grew older became my favorites too.  
 
      
 
    I finished “Just My Imagination” as the fabrication tool’s red light cut off, and I knew its work was completed. With a sigh, I shook my head to clear it of all the emotions and thoughts of my old world that had been dredged up and found six sets of eyes all staring at me. The gnomes had all finished their food, and their bowls lay empty as they sat watching me. Then, all at once, their eyes lit up, and they started to clap. 
 
      
 
    “Well done, Mr. Repair. I didn’t know you had a musical inclination. I play a bit of the tambaroon myself but could never sing well,” Gnominkin said.  
 
      
 
    “I didn't know Metalmen had music. It wasn’t like anything I’d ever heard before,” Rosie added. 
 
      
 
    Gnomez nodded and said, “There’s nothing like a bit of song to help your meal go down, my father always said.” 
 
      
 
    The compliments kept coming, and I finally took a moment to look for any notifications, but there were none. I’d hoped that singing a song no one had ever heard of here would count as ‘inventing’ according to whatever system controlled this world. I could only guess that it was either too big a loophole, perhaps I was missing something like having to write down all the notes and words on paper, or it was a way another class like a Bard or musician class progressed and thus it didn’t fall into my class progression group.  
 
      
 
    The conversation turned to each person talking about which songs they enjoyed the most. There were surprisingly few songs compared to Earth, where it seemed like each hour someone posted a video of some original song they wanted to go viral. Here music was a mixture of folk songs, bardic melodies spread from town to town, and grand pieces played by large orchestras and written by trained composers in larger cities.  
 
      
 
    Rosie sang a folk song for us. It was a song about a sailor that was overdue from a sea voyage and how his lover watched for him from a cliffside by their home. She waited and waited, growing old before her time from the grief. Then, just when she was dying, the sailor finally came home, her youth was renewed, and they lived together for the rest of their days. The song was sung in the fishing village Rosie had come from, and it was famous enough that Gnominkin used a pair of magically formed drumsticks to tap a beat on the table for her, and Ragnomrok and Mary joined in on the refrain of the song.  
 
      
 
    We all clapped when Rosie was done singing, and the conversation shifted to where each of them had come from and what they hoped to get from winning the competition.  
 
      
 
    Everyone knew that Mary was the granddaughter of Doctor Gnomerson Gnogniton the Third, who was head of the Council of the Gnomish Research Institutes.  She was also the youngest of his grandchildren and the least accomplished according to her. Of the six grandchildren, three were heads of their own laboratories, one was an award-winning researcher, another was a counselor to King Ayre Wysawenys, and the last was a successful businesswoman who sold and transported gnome wares and inventions. Mary wanted to prove to her family and to herself that she could be just as successful as the rest of her family by winning the highly competitive Ultimate Research Warrior Competition.  
 
      
 
    Ragnomrok Nyxt was the youngest of our group and hailed from a rural farming village. He’d picked up an interest in Alchemy after his mother was saved by a local healer using a unique potion that she’d made to combat the unknown disease. Ragnomrok wanted to help as many people as he could by making such life-saving potions available to as many people as he could. If they won, he planned on using his portion of the grant money to research how to mass-produce the potions as cheaply as possible.  
 
      
 
    Gnomez Josiua grew up in a city like Alberith, if not of quite as large a size. They had a small dungeon that provided the city with enough for trade and some small industries, but as a town of gnomes who were not naturally suited to physical combat, they struggled to keep down the population of monsters in the lowest levels. Then, one year, there was a monster outbreak that killed many citizens, including his oldest brother who worked for the city guards. Gnomez wasn’t a fighter like his brother had been, or even nearly as strong, so he dedicated himself to creating and perfecting clockwork machinery with the idea that it would help him overcome his deficiencies. He needed to show the Institute and the larger kingdom the benefits of his armor, which could potentially give even a simple farmer the strength to fight off monsters that would threaten them.    
 
      
 
    Gnominkin McDounald said he had no tragic past or lofty goals. He was just a researcher looking to prove his theories. For him, the competition was just another data set to improve his research and get more funding. 
 
      
 
    Then it came to me. I considered just how much I was willing to tell the group. If it had just been Niala and me, I would have disclosed more, perhaps even telling her about my life as a human on Earth and all the things that entailed. But it wasn’t just her and me. So, I recounted how I’d woken up in this very lab, bound to a lab table, and discovered that my soul had been bound to this Metalman frame. I had access to all its memories and the technology of the Artificer class built into Repair. The Institute had settled a huge debt upon me for my recovery and had me registered as their property. My goal was simply to win the competition and gain my freedom and citizenship. 
 
      
 
    While Niala gave me a sympathetic look, the other gnomes listened to my story with little emotional expression. I’d framed my experience with the Institute in a positive way, saying they’d done a tremendous job repairing such an ancient frame and that, with the exception of one or two gnomes, everyone had been rather kind to me. But I made it clear that I was their property. Unlike the goblins, who seemed to understand what this meant, the lack of protection from the law, the limited rights, the low status, most of the gnomes didn’t so much as blink at the declaration that I wasn’t a free person.  
 
      
 
    I shook my head, disappointed at the lack of a reaction from most of the gnomes. I’d hoped they’d be sympathetic, but I shouldn’t have. They were comfortable with their place in the world, even if I wasn’t with mine. I continued with a description of some of the new tools I’d created to help the team increase their fighting potential, gesturing to the very tools that I’d fabricated. Ragnomrok was eager to see an example of the Potion Dart and the Hypodermic Syringe and took them in his hands to examine them. Everyone was excited to handle the new breakaway rifle, especially if it wasn’t as dangerous as the Flintlock Rifle. I described the silent ammunition, with its limited usefulness currently since I had to infuse the Gust spell into each cartridge. It was then that Gnomez chimed in, “Oh, is this the project you wanted my assistance with. Making that spell permanent?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, if I can make it permanent, I can fabricate usable ammunition in advance for everyone. The weapon itself takes little training compared to the traditional bow, but if we can make it functional for each of us, it’ll increase our ranged power fivefold.” 
 
      
 
    He picked up one of the Silent Bullet cartridges and the black powder ones and asked for an explanation of their design. I described the process, taking a piece of paper out and drawing a diagram of how each functioned, including where the application of the infused spells were placed. Gnomez nodded. “I could add in magical circuits here,” he said, pointing out locations on the diagram. “It would be expensive, though, as each cartridge would require a monster core and silver would be used for the circuits.” 
 
      
 
    I’d expected the cost, and thankfully, unlike the circuits used in the clockwork armor, Gnomez suggested silver and not mithril. The price of mithril would have made the ammunition truly exorbitant. I nodded and said, “That sounds reasonable, Gnomez. Could you show me how to add the spells? I need to create circuits for a Gust spell, Spark, and maybe Firebolt. I also wanted to create a trigger system that activates the spells upon contact. That way, anyone can use the ammunition and rifle.” 
 
      
 
    “A trigger system? I could think of another magical circuit, but you’d have to recharge the core every time you used it. The same goes for the ammunition, but they’re meant to be used one time.” 
 
      
 
    “Could you use the magical differential of a different metal to act as a trigger?” Gnominkin asked. 
 
      
 
    The Clockwork Machinist’s eyes widened at the suggestions. “I hadn’t thought about that. I could set a break in the circuit”--he pointed at a place on the cartridge--“that the mithril completes when it touches to send the stored mana from the core to the spell circuit.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, I could make that. It’s not that different from how the normal Flintlock work. I’d just be adjusting the positions of a few parts and adjusting the cock that holds the flint into a hammer with a mithril tip.”  
 
      
 
    The three of us worked out the designs on paper while the rest of the group talked amongst themselves, cleared out the plates, and handed out more drinks. After a while, Gnomez retrieved his engraving tools and laid out the circuits he’d drawn out on the cartridges. We lacked monster cores to affix and power the circuits, and the engravings weren’t filled with silver to carry the mana, but it was enough to show me what I needed to do. 
 
      
 
    By the time we’d worked out the details of the design, the others had cleaned up the kitchen and were ready to leave as night had fully fallen. I bid each of them goodnight and promised to Niala a private dinner together soon.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 28 
 
      
 
      
 
    With the gnomes gone for the night and all the dishes already cleaned up, I turned my attention to a night of work. After getting the skill point for the Razorback Stroganoff, I realized that I’d yet to spend all the class skill points I’d earned cooking dishes these last few days. I pulled up the list of class abilities.  
 
      
 
    Fabrication V - Ability to create any medium magical item in the schematic database. Requires Fabrication IV. Requires 5 class skill points. 
 
      
 
    Mass production I - Ability to create any mundane small item in large quantities instead of individually. Requires Fabrication I. Requires 3 class skill points.  
 
      
 
    Schematic Modification I - Ability to modify one parameter of an existing schematic, creating a new one. Requires Fabrication IV. Requires 2 class skill points. 
 
      
 
    Improve Armor III - Can increase armor class through the use of fabrication. Requires Fabrication II. Requires 3 class skill points. 
 
      
 
    Internal Storage Weight Reduction - Reduce the weight of items in internal storage by 10% per total class skill points spent. Requires at least 1 class skill point. Repeatable. Current points: 4 
 
      
 
    Internal Storage Increased Slots - Increase the number of internal storage slots by the total of class skill points spent. Requires at least 1 class skill point. Repeatable. Current points: 2 
 
      
 
    Improve Efficiency When Deconstructing - Increase efficiency when using Deconstructing tool by 10% per total class skill points spent. Requires at least 1 class skill point. Repeatable.  Current points: 2 
 
      
 
    Improve Efficiency When Repairing - Increase efficiency when Repairing by 10% per total class points spent. Requires at least 1 class skill point. Repeatable. 
 
      
 
    Improve Efficiency When Crafting - Increase efficiency when using Crafting by 10% per total class skill points spent. Requires at least 1 class skill point. Repeatable. Current points: 3 
 
      
 
    Improved Scanning - Gives a greater chance for a successful scan of higher tier items and gear to be scanned as schema. Increase success chance by 10% per total class skill point spent. Requires at least 1 class skill point. Repeatable. 
 
      
 
    I dismissed most of the available options. It wasn’t that they wouldn’t be useful in some respect, but I wanted to focus on what would be immediately useful in the upcoming contest. I didn’t need to fabricate medium-sized magical objects or mass produce anything. My fabrication speed was already boosted by both the efficiency skill and my upgraded agility to the point where making a bullet only took a fraction of a second, and making a ten-pound rifle only took a bit over ten minutes. The gnomes might purchase a small amount of mithril for me to use for some experiments or for rifles for the group, but there was no hope of them providing enough for me to upgrade my armor to the next level, so that upgrade was out. I’d only ever failed to scan one item, so didn’t see myself needing an improved scanning option either.  
 
      
 
    No, the big improvements I needed were in self-sufficiency. I applied the skill points to increasing the number of my internal inventory slots from 7 to 9 and reducing the weight of items stored there by 60%. Whether I needed to carry the materials I’d use to self-repair or to make something we’d need in the competition or just to replace a broken item, I was never going to regret having more stuff or it weighing less.  
 
      
 
    After I was finished, I spent about half an hour just playing with Parker. He’d followed me all day in the city and been patient all through dinner without complaining once, so the poor little guy really deserved a little playtime. I fabricated a small wooden ball and rolled it around the lab, and Parker chased after it and returned it to me just like any dog on Earth would have. Eventually, he adapted and learned to shoot a sticky web and catch the ball in midair as soon as I threw it. It was such a good technique that I named it “Air Shot” and made a mental note to have him use it the next time we came across a flying monster.  
 
      
 
    After that bit of relaxation time, I returned to work. There was no point in tinkering around in the laboratory, making mistakes and wasting materials, ever since I’d discovered the Metalman Stasis Program. The virtual practice space and system which let me review experiences was far more practical than the old-fashioned trial and error approach necessary in the world. I found a spot in the middle of the room and sat down with Parker next to me then entered the command to activate the program. The world faded to black around me, and a moment later, I found myself sitting in the now-familiar white void with a blue screen prompting me with the program’s options displayed in front of me. I already knew what I wanted to do, so I ignored the screen and gave the program a direct command instead.  
 
      
 
    “Command: Please bring up a copy of my blacksmith workshop, the workbench, an example of the current version of the Silent Bullet, the Break Action Rifle, a Tier 1 Monster Core, an ounce of Mithril, an ounce of silver, and the diagram of the magical circuit I scanned earlier today.” 
 
      
 
    The white world around me seemed to pull away somehow, and then all the requested equipment and items appeared. I stood up and went to the workbench and held the Silent Bullet cartridge in my hand. It was a nice bit of work if I do say so myself. A bronze cartridge casing holding a single perfectly shaped bullet. It wasn’t as heavy as the version that held gunpowder, though it wasn’t as powerful either, yet when imbued with the Gust spell, it would create enough force to launch the cone-shaped bullet spinning out of the rifled barrel with enough force to punch through flesh and bone. The only drawback to the current design was that I needed to imbue each cartridge as I fabricated it, and the spell only lasted a bit over half an hour. 
 
      
 
    Comparing the diagram drawn by Gnomez to the blank cartridge, I knew that I would have to work hard to get the design right. I placed the cartridge in a vice attached to the workbench and started carving lines that formed the magical circuit onto the outside and inside of the cartridge using the fine precision tools of an engraver, the same ones that Gnomez had used in fact as he’d allowed me to scan them. The lines were very specific and needed to be delicately drawn, and the few mistakes I made forced me to start over. But I had nothing if not patience, and I simply reset the cartridge every time I made a mistake. This was the beauty of the stasis program: no matter how many times I messed up, nothing was lost but time. Finally, after over an hour, I managed to draw the lines properly. When I was finished, I made a scan of each of the steps in case I made a mistake on the next part of the process.  
 
      
 
    The next phase of work involved me melting silver in the forge by placing it in a crucible, heating it in the furnace, and then pouring the liquid metal into the channels I’d carved into the cartridge. The work was painstakingly slow as the curvature of the cylindrical cartridge made the silver run in directions I didn’t want it to, and after an hour of failures, I came to accept that just one small run-off ruined the whole process. 
 
      
 
    Instead, I took a moment to reexamine the way I was going about the process. I’d carved the proper circuits into the cartridge, but who said I had to keep it as a cylinder while I poured the silver? I spent some time forging a pair of special scissors with a long and thin nose that could cut the small cartridge along the long axis and then flattened out the cartridge and re-engraved any broken circuit lines. Once I did that, it was much easier to pour the silver onto the flat rectangle with its circuit channels than a rounded cylindrical cartridge. While I had the flattened cartridge in front of me, I also affixed the pinky nail-sized Tier 1 Monster core that would power the engraved spell circuits. Once all of the circuit channels were filled and I had checked that no excess material had spilled anywhere, I reassembled and welded the cartridge back together. It was a little sloppy looking, and I was sure a master silversmith would have been able to do better, but the increase to my Metalworking skill, Magical Circuits skill, and the notification that I’d created a new item showed me that I’d at least created a working prototype of what I wanted. 
 
      
 
    You’ve created a first-of-its-kind item. Because of your class ‘Inventor,’ you receive one bonus skill point for inventing a new item. Would you like to name the item? 
 
      
 
    Now, it was just a matter of reworking the trigger mechanism of what I named the Break Action Rifle V2. I needed to convert the cock and flint into an internal hammer mechanism that would hit just the right place on the cartridge to complete the magical circuit and activate the spell engraved inside of it. It took more time than I anticipated, and it really came down to carving out space for the mechanism in the action section of the rifle and miniaturizing and adjusting the hammer’s placement, whose new end was made from mana-conducting mithril. As a safety mechanism, the magical circuit was designed such that only mithril could complete the magical circuit. Any other applied material wouldn’t work because of the difference in the mana conductivity.  
 
      
 
    Finally, after five hours of work, I had both a working prototype of the new Break Action Rifle and the mana-powered cartridge. The core had been charged before installation, and I slipped it into the back end of the barrel, locked the barrel into place, raised the stock to my shoulder, and pulled the trigger. There was a click, and then nothing. I was surprised as I’d thought I’d measured and adjusted everything. But when I examined the place the mithril-covered hammer was supposed to strike, I found it was a tenth of an inch off-center, enough not to complete the magical circuit.  
 
      
 
    After disassembling and adjusting the hammer, I raised the rifle to my shoulder, pulled the trigger, and felt the gun kick against my shoulder as there was a loud whoosh, and the bullet was expelled from the gun. I squeezed the rifle in my hand and did a little jig, glad that the work had paid off. I now had a reliable way to create magically powered ammunition without relying on my limited mana. It opened up a whole branch of stealth tactics that had been out of reach for me when I used the loud black powder ammunition. Even better, I could still use the more powerful black powder ammunition by replacing the Gust spell with the Spark spell to ignite the powder. And I could still layer on an additional spell to the ammunition as an infusion.   
 
      
 
    I returned to the forge and repeated the process of laying out the magical circuit for the casing with the Spark spell. I made fewer mistakes since the process was already familiar, but it still took me two hours to successfully engrave and power the spell. The test of the ammunition also went off without a hitch, gaining me another ‘invention’ related skill point and another skill gain of the Magical Circuits skill.  
 
      
 
    I’d have to wait to spend the new skill points, but after checking the time from the Metalman OS, I had several hours before the next day would start. I wanted to test the limits of my new weapon and ammunition and decided to create some custom scenarios through the Metalman practice system.  
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 29 
 
      
 
      
 
    I’d be facing a series of scenarios I’d programmed into the system, and each was meant to push my limits and test the new weapons and equipment I’d created. I designed the first scenario to test the power and stealth capabilities of the Break Action Rifle and the silent ammunition against a physical powerhouse with high HP. I set the stage on the seventh level of the dungeon, right where I’d fought a Yettaur. The seven-foot-tall, six-armed, yeti monster had nearly killed me, even though I’d sniped at him from a hundred yards away in an elevated position up a tree. I’d thought I had an advantage until the monster demonstrated how quickly and easily it could find me by following the sound and smell of the black powder rifle.  
 
      
 
    The world around me shifted, and the forge and workbench were replaced with a snow-covered forest. The world was just as I remembered it.  was standing underneath towering trees, and on top of a forest floor packed with ice and snow that covered the ground crunched beneath my metal feet. I took a few tentative steps and then recalled that I had integrated a special tool into my mechanical feet the last time I was here. I activated the Ice Shoes with a thought, which make a soft snik sound as the spikes popped out of the soles of my metal feet. The sharp prongs pieced into the frozen ground, giving me much better traction as I moved as quietly as I could through the knee-high snow. I carefully moved through the woods until I spotted the cave that the Yettaur used as its lair. As if I wasn’t certain of being in the right place, my gaze landed on an area just outside the cave marked by heavily compacted snow with several piles of bones the Yettaur used to mark its territory.  
 
      
 
    I knew from experience that the monster had devastating power up close, and while I couldn’t match its strength, I had other new tools this time aside from just the magically powered ammunition. 
 
      
 
    I commanded the Metalman OS to create the materials for Claymore mines, and they appeared in front of me. I fabricated three mines, which took twenty-one minutes. As I stored the mines in my Inventory, I noted that I’d likely not have the spare time to fabricate the mines in real life, making it paramount to prepare such tools in advance. Once the mines were ready, I advanced on the lair. I tried to move slowly and carefully, but stealth wasn’t my strong suit. Each time my metal plates brushed against a tree or I stepped on a branch, I froze, worried that I’d alerted my prey. Thankfully, however, the wind blowing through the level seemed to mute the sounds I made until I was a good distance from the cave and I placed the first mine. Then I slowly backtracked until I was even farther away and placed the second and then third mine I fabricated.  
 
      
 
    I concealed myself behind a bush and tree, just at the edge of the effective range of the Silent Bullet. As I called the prototype magically powered Silent Bullet from my Inventory, I slapped my metal forehead with a soft clang. It was only as I held the new munition in my hand that I realized that I’d neglected to make any more than the single unit. I had been too used to fabricating my ammunition as I need it and needed to change my habits. I had the Metalman OS drop the monster cores, gun powder, lead, bronze, and silver I’d need then fabricated both types of the new ammunition and stored them in my Internal Inventory.  
 
      
 
    I did a quick count, and if I wanted to store everything, I’d have to use up five of my nine Inventory slots just for the ammunition materials. I’d need two more for the Claymore parts, and three more slots to store the ammunition and the mines. That ate up all of my Inventory slots and left nothing for me to carry repair materials.   
 
      
 
    I shook my head to clear it of the accounting, glad that I was learning something even before the fight. I took the first Silent Bullet and infused it with the Echo spell before loading it into the barrel of the Break Action Rifle. I locked the barrel into place with a click, brought the stock to my shoulder, and sighted down the barrel towards the cave where I’d had the system place the monster. I pulled the trigger and the bullet was shot out of the barrel of the rifle with only a whoosh that was muted by the wind. The sound of the bullet hitting the cave wall wouldn’t have been noticed above the sound of the wind except for the Echo spell, which enhanced the sound of the lead bullet hitting stone by a factor of ten and made it sound like a sledgehammer had hit.  
 
      
 
    There was a roar as the six-limbed Yettaur charged out of the cave, throwing up the packed snow and ice as its claws tore at the ground. The monster swung its head left then right, searching for the thing that had disturbed it, and I pulled the trigger of the rifle I’d already reloaded. The lead projectile shot from the barrel of my weapon, and the Yettaur roared in pain as the bullet penetrated the monster’s hide, sending up a spray of red blood that stained its white fur told me that my shot had hit. My hands moved quickly, releasing the catch near the barrel which let the break action work, and the barrel tipped forward on its hinge, revealing the spent cartridge. I grabbed the rim of the cartridge, slid it out of the barrel, and let it drop to the ground. With a mental command, I accessed my internal inventory and called out for a new cartridge, which appeared in my hand with a small flash of light. The new cartridge slid smoothly into the rifle barrel, and the break action barrel clicked back into place. 
 
      
 
    As I brought the butt of the rifle to my shoulder and aimed down the barrel, I appreciated just how much faster reloading was with the new weapon. Though the movements were distinct and a little awkward since I hadn’t practiced much, it all took less than ten seconds to reload, which was a magnitude faster than the Flintlock Rifle.  
 
      
 
    I fired again and wounded the monster, leaving him to spin in circles as it tried to figure out who’d injured it. Individually, the shots weren’t going to kill the beast who had a massive 92 HP. But each one knocked off a chunk of health, and the monster couldn’t locate me because the shots were relatively silent, which meant that I could fire more rounds and do so safely.  
 
      
 
    I decided to add another damaging element and infused the next round with an additional spell that would activate on impact. Because it wasn’t part of the magical circuit, the mana cost and instructions would come directly from my mana pool and the Metalman OS program for advanced infusions. It took a few extra seconds to infuse the round and then there was a whomp as the shot was fired. This round missed and cracked against the stone cave behind the monster, but the Minor Acid Globe infusion activated as it hit, and the Yettaur suffered splash damage from the spell.  
 
      
 
    I was thoroughly impressed at just how much advantage stealth offered. I’d never imagined that I could snipe a monster to death.  
 
      
 
    And as if my thoughts had triggered a response from the universe, the Yettaur turned toward my hiding place as I summoned another cartridge from my internal inventory. I didn’t know if it was the small flashes of light that happened as I brought something from my inventory or if the monster had just figured out the direction of my shots based on where it was being hurt, but the creature charged in my direction, all six of its limbs giving it a speed one wouldn’t expect from such a large beast.  
 
      
 
      
 
    I abandoned stealth as I stood and dashed away, following the tree line into the forest. I heard the monster crash through the bushes and tear through the young trees in its path. I pumped my legs as fast as they would go, but I could hear the monster gaining on me. I found the game trail I’d used as a landmark and turned left, moving deeper into the forest past the trees I’d marked. Then I turned and called forth one of the black powder rounds, infused it with Extended Air Blade, and reloaded the rifle with it.  
 
      
 
    I dropped to one knee to stabilize my shooting position just as Yettaur crashed into view. It slammed to a halt and roared when it saw me, rising its hind legs in a form of challenge.  I fired, and the loud boom as the black powder ignited was my answer. The infused bullet punctured the beat’s exposed belly with twice the force of my former silent shots, tearing a fist-sized hole through the monster’s fur. A gush of blood spouted from the white fur, and the monster groaned in pain as the infused spell activated and a blade of air cut through its internal organs. The monster tottered on its two hindmost legs for a moment before toppling back onto all fours, and its weight seemed to shake the ground as it landed. The creature wasn’t dead yet, but its stomach was bleeding heavily. 
 
      
 
    I was too close to escape, and the monster knew that as it bared its teeth with a snarl and charged. I tripped the latch on the break action and started reloading the weapon, although I was certain I wouldn’t have the opportunity to get another shot off the monster reached me with its long claws. But that wouldn’t matter. The Yettaur passed the first tree I had marked, and the Claymore mine exploded with a bang, blasting a hundred iron balls in a cone of destruction aimed directly into the Yettaur’s side. The beast’s right front leg and shoulder were instantly ripped to shreds, leaving fur and flesh hanging down in strands. But the monster had enough HP to power through the pain and somehow staggered forward another fifteen feet. The second Claymore went off and the left front side of the monster was shredded by the iron balls that hit it. The combined damage was too much for even the mighty Yeti, and it collapsed without even triggering the third Claymore that I’d hidden under a thin layer of dirt a foot in front of me as a last resort.  
 
      
 
    I stood, locking the barrel of the rifle into place after I finished reloading it, and used Inspect on the monster.  
 
      
 
    Yettaur 
 
    Level 7 
 
    HP 13/92 
 
    Bleeding 
 
      
 
    From the status screen, I knew it would die from blood loss, but its groans of pain were unnerving. Even if it was a virtual construct, I didn’t think it was right to make it suffer. I aimed the barrel of the rifle for its head and pulled the trigger. The bang and smoke from black powder covered the crunch as the bullet broke through the monster's skull and ended it.  
 
      
 
    As I looked down at the remains of the monster, I considered the results of the battle. The difference between the last time I’d fought the Yettaur and this time was staggering. I’d barely won before, and this time, it was the monster that never stood a chance.  
 
      
 
    You’ve defeated the designated opponent in the created scenario. Starting the next scenario in ten seconds.  
 
      
 
    As the countdown hit zero, the snow- and ice-covered seventh level of the dungeon faded away, and the next scenario appeared around me. I found myself in another wooded area, but this one was more jungle than forest, and I deactivated my Ice Shoes. I’d programmed this scenario to test how I fared against a group of hunters with stealth capabilities.  
 
      
 
    I had my rifle loaded with a Silent Bullet and only had to find my target up ahead. I walked as quietly as I could, but without any stealth skills, I made more noise than I liked. The monsters found me before I ever spotted them, and I was quickly surrounded by a group of Pantrehos, the large, shadowy, panther-like creatures from the dungeon’s ninth floor. I immediately stepped back, pressing my back up against a tree, and fired into a group of three monsters without aiming. The shot hit one, and the other two backed away, unsure why their pride member had gotten hurt as there was no sound of a shot or obvious contact from a weapon.  
 
      
 
    The other two monsters instantly sprang forward, attacking from a different direction almost as if they had a single mind. There was no way I’d be able to reload the rifle quickly enough, so I sent my rifle to my Inventory and summoned the Claymore mine I hadn’t used on the Yeti. It appeared in my right hand with a flash, and I held it out toward the rushing Pantrehos. Only nothing happened and I realized I was holding the Claymore backward and quickly turned it around, glad that the advanced infusion I’d incorporated had me whitelisted. 
 
      
 
    Just as I got the Claymore turned correctly, the closest monster leapt toward my throat with its fangs bared and ready to rip me apart. Then the explosive went off, and the beast’s snarl turned to a surprised yelp as the iron balls tore through it. The metal bearings practically cut the creature apart, and the force from the blast was enough to reverse its direction, throwing it backward. I was thrown back by the explosion as well, but with my back against the tree, I didn’t go far.  
 
    The other Pantrehos that had charged a moment before leapt to the right to avoid the flying corpse. As I summoned the Break Action Rifle back with a flash and reloaded it, I saw that the Claymore had done more than just kill the single monster. Although the spread of explosively propelled balls had been concentrated on the first beast, the others had taken some damage as well.  
 
      
 
    Additionally, the loud sound and smoke from the explosive seemed to disorient the monsters--which provided enough of a distraction that I was able to reload and fire a more powerful black powder round into the side of the nearest Pantreho. The round blew a hole clear through the beast, and the boom and smoke from the shot added to the confusion. I immediately spun around and skirted around the tree before running into the jungle, reloading the rifle with a Silent Bullet as I ran. I knew I couldn’t outrun the group, but I just wanted to put a little distance between us.  
 
      
 
    A few dozen feet away, I turned back to see that the claw of Pantrehos was searching for me but that the heavy smell of the black powder was confusing their sense of smell. I aimed the rifle and pulled the trigger, but the nearly silent round missed and dug a furrow into the ground near one of the beasts. It leapt away and turned in circles, unsure what had caused the motion. On the other hand, I was inspired. I summoned another Silent Bullet from my Inventory, infused it with a spell I’d gotten recently, and loaded it into the rifle. From my spot behind inside the tangle of a large tree’s roots, I aimed low at another Pantreho. The shot missed again, but a green circle appeared around where the struck the ground, and then a hard dirt spike shot up from the earth, impaling the panther-like creature in his stomach. The spike didn’t do more than a few points of damage, but it confused the claw even more.  
 
      
 
    The fight became much easier as the smoke from the black powder rounds cleared and I had a better view of the monsters. I continued to snipe with the silent rounds from my hiding place, alternating my infusions with Earth Spikes and Minor Acid Globes. The Minor Acid Globes did damage in an area, even when the direct shot missed, and the Earth Spikes attacked from the ground, obfuscating my firing location. The pride was down to two when they finally gave up and bounded away into the jungle, which the system counted as a win, displaying the victory notification.  
 
      
 
    There was another countdown, and then the next scenario started.  
 
      
 
    The environment around me shifted again, and another group of monsters appeared. Two dozen Scaledeon mounted Squirrel Knights charged out of the small castle on the first floor of the dungeon followed by a group of three Squirrel Bishops and two Squirrel Kings. I laughed at the sight of monsters. It felt like ages since I’d fought and almost lost to the creatures. While I didn’t have the defensive trench ass when Greebo and I had fought them before, I had much better armor now. I wanted to test just what difference it made against a coordinated force capable of using skills and tactics.  
 
      
 
    Despite their small stature, the mounted knights were stunningly fast, and their charge on their lizard mounts closed the distance between us in seconds. Led by the two Squirrel Kings, the knights lined up in two lines and hit me with all the power their mounts could generate one after another, splitting to the left and right around me as they made their attack. The kings’ metal lances bent even as they scored lines on my armor plating, but the knights’ wooden lances broke on the steel that covered my body. While no single hit was deadly, the concentrated attacks started to bend the steel plating on my thighs.  
 
      
 
    As the Squirrels swung around for another coordinated attack, the kings drew inch-long swords, and the knights followed with wooden versions. I’d taken more damage than I had expected from the squirrels, so I took a knee and fired into their charging lines. The powerful black powder round cut through not one but two of the Scaledon mounts. Their mounts’ deaths threw the squirrel riders from their saddles and tripped up two of the closest following knights, but the other twenty nimbly directed their Scaledons around their fallen comrades and continued their charge. Almost instantly, the three Bishops ran up to the fallen and started to chant a healing spell.  
 
      
 
    The charging knights were coming too fast, and I didn’t have time to reload, so I turned my weapon upside down and swung the heavy rifle by the barrel like a club, knocking the wood armored rodents from their mounts by two’s and threes. Once down, I stomped into their bodies using the Ice Shoes’ spikes, breaking their wooden armor and crushing the flesh and bone beneath until they stopped moving.  
 
      
 
    It was enough to decimate the Squirrels’ formation, and the battle turned into a full brawl. The lizard mounts attacked with fang and claw, and the knights used their wooden swords to try to hurt me. I only took a steady amount of minor damage, but it was enough of a distraction to allow the surviving King to be healed by the Bishops and remount his Scaledon. The King charged me, and instead of directing his mount around me for a slicing attack, he had the lizard creature leap directly onto me. The knee-high monster hit me with enough force to push me back a step, and I dropped my rifle as I tried to rip the clinging monster off my chest and stop it from snapping and clawing at me. I’d lost track of the King until I felt a sharp stab at the back of my neck where my armor plating didn’t cover. I finally flung the Scaledon away from me and tried to reach back to my neck to grab the Squirrel King stabbing me, but the elusive creature avoided my grasping metal hands. In the meantime, the few knights that hadn’t been killed backed away to where the Bishops waited to heal them.  
 
      
 
    I knew that I couldn’t let the Squirrel healers continue restoring the health, but I had to deal with King stabbing my back first. I leapt forward and rolled along the ground then came back to my feet. I’d felt a thump as I rolled, and when I glanced back, I saw the Squirrel King lying on the ground, his form pushed into the dirt as I’d steamrolled over him with my metal body. He wasn’t dead, but he was momentarily disabled. I looked around for the rifle I’d dropped and found it beneath the dead body of a Scaledon. I dragged it out and loaded it with an infused black powder round and fired at the clustered group of squirrels. The round hit a white-robed Bishop, splattering the monster upon impact. Then the infused spell went off, and a green acid bubble popped, splashing burning acid onto the remaining monsters. It was enough to kill the hurt knights and severely injure the remaining spell-casting squirrels. Another infused round ended them.  
 
      
 
    All except the last Squirrel King were dead, and as I turned to check on him, I found him still pressed into the ground, struggling to get back to his feet. I reloaded another black powder round, walked up to the plate-mail-wearing squirrel, and fired point-blank into his body. It was overkill, but I’d grown tired of the monsters and utterly more respectful of any group that could use tactics, even if they were overgrown rodents.  
 
      
 
    And on and on it went. I tested the new weapons against different groups of mothers, leaving myself no downtime between fights. I never gave myself any time to prepare, but when I was able to escape the initial encounter and hide, I was able to fabricate Claymores and ammunition. I sniped when I could and laid traps with the Claymores when I had to run. When running wasn’t an option, I bashed my opponents with the butt of the rifle, kicked and punched, and relied on my steel plating to protect me long enough to reload my weapon or pull a Claymore from my Inventory.  
 
      
 
    I finally reached the last scenario. I’d programmed it as the ultimate test of both my growing combat skills and my weapons. As the environment shifted to a cave system, and I knew that I’d have to use every trick I’d learned to even have a chance at winning this one. I was out of resources, but this time I had prepared four Claymore mines, a dozen black powder rounds, and eight Silent Bullets. It’ll have to be enough, I thought as I heard the monster I’d placed in the scenario.  
 
      
 
    “Where are you, you rusty Metalman?!” the voice shouted. 
 
      
 
    If I’d had flesh, it would have shivered at the thought of facing this one alone. But I knew I needed to do this. I turned and ran down the tunnel. I turned left when the pathway forked, and I hoped that the cave system was twisty enough to buy me enough time to implement my plan. I ran through a narrow passage that widened into a cavern and decided that this was the place I needed. I activated my Deconstruction tool in my left forearm, and it emitted the familiar green light as I started to break up the stone floor in the narrowest part of the passage I’d come through. With my class boosts to the ability and the bonuses from my improved dexterity, I was able to cut a five-foot-deep hole within minutes. I piled the stone up taken out of the hole into a mound behind it, fabricated short stone spikes onto the bottom of the hole, and then covered it all with a thin layer of fabricated stone.  
 
      
 
    “I know you’re close. You’ll either serve me and my master, or I’ll tear you apart with my bare hands. But you can’t hide in these tunnels forever,” the voice echoed down the tunnel.  
 
      
 
    I knew my time to prepare was ending, but I cut four shelves into the stone walls on the left and right sides of the hole and tucked the Claymore mines facing down the tunnel. I turned and climbed behind the stone mound I’d created and laid out with my rifle loaded and aimed.  
 
      
 
    It was only a minute later that the hulking monster came around the corner, and I could see him down the tunnel. It looked left first and when it didn’t see me, turned right and finally saw me.  
 
      
 
    “There you are, you hunk of metal. You’re mine now!” it shouted. It came into the light of the glowing torches embedded into the walls of the tunnel, revealing the twisted and mutated monster form of Harrison Freud. The fused parts of blue troll flesh and white-furred Yettaur merged with the burnt and cracked flesh of the mage's body was even more horrible-looking than I remembered. He reared back on Yettaur legs, and the lumpy, squirming mass of extra body parts that made up his torso seemed to shiver in anticipation as he stomped forward. 
 
      
 
    I didn’t respond to his words. Instead, I pulled the trigger and fired the infused black powder round with a bang. The round punched a fist-sized hole dead center in his chest.  
 
      
 
    The half-melted face of Harrison laughed as he poked at the wound that was already healing--until the infused spell went off, and a burst of green acid spewed from the wound. The derisive laugh immediately turned to a scream as his finger melted. Even though the acid would prevent the mutated mage from regenerating that wound, I knew he still had plenty of health.  
 
      
 
    I reloaded with as much speed as I could, and fired again but Harrison held up his troll arm in front of him like a shield. My shot missed, but the acid damage splashed on his centaur-like hindquarters. “I’ll get you before you can do anything else!” he howled as he rushed forward, his clawed feet digging into the stone.  
 
      
 
    I got off one more shot just before Harrison stepped on the thin stone covering the pit trap. The stone split under the hundreds of pounds of the monster mage’s weight, and he fell forward. I heard a scream as he fell onto the spikes at the bottom of the hole, but the small victory was short-lived as the seven-foot-tall monster raised his arms and began pulling himself up out of the hole. It seemed to be a bit of a struggle for him, but his sheer height and enhanced health were enough to mitigate much of the damage from the fall, and the cuts along his body were already healing as I watched him pull himself out.  
 
      
 
      
 
    I watched as the man-monster smirked. “You think a few spikes are enough to stop me?” 
 
      
 
    I shook my head and responded for the first time. “No, but I hope this is. Fire!” The Claymore mines I’d hidden on the sides of the pit activated with the programmed voice command. All four exploded, firing down four hundred iron balls directly into the pit. Harrison’s smirk disappeared along with most of his face as the bearings tore through his grotesque and twisted flesh, and his hindquarter and legs were reduced to chunks of meat and fur as they’d been directly in the blast radius from the mines.  
 
      
 
    The remaining flesh and bones of Harrison’s head started to quiver and move towards each other as the regenerative capabilities of the troll flesh fused the surviving parts. I reloaded another black powder round and tried to infuse another acid spell but got the notification that I lacked the mana to complete the infusion. I felt panic as the twisted abomination slowly but inexorably crawled on its hands toward me.  
 
      
 
    I fired another shot into the regenerating flesh that tore a chunk from his chest, but the damage was healed over in seconds. I reloaded and fired again and again at the half-healed face of the monster man grinning at me as it came closer until the barrel smoked from the rapid shots. I’d severed one arm from the monster but done little more lasting damage.  
 
      
 
    Harrison’s voice cut through my thoughts as he started to laugh, his vocal cords finally regenerated. “Ha! There’s nothing a pathetic being like you can do against the power my master has granted me. You can run and hide, you can slash and try to burn my flesh, but I’ll keep coming. Your defeat is inevitable, Metalman.” 
 
      
 
    Harrison looked up at me with an arrogant scowl on his face as he rolled to his side and pulled himself upright with his remaining blue troll arm, the viscera that was left of his lower body trailing behind him. I pointed the rifle at his head and fired. The whomp of the Gust spell was all that was heard as the spell pushed the lead round down the barrel of the rifle with enough speed to punch through Harrison’s skull with a crunch. The light in the monster’s eyes dimmed, for a moment, I thought I’d finally won. But then the hole in his skull started to twist, and the deformed lead bullet was pushed out of the cavity as the flesh and bone mended.  
 
      
 
    “Ha ha!” Harrison laughed as he suddenly blinked and lunged forward. He crashed into me, and we tumbled backward, rolling along the stone floor. I lost my rifle somewhere, and when we came to a stop, he was on top of me. I panicked and punched and kicked as I tried to fight my way out from under him, but the weight of his body pressed me down as his muscled troll hand reached down and grabbed my entire head. As he squeezed, I heard the metal that covered my head groan and the underlying structure ping and crack. I pounded against his arm with my metal fists and grabbed at his fingers, but they just dug harder. I stared up at Harrison’s crazed eyes as he smiled down at me, and then his hand crushed my head.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 30 
 
      
 
      
 
    You’ve been defeated by the designated opponent in the created scenario. Would you like to restart the scenario?  
 
      
 
    I stared up at the notification that floated in my vision as the cave was replaced by the white void. I could still almost feel the crunch of my faceplate as Harrison killed me, but even that sensation faded as the seconds passed and I sat up. I declined to restart the scenario and the notification disappeared.  
 
      
 
    It was a virtual death, something that I should have been used to considering all the combat practice I’d gone through since I’d discovered the training program. But this time it was different. Not the loss, I’d known I was pushing the limits of what I could do by myself when I’d designed the scenario. No, it was the look in the recreated Harrison’s eyes. Unlike the monsters in the dungeon, who fought on behalf of the level to protect it and gain resources, Harrison enjoyed killing me. I could see it in his eyes as he crushed my skull. He felt some perverse sense of satisfaction from overpowering me to the point where he could take my life. Even if he was only a virtual construct, it bothered me that it was so like how the real Harrison was and that the monster mage had likely felt just such pleasure when he murdered Manny.  
 
      
 
    I shook my head to clear it of the depressing thoughts. While it still hurt to think of Manny’s death, I knew that he wouldn’t have wanted me to let thoughts of his murder keep me from growing. Instead, I turned my thoughts to the results of the marathon monster fight and what I’d learned about my new weapon’s capabilities.  
 
      
 
    On the whole, I was rather pleased with myself. Not only had I gained several levels in the Firearms skill, but I’d also gained a new skill called Explosives. Moreover, I’d faced more monsters than I’d ever thought I could handle alone, and not only had I mostly won, I’d decimated a majority of them. With a little more prep and a chance to prepare a better weapon against his regeneration, I think I could have even won against Harrison. Still, I learned a great deal about my new weapons.  
 
      
 
    The Break Action Rifle, even if it cut down reload time to a few seconds, had a hard time dealing damage to a large group attacking at once. I needed to make each reload count for more, or develop a kind of round capable of a wider area of damage. I thought back to the fight with the Pantrehos and how devastating it was to blast one with the Claymore mine. At close range the iron balls the mine shot out were able to almost cut the leaping monster in half, and because of the spread of the projectiles, multiple monsters were hit by the same shot.  
 
      
 
    Shot! Of course, I thought. It didn’t take but a moment to realize I needed to make a buckshot round.  
 
      
 
    I sat up and checked the time. I still had a good while until I wanted to return to the real world and had the Metalman OS recreate my laboratory. I used the forge to create the small balls for the buckshot round, loaded them into the black powder cartridge, and capped the front end with a bit of paper to keep the small balls from spilling out. Then, just to see if it would work, I made a second test buckshot cartridge one using the casing from the Silent Bullet. I dismissed the notification telling me that I’d invented something new and then tested the round out at the range. The propellant of the shell was powered from magical circuitry and a monster core, the same as the other black power rounds and when ignited, there was the familiar loud bang, and the shot hit the closest target, 10 feet away. The target was obliterated. I mean there was nothing left of the circular target except bits of paper falling to the ground. At 30 feet the target was still shredded with the center almost entirely gone and peppering spread out from there to the edge. I repeated the test with targets getting farther and farther and as the distance increased the spread of the buckshot and about 150 feet the shot spread out so wide that barely any hit the target, though the shot that hit still penetrated several inches into the target. The maximum effective range of the Buckshot Cartridge was about 90 feet. Anything past that and the spread of the buckshot started to get too wide and didn’t penetrate the target deep enough to do critical damage.  
 
      
 
    I repeated the tests with the air powered buckshot and while it had a similar effective range as the black powder version, the penetrative power dropped off much sooner, at about 60 feet. Still, having different types of ammunition meant that I had more options when fighting. I loved the effectiveness of the Claymore Mine, but it cost 50 times the resources and fabrication time of a single cartridge. With buckshot, I’d be much better prepared for close up encounters.  
 
      
 
    However, that didn’t mean that the Claymore mine didn’t have its place. It was the best explosive weapon that I had access to. I just needed to be able to use it in a readily defensible emplacement. Which brought me to another issue, portable defense. Since I’d gotten the ability, Mobile Workroom, I’d dreamt of exploiting it to create some kind of portable defense structure that the ability would let me use. It tested the limits of the ability and employing it took time and left me seriously vulnerable as activating the ability opened up my chest cavity and exposed all my inner workings. So, this couldn’t be something like a simple shield nailed to an anvil.  
 
      
 
    I started with the bases for my design, the anvil. It was made from durable iron and heavy enough to withstand a charge. I had the Metalman OS recreate my laboratory and I started forging a solid curved iron wall six feet tall, six feet wide, and an inch thick. Struts and a wide base plate provided stability so that it could stand on its own. I also added a horizontal slit shoulder height that would let me fire through. I tried to use Mobile Workroom on the wall and a notification told me that it didn’t qualify as a tool. I’d had to try, just in case, but wasn’t surprised by the results. I attached the anvil with an extended piece of iron from the base plate and tried to add the item again, but got the same rejection. It was frustrating, but I knew that it would always be an issue. Since the base plate was flat, I added a small iron forge, which was a square open iron pan on legs with a bellows attached below it that pumped air upwards into the forge to increase the heat produced by burning coke. Still, the system didn’t count it, so I kept adding more of the tools that I used in my laboratory. I added shelves to the inside of the wall and put tools there. The moment the wall stopped looking like a defensive wall and more like part of an actual forge, the Metalman ability finally accepted my design.  
 
      
 
    Iron Blacksmith Wall 
 
    AC 15 
 
    Weight 1,350 lbs 
 
    Durability 300/300 
 
      
 
    Unfortunately, a second problem arose. The time it took to bring a tool out of Mobile Workroom was based on how much the tool weighed. A simple sledgehammer took seconds, but my designed Iron Forge Wall weighed so much that it took nearly an hour to bring it out of the internal space. That was just too long of a time as fabricating a Fine Portable Wall only took seven minutes and another four to fill will dirt. That structure was taller and sturdier than my Iron Forge Wall.  
 
      
 
    It felt frustrating to have overlooked such an important limitation of the ability, but it made sense. I needed to reduce the weight of my Blacksmith wall and the best way to do that was to change the material it was made out of. I reduced the size of the anvil and removed most of the iron and replaced it with several inches of hard oak.  
 
      
 
    Oak Blacksmith Wall 
 
    AC 5 
 
    Weight 110 lbs 
 
    Durability 30/30 
 
      
 
    The reduction in weight allowed me to bring the Oak Forge Wall out in 5 minutes instead of an hour. Best, I’d left two knee-high shelves that were open to the outside of the wall that was the perfect size to hold two Claymore mines. I couldn’t keep the weapons in the wall while stored since they lost their qualification as a tool, but the design compromise would let me place the mines as needed and even let me reload new ones from behind the wall.  
 
      
 
    I understood that the Oak Blacksmith Wall was meant as an emergency defensive emplacement and that I'd be better off building Fine Portable Walls if I had even more time since they could be connected to make a fully defensive circle. But I was happy with the way I was able to exploit the Metalman System.  
 
      
 
    A check told me that the time I’d planned to spend in the program had elapsed, and I ended my work there with a command to the Metalman OS.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
     

  

 
   
    Chapter 31 
 
      
 
      
 
    The stasis space faded as the program disengaged, and I found myself sitting in the laboratory with Parker still at my feet and early morning light coming in from the east-facing windows. As I moved, Parker sprang up onto his legs and wiggled around for a pet. I obliged the mechanical spider with a quick pat as I got to my feet and headed out the laboratory door. I needed to gather materials to create the Oak Blacksmith Wall, Break Action Rifles for the members of my team, and ammunition. Plus, I still needed to fabricate and test a few of the exotic tools I’d made for our Alchemist, though he’d have to fill them with whatever solutions he planned to use.  
 
      
 
    But none of that would happen if I didn’t get the materials I needed. I walked out of the laboratory with Parker at my heels and ran into Mary almost immediately. She was sitting courtyard wearing her white lab coat over a dark dress while drinking tea and eating a pastry. There were several other gnomes in various groups having their own breakfasts, but Mary was alone. She saw me coming and waved me over.  
 
      
 
    “Mr. Repair, it's good to see you this morning. Are you going to be training with us today?” she said as she sipped from her teacup.  
 
      
 
    “Yes, I was planning on joining you all and sharing the new weapons I’d designed.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, new weapons?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, enough for a new rifle for each of you, plus the new ammunition, and a few special tools for Ragnomrok. I’ve also designed a ready-made defensive wall. There’s lots of stuff to get this morning, so it may be a little while till I return.” I thought about my plans and that I had no idea if they meshed with Niala’s training schedule. For all I knew, they would hamper it. I looked down at Mary and clasped my hands together before asking, “Would you do me a favor? Please tell Niala where I’ve gone and that I hoped we could head into the dungeon to practice with the new weapons.” 
 
      
 
    Mary thought about my request as she took the last sip of her tea and the last bite of her pastry. Then she stood and shook her head. “No, I don’t think I’ll be able to do so since I’ll be going with you to shop. I’ll have one of the research assistants deliver the message instead.” She called out to a young gnome who looked a little older than a teenager and was sitting with others her age eating breakfast.  
 
      
 
    The young lady scurried over, gave Mary a small bow, and said, “You called, Researcher Mary?” 
 
      
 
    Mary nodded and then explained that she’d be leaving with me this morning to procure research materials and that she should tell Trainer Niala about her absence and that they’ll need to arrange for an expedition into the dungeon for practical experiments and training. The assistant nodded, repeated the message, and then was dismissed with a casual wave of Mary’s hand. She then turned to me and said with a smile, “I’m ready to go when you are, Mr. Repair.” 
 
      
 
    I hadn’t planned on taking anyone along with me but with all the materials I’d be purchasing, it would probably go much smoother if I had someone with me who could authorize the funds for some of the more expensive materials, like the mithril for the hammers on the rifles. I turned toward the Institute’s gates with a shrug and commanded Parker to go into backpack mode as we left the compound. He scurried up my legs and latched onto my back as Mary and I walked out into the city.  
 
      
 
    The day was just getting started, and while there was light traffic on the streets, the majority of the people out were employees, maids, and shopkeepers. The district’s richer clientele wouldn’t be up for a few more hours. Mary took one look around and tightened up her coat, put two fingers to her lips, and made a loud whistling noise while raising her other hand in the air. Within a few moments, a carriage pulled by two creatures that looked like furry green unicorns drove up, and she hopped into the passenger seat. She gave me a look when I didn’t hop in after her and said, “Come on, Mr. Repair. The Institute is paying for this shopping trip, so we might as well expedite the journey. The quicker we’re done with your shopping, the quicker we can be back for training. We don’t have many days left.” 
 
      
 
    I hadn’t thought about taking a carriage as I enjoyed walking the streets of the city, but if I wasn’t paying for it, why not?  
 
      
 
    I stepped into the passenger seat after her and the carriage driver asked, “Where to, good lady?”  
 
      
 
    Mary glanced at me with a questioning look.  
 
      
 
    “Oh, to the Northern District, the Tipsy Minotaur,” I answered. 
 
      
 
    “Going bargain hunting, are we?” Mary asked as the carriage began moving forward and down the street.  
 
      
 
    “You could say that. I know a goblin that promised me a good deal on some of the materials I need.” 
 
      
 
    Her eyes narrowed at the statement, but she didn’t say anything else. The trip went by fairly quickly despite the carriage regularly stopping for pedestrians and other traffic, and the trip ended up being much faster than my normal jaunt across the massive city. I watched out of the window and found delight in the sights that never seemed to get boring no matter how many times I saw them. The elves, gnomes, dwarves, and humans in the Eastern District that wore what resembled turn-of-the-early-nineteenth-century dresses and suits were a wonder, the magically created golems carried cargo fascinated me, and the fantastic beasts drawing carriages and carts were wonders. As we approached the center of town, outfits started to shift to workmen’s darker and heavier clothing and adventurers began to appear outfitted with weapons. When we turned north, the building changed from solid stone constructions to a mixture of various materials and then finally to old weathered wood, and the crowds became comprised of goblins, trolls, orcs, and a few other species I had no name for.  
 
      
 
    The carriage stopped outside of the Tipsy Minotaur, which was in the center of the Northern District. As Mary and I stepped out, she looked around nervously, and I noted that there were a lot of people watching us. Some were curious as to why a fancy-looking carriage would come up their way, and others had a predatory look in their eyes when they saw Mary hand the driver silver for the ride.  
 
      
 
    I pulled the Break Action Rifle from my Inventory, making it obvious that we were not an easy mark, and most of the eyes that watched us suddenly had something else to do. As the carriage clattered off, Mary joined me in front of the bar. “This where your goblin gets drunk?” 
 
      
 
    I chuckled. “Yeah, but he also owns the place.” 
 
      
 
    Her eyebrows raised at the statement, and she muttered, “A business-owning goblin? Will wonders never cease.” 
 
      
 
    I led Mary to the side entrance and knocked on the door. There was a pause, and then the door opened and a seven-foot-tall minotaur, the bar’s bouncer, appeared in the doorway. He looked down at me and nodded. “Repair. Nice to see you.” He caught sight of Mary a few feet behind me, and his shoulders straightened. “Who’s your friend?” 
 
      
 
    “Thanks, Angus. This is a colleague from the Gnomish Research Institute. She’s the money . . . I mean, she’s here on business. Is Greebo in?” 
 
      
 
    Angus stepped back and nodded toward the back of the building. “He was just preparing to leave for the dungeon. He’s in the office.”  
 
      
 
    Mary and I entered, and I sent my rifle to my Inventory as I passed through the doorway. Once inside, I turned right and followed the hallway through the kitchen to the back room where Greebo’s office was. I knocked on the door and heard him shout, “Gnarry, I have to go to the dungeon. I don’t have time for another round, sugar lips.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s me, Greebo,” I said, glancing down at Mary who’d raised an eyebrow at the goblin’s words. 
 
      
 
    There was the sound of a chair scraping against the floor, and then the door opened to show my friend wearing the studded leather armor I’d fabricated for him and the empty sheathes for his twin short swords. The goblin smiled up at me with a sharp-toothed grin and asked, “What are you doing here so early, Bolts? You planning on joining us for some mining?” 
 
      
 
    “Bolts?” Mary asked. 
 
      
 
    The goblin’s expression dropped a little as he noticed Mary, who’d been obscured behind my legs. He didn’t ask who she was, but he looked up at me with a questioning expression.   
 
      
 
    “Greebo Kneecapper, please allow me to introduce one of my teammates for the competition, Researcher Mary Gnogniton. She’s here to authorize the purchase of the monster cores we spoke about yesterday.” 
 
      
 
    Greebo hardly gave the gnome a glance but muttered, “Pleasure to make your acquaintance, I’m sure.” Then he shook his head at me. “I told you to give me a couple days, Repair.” The goblin backed into the room and then went to his desk. He moved his twin short swords and a whetstone to the side then lifted a crate off the floor and put it onto the desk with a thud. Inside, there were three thumb-sized stones and two fist-sized leather bags tied with a drawstring. I opened the bags and found piles of pinky-nail-sized stones in one and thumbnail-sized ones in the other. The goblin gestured towards the stones and said, “This is what I was able to collect from my sources since we spoke. Thirty tier-one cores, Twenty-two tier two cores, and three tier-three cores. Though I’m expecting another delivery from Ninja Stan later today for more tier-one cores like you requested.” 
 
      
 
    I did the calculations in my head and said, “The cores will be enough to fabricate about ten rounds of the new ammunition for each member of my team. It’s enough for a fight or two, but I’m going to need more to prepare for the competition.” 
 
      
 
    Greebo shrugged helplessly. “It’s what I have for now. Like I said, I’m ringing my sources for as many cores as I can find you. I’ll have more tonight and even more tomorrow.” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll take it all at the discussed rate. Mary here can sign the purchase order for this and the other monster cores you find. Just send them to my lab at the Institute,” I said hurriedly, not wanting to give Mary a chance to decline to pay for the purchase as I grabbed the bags and the loose stones and sent them to my Internal Inventory.  
 
      
 
    Greebo nodded, opened a desk drawer for two pieces of paper, a pen, and ink and started to write on them. “Here’s the receipt of sales for the cores you're taking now. This is an agreed-upon price for the one I’ll send you later.” He sprinkled some sand on the ink and gently blew on the paper to dry the ink before sliding them over to me. I read the language and looked at the price with an internal smile at the totaled figures. 
 
      
 
    Before I could sign the documents, Mary pushed her way between me and the desk and snatched the papers off the desk. “Since I’m ‘the money,’ as you put it, Mr. Repair, I’ll be the one to sign the purchase agreement.” She read the pages carefully several times, even pulling out a pair of glasses and examining the edges of the paper slowly.  
 
      
 
    “What are you doing?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    “Just my due diligence, checking for any hidden small print,” she said while she continued to look over both sides of the papers. “But it seems like you’re dealing with a rarity of the world”--she glanced up at me before finishing--“an honest goblin.”  
 
      
 
    My hand clenched into a fist when I heard the insulting statement, and I saw Greebo’s expression darken for a moment. But he was all sharp-toothed smiles the next second. “Of course. I’d have no issues wringing some extra coin from a stupid elf, dwarf, or gnome for that matter, but Repair here is my friend, and I’d never cheat a friend.” 
 
      
 
    Mary sniffed and then asked, “The prices quoted here are below market rate for monster cores. How can you offer such prices, even for a friend?” 
 
      
 
    “I have my boys collecting them directly from the source, and I’m selling them in bulk. So, a slight discount is expected. Do you have a problem with saving a few silver here and there?” 
 
      
 
    “No, no problem. As I stated, I’m just doing my due diligence. I agree that this is a good price, but please be aware that our researchers will be examining every stone before issuing payment, and any defective or damaged ones will be deducted from the total.” 
 
      
 
    “Of course. I wouldn’t expect you to pay for damaged goods.” 
 
      
 
    The two smiled at each other, but their eyes were hard. Mary looked over the pages again then nodded, signed them, and slid them back to Greebo. My friend dusted the signature with some sand and then put the pages to the side before a genuine smile appeared on his face as he spoke to us. “Pleasure doing business with you.” Then, turning to me, he said, “I’d love to chew the Razorback fat with you, Bolts, but I gotta meet the mining crew and the boys who’ll be looking for more cores for you.” He sheathed his swords and headed to the door, holding it open for us.  
 
      
 
    “I understand. Send my best wishes to the Divas and the boys. Tell them I’ll buy them a nice dinner soon if they can get all the cores I need.” 
 
      
 
    Greebo walked us out of the bar, yelling that he was leaving to whatever staff was still in the building cleaning and preparing for the day. Once outside the building, he bid us farewell again and then took off jogging south toward the dungeon at the center of the city.  
 
      
 
    “That was a surprisingly straightforward transaction, Mr. Repair,” Mary said, a satisfied smile on her face.  
 
      
 
    “Were you expecting something different?” I asked, still irritated with her for the things he’d said to my friend. 
 
      
 
    “Whenever I deal with goblins, or any of the people in the Northern District, I always expect them to raise prices for a gnome or try some confidence trick. But your friend was rather honest, though I have small reservations about the origins of the cores.” 
 
      
 
    “But you liked the price?” 
 
      
 
    “Of course. Any time I can get materials at that price, I can overlook minor reservations,” she said with a sniff. We started walking down the street, following the path Greebo took, and I recalled my rifle from my Inventory and casually rested it against my shoulder as we walked. 
 
      
 
    I still needed to get the lumber, steel, black powder, bronze, mithril, and other materials for everything I had to fabricate, but those transactions were straightforward. I purchased my infusion components from a troll herbalist, the black powder from the alchemist that lived near Evanora Everwoods, and the wood from a goblin carver near the center of town. The rest of the industrial materials, like steel and bronze, I purchased in bulk from the Merchant’s Guild.  
 
      
 
    Thankfully, I was able to store much of the materials we’d purchased by placing them in my Internal Inventory. I had nine slots available, in which items of the same type could stack, and thanks to the class skill I’d invested in, the weight of anything I stored in the space was reduced by 60%. With my strength score and base carrying capacity, the math worked out to turn my 42 lbs carrying limit to 105 lbs as long as it was stored in my Internal Inventory. The tricky part turned out to be that, when I took something out of my inventory, the weight reduction bonus disappeared. Which was rather embarrassing when I collapsed due to weight encumbrance in the middle of the Merchant’s Guild when I tried to take out some iron I had stored there to make room for the steel we’d purchased. After that, we arranged to have the steel and part of the heavy lumber order I needed delivered to the Institute. 
 
      
 
    We headed back to the Eastern District to buy the paper and mithril I needed from specialty shops. Mary haggled the price down on the Mithril since it was so expensive, and the shop owner offered to have his guard escort us home by armored carriage for an additional fee. Rather than pay the extra cost, we walked away with the precious metal carefully stored in my Internal Inventory where no thief would be able to get it. 
 
      
 
    It was barely midday when the two of us finished shopping for the materials, but Mary looked a bit worn out. I didn’t know if it was the heat from the sun overhead or just all the work she’d done trying to haggle us to a better deal on materials, but she looked tired.  
 
      
 
    “How about we take a break for a bit of food before we head back to the Institute?” I asked.  
 
      
 
    She wiped her brow with the sleeve of her white lab coat and nodded. “I heard there was a new confectionery shop near here that served cold sweets. I’ve been looking for an excuse to try it out.” 
 
      
 
    “Do you mean Cold Treats?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, that’s it. Do you know it?” 
 
      
 
    “I do. It’s not far at all,” I answered. 
 
      
 
    We walked four blocks west and another two north before I saw the ice cream parlor that had become so famous. There was a line outside the door that stretched around the block. Most of the people waiting looked to be rather well-off--or at least the servants of those who were well-off. Some even had portable chairs and tables that they sat in while they waited. 
 
      
 
    “Oh no. That line will take an eternity to get through,” Mary said with a disappointed look on her face. “We should just head back to the Institute. We can have lunch with the others, and then you can work on your projects before we go to the dungeon.” 
 
      
 
    There was a wistful look in Mary’s eyes as she suggested we head back, and I decided that I’d use a little bit of influence to help us jump the line. After all, Mary had spent her morning helping with the shopping and she deserved a little reward.  
 
      
 
    “Don’t worry about the line. I know the owner, and I’m sure we can get a seat,” I said. Before she could object, I walked up to the counter where a thin elf man in white formal attire waited at the podium. He eyed me suspiciously as I approached, but when he saw Mary behind me, he nodded and asked, “Does Madame have a reservation?” 
 
      
 
    “Mr. Repair, is that you?” another voice asked.  
 
      
 
    I looked behind the thin elf and saw a petite woman carrying a tray laden with four bowls of ice cream looking through the doorway.  
 
      
 
    “Do you know this golem’s master?” the elf asked the waitress. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know her, but he’s the one that invented ice cream and is partners with the boss,” she answered.  
 
      
 
    The elf looked at me incredulously then laughed and turned back to the waitress. “Very funny, Lucy. How could some machine make our restaurant's main dish?” 
 
      
 
    “I saw him do it myself. He came in with another gnome lady when we were a restaurant, and the chef himself handed Mr. Repair the tools and ingredients to make ice cream. I even had one of the first servings when Chef Jerry made it again in the kitchen.” She turned to me and said, “If there’s anything you need, Mr. Repair, it's on the house.” Then she turned around and resumed her walk toward one of the tables. 
 
      
 
    The elf looked sheepishly at me for a moment before picking up two menus and bowing his head. “I’m sorry, sir. I didn’t know you were the mysterious inventor of the ice cream. I’m new and was only trying to maintain a fair seating policy.” 
 
      
 
    I considered how good it would feel to stretch out the man’s uncomfortableness or maybe complain a bit. But he’d only really been doing his job, and I could imagine some of the rich people he’d had to be stern with. I shook my head and said, “Don’t worry. I completely understand. I’m sure you’ve had to deal with some difficult customers.” 
 
      
 
    A look of relief crossed the elf’s face as he nodded quickly. “Yes. You wouldn’t believe what some people try to do to get a seat quickly.” He gestured with a hand towards the door to the restaurant. “Please, follow me and I’ll get you seated immediately.” 
 
      
 
    He held open the door and led us inside. “Oh, it’s colder inside,” Mary said as she stepped across the threshold. 
 
      
 
    The elf nodded as he led us through the restaurant and between the tables crowded with customers spooning ice cream from glass bowls. “Ah. Yes, madam. The owner had special enchantments installed to keep the ice cream cold while people consumed it.” 
 
      
 
    It was at least 15 degrees cooler than outside, and I noticed familiar runes carved into plates along the walls. A quick use of Magic Spell Scanning told me that they were a combination of the Chill and Gust enchantments. I already knew both spells, so I didn’t get anything new from the scan, but it was an interesting combination that effectively created air conditioning. I wondered if there was another spell combination that heated up a room or if it was just cheaper to stick with a conventional furnace. 
 
      
 
    “Here you are,” the elf said as he pulled two seats from a small table in the center of the room. Then after we sat, he handed us two menus. Mary took hers gladly, and her eyes widened as she looked at the list of options.  
 
      
 
    I scanned the menu and saw some odd-sounding flavors listed along with various special ice cream dishes. There were flavors I’d heard of like  Applerry, Cactucus Blossom, and Chocho berries but there were also ones with Txlian Crickets, Formid sauce, Razorback Delight, and Salty Spiderling. As I looked around the room, I saw a number of people enjoying their ice cream on plates with meat, multiple scoops topped with green and yellow sauces, and even one with a pyramid of ice cream scoops as tall as a goblin.  
 
      
 
    “What do you recommend, oh inventor of the magic ice cream?” Mary asked with a smile. 
 
      
 
    I put down the menu and shrugged. “I may have invented it, but Chef Jerry has taken it to another level with all the combinations. I’m afraid I haven’t eaten anything on the menu. I can only say to trust your instincts when you choose.” 
 
      
 
    The gnome researcher went back to scanning the menu and then nodded at a decision. When she put down her menu, a waitress came up to the table and asked, “Have you decided?” 
 
      
 
    Mary nodded and said, “Yes. I’ll have a bowl of Chocho berry ice cream and a Cactucus Blossom drink please.” The waitress turned to me, but I declined and handed the menu back to her. She smiled and nodded politely and then turned and headed into the kitchen to put in the order.  
 
      
 
    As we waited for our dish, Mary made conversation asking me about how I invented such a popular dish. I told her it was a common dessert for me and one of my favorites before I became what I was. It was the same inspiration I used for most of the dishes I made, and she nodded politely as I explained how my Inventor specialization gave me class skill points for even the new dishes I created.  
 
      
 
    By the time I finished, her ice cream came. Her eyes practically rolled up in her head with the first bite, and her sole focus turned to enjoy each and every spoonful of the frozen red treat. She almost licked the bowl clean before seeming to recall that she was out in public and putting the dish down. Since we didn’t have to pay, we got up and left, and the elf maître d' waved to us as we left.   
 
      
 
    Mary called a cab, and we rode back to the Institute with the gnome researcher looking rather content the entire time. She thanked me for getting her the treat when we arrived and then left the carriage and walked ahead of me through the gates.

  

 
   
    Chapter 32 
 
      
 
      
 
    Parker was free to roam around inside the Institute, so he climbed down off my back and trundled along the brick path next to me. I spied the gnomes practicing in the courtyard, where Niala and Rosie were leading the group through a series of practice exercises. Mary was walking toward them, and I considered joining them for a moment but then decided that my time would be better spent fabricating the tools and weapons they’d be using.  
 
      
 
    The walk to my lab was brief, but several gnome researchers nodded to me and one even reached down to pet Parker as we passed. Parker was a sucker for any kind of affection and gratefully accepted the attention. I didn’t know the gnome by name but recognized her as one of the younger research assistants. We chatted for a moment before she was drawn away by her assistant duties, and then Parker and I returned to our lab.  
 
      
 
    Inside, I found the materials I’d ordered stacked against the far wall near the forge. I had to breakdown the material in batches, swapping out of my Inventory what I needed at the time for what I didn’t, and between deconstruction and fabrication times, it took a bit under an hour to make 4 Break Action Rifles, 6 Potion Darts, 6 Hypodermic Syringes, 6 Claymore mines, 20 Black Powder Bullets, 12 Silent Bullets, 10 Buckshot Cartridges, and 10 Silent Buckshot Cartridges. It all sounded like a lot, but it amounted to several different types of ammunition per person on the team. Thankfully, as long as they saved the spent cartridges, I could reuse the materials to fabricate new ones.  
 
      
 
    In addition to the new tools and weapons, I was finally able to fabricate my Oak Blacksmith Wall as I’d designed it in the Stasis Program. I had to clear a section of the floor to make room to fabricate it, and it took a little over an hour, but once it was done, it held a small anvil, a portable forge, and most importantly, a thick oak wall with shelves full of iron tools and the two reinforced nooks that would hold the outward-facing claymore mines. I activated the Mobile Workroom ability, and my chest split right down the middle as the ability activated. Light projected from my core and enveloped the Oak Blacksmith Wall, breaking it down for storage. It only took five minutes, but I felt terribly vulnerable the entire time with my chest open and all the internal gears, pistons, and inner workings exposed. It was a useful ability, considering it stored any tool in a separate dimension without worrying about weight, but I was glad when the wall and other tools I’d tossed in there were fully absorbed and stored in the Mobile Workroom and my chest cavity closed up again. 
 
      
 
    I tried to drop the other tools and weapons in my Internal Inventory, but quickly found that each rifle filled a separate slot and thus exceeded my nine-slot inventory space. I decided it would be better to have the gnomes come here to pick everything up, so I left the lab and returned to where I’d last seen them in the courtyard. This time, they were not practicing against a group of eight stone golems that were being controlled by Gnomerad, who was sitting in the shade of a building looking annoyed. I used Inspect on the creatures. 
 
      
 
    Sandstone Golem 
 
    Level 8 
 
    HP 71/71 
 
      
 
    The stone creatures were the same level as me, but they had about twenty percent more HP. I guessed they were likely harder to damage than a dungeon monster of the same level since they were made from stone and not flesh. 
 
      
 
    My team was standing in a loose square formation with Gnomez and Gnominkin in the front row. Gnomez was wielding a heavy double-headed maul in his hands, and Gnominkin was wearing bronze armor instead of copper. Behind them were Mary, who’d summoned her hunting cat spirit, and Ragnomrok, who was holding a vial of green fluid in his hand ready to throw it at any time. 
 
      
 
    “Good! You’ve held your formation, and now here comes the charge,” Niala shouted. 
 
      
 
    Gnomerad rolled his eyes and gestured with his hands, and the golems walked toward my team, two from the left of them, two from the right, and four straight on. Gnomez swung his maul in a wide arc aimed at those coming from straight ahead, catching their legs and sending them crashing to the ground. Unfortunately, his swing was so wide that Gnominkin had to leap to the right to avoid getting hit himself.  
 
      
 
    Seemingly undistracted, the metal mage raised his hands and muttered some arcane phrase, prompting the bronze armor that covered his body to turn to liquid. It flowed along the ground and toward the two golems, coming in from the right. Just as the metal passed under their wheels, it shot up in long four-foot-long spikes that tipped the golems over to the side.  
 
      
 
    The left charging golems were met by Mary’s panther-sized Spirit Cat who batted at them with its large paws. It did little damage to the stone golems, but they did stop their charge to swing at the cat.  
 
      
 
    While each of the three groups of advancing golems had been delayed, they had not been beaten. Niala called out, “Now, pick a group to focus your attacks on, and don’t let up!” 
 
      
 
    Gnomez yelled, “Middle group!” and then swung his two-handed maul in an overhand swing, bringing the full strength of his clockwork armor down with the attack. The iron weapon crashed down into the center of the middle golem’s head with a crack. The stone creature shuttered and then exploded, sending shards of stone in all directions. The sharp chips bounced off of the steel armor but cut through Gnominkin’s cloth undershirt.  
 
      
 
    The metal mage growled, “Watch it, Gnomez!” 
 
      
 
    A vial of green fluid flew over the head of the two gnomes and landed in the center of the middle group. It broke on the brick floor and splashed on two of the four golems. Where the liquid hit, stone pitted and sizzled. Mary launched a bolt of black energy at another golem as it got to its feet, but the energy did no visible damage.  
 
      
 
    Though the golems were down one, it was still four against seven, which didn’t sit right with me. “Parker, web the golems on the right,” I told my mechanical spider, and he scurried off to fulfill the command. I took a knee and took my rifle from my Inventory and fabricated an infused black powder bullet. It slipped into the rifle barrel with a click, and I aimed down the barrel and pulled the trigger. The boom surprised the gnomes, who hadn’t known I was behind them, but the bullet cracked off the chest of the same golem Mary had targeted. The spell activated, and a globe of acid formed and popped, burning the creature and the one next to it with a sizzle.  
 
      
 
    Mary turned and smiled before returning her attention to the fight. She cast another spell as her spirit cat knocked the two golems on the left down. Her staff seemed to draw in the light around it as black energy built up. The clockwork gnome slammed his maul into another golem, breaking its legs but not destroying them. Parker sprayed the two golems on the right with a thick web fluid that they struggled against where they’d fallen. This freed up Gnominkin to redirect the liquid bronze metal he controlled toward the middle group, and instead of several spikes, he formed one great one that pierced the chest of the golem I’d shot. The stone creature was hurt but it still wasn’t done for and tried to pull itself up off the bronze spike.  
 
      
 
    I fabricated a bullet and reloaded my rifle, and by the time I’d locked the barrel into place, Mary had finished charging her attack and she pointed her staff at the golem that was pinned on the bronze spike. A bolt of black energy, twice as thick as the last attack hit the monster and where the previous spell had been impotent, this one clung to the creature and flowed along the cracks created by the impaling spike and seemed to pull at the very essence of the golem. After a moment, the golem shook and crumbled.  
 
      
 
    The last of the middle golems was finished with another attack from Gnomez and with that one gone, the group of gnomes turned their attention to the golems on the left. With the odds in their favor, the four of them decimated the two golems quickly and the last two golems on the right, still struggling against Parker’s webs, were destroyed quickly after. 
 
      
 
    Niala clapped, “Congratulations, you finally beat the exercise.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s about time. It took three tries,” Gnomerad said with a shake of his head. 
 
      
 
    With a pressed smile, Rosie added, “The point of the exercise was to learn how to counter advancing superior numbers. A proper group formation is important.”  
 
      
 
    “I don’t expect the competition will advance quite as slowly as you had my golems move, but what do I know? It's not like I'm on the competition team,” Gnomerad said. 
 
      
 
    “No, you are not,” Mary said a little tersely. “But I thank you for your help with the exercise, Senior Researcher Gnomerad. My research shows that practicing slowly will help embed the proper response into our body so that when we need to act in a similar situation, we’ll know what to do.”  
 
      
 
    I interjected, “And on that note, if you don’t mind Niala, I’d like to break in and have our team follow me to my laboratory where I have some new tools and weapons waiting.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, it’s all ready then?” Mary asked.  
 
      
 
    Gnomez’s eyes widened with curiosity and he inquired, “Is this the fruits of what we discussed, Mr. Repair?”  
 
      
 
    “Yes, to both of you. But please follow me, and you can see for yourself.” I turned back toward what was left of the eight stone golems and called out to my mechanical spider friend, “Parker, come on. We’re going back to the lab.” He stopped poking the remains of a golem and trotted back to my side as we walked back to my laboratory.  
 
      
 
    The gnomes examined the weapons on the table, with Ragnomrok immediately taking special interest in the Hypodermic Syringes and Potion Darts.  
 
      
 
    “Are these for me?” he asked, holding up a syringe and dart. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, they are. The syringe is meant to get a potion into a body more quickly than drinking it and the Potion Dart does the same but without the risk of having to be so close to administer it. Though the drawback is that the dart can’t hold as much potion as the syringe.” 
 
      
 
    Gnomerad held one of the rifles, flipped the top lever, and released the hinged barrel, which pinched his fingers that were right under. He yelped and threw the weapon on the table, giving me a glare like I’d tricked him into playing with the rifle.  
 
      
 
    I shook my head and gestured toward the Break Action Rifles. “Each of my team members will have to practice a bit before it becomes comfortable, but you each get one of my new rifles. As Gnomerad demonstrated, they have a rear loading design. Additionally, there are four types of ammunition from left to right: Black Powder Bullet, Black Powder Buckshot, Silent Bullet, and Silent Buckshot. The black powder ones are going to be loud, which you know since you’ve seen me use them before, but the ‘silent’ ones use compressed air to propel their payload, and though their range is a bit less than their black powder counterparts, they are perfect for an ambush or if you just want a quieter ranged weapon. Regardless of which type you choose, each one is powered by mana stored in the core at the base of the cartridge. You’ll have to charge the ammunition core as I didn’t have enough mana to do so while I made them all.”  
 
      
 
    There were several questions about how the ammunition worked, how safe it was to put gunpowder in the back of the barrel instead of down the front, if the potion darts were for everyone or just Ragnomrok, and how long it would take to train with the weapons. I answered the safety questions but decided that the last question was better experienced. “As for training, it shouldn’t take more than a day to learn how to use the rifle well enough to hit what you’re aiming at.” 
 
      
 
    “A day? It took years to get good with my spear,” Rosie said.  
 
      
 
    “Well, a day to get the basics,” I clarified. “It’ll take longer to get good at loading, firing, unloading, and reloading smoothly, but the weapon is simple enough that just about anyone can learn to use it. It’s actually one of its biggest draws. Although, like anything, the more you practice, the better you’ll get.” 
 
      
 
    “Ranged weapons weren’t on my training schedule. I’ll have to rework things if I’m going to get you all trained on ranged tactics,” Niala said.  
 
      
 
    “Sorry, should I have not made them for everyone?” 
 
      
 
    “No, no. You did the right thing,” Mary said quickly, “After all, we’re here to show the research that the Institute has conducted, and if your new rifle is as good as you say it is, then it's another tool we can show off during the competition.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, how about we head into the dungeon, and we can start working on how to use the weapons?” I suggested.  
 
      
 
    There were no arguments, and each of my team members took one of the rifles. I explained how the Hypodermic Syringe and Potion Dart worked and how to fill each with the desired liquid. Then I moved on to the rifle, explaining what each part did, how to release the latch on the barrel to load the ammunition, how to lock the barrel, and proper trigger safety. Then I went through how to aim, fire, and reload. I emphasized that, while they should be focused on safely firing mid-combat, they’d want to pick up the cartridges so I could reuse the materials to fabricate fresh ones after. 
 
      
 
    After I finished with the safety lecture, we left for the dungeon.   
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 33  
 
      
 
      
 
    It took a few minutes to organize the firearms as I didn’t have enough free slots in my Internal Inventory to carry all five rifles and the materials for ammunition refills and repairs. We also didn’t want to march through the streets showing off our weapons with the competition so close. So, while Mary arranged for two carriages to take us to the dungeon, Gnomez strapped on the sturdiest pack we could find, and we loaded him up with the non-explosive portions of materials that I’d need to restock our limited ammunition and do repairs: monster cores, lead, steel, ash, bronze, iron, and silver. This freed up just enough space to add all the rifles and black powder to my Internal Inventory by the time the carriages arrived.  
 
      
 
    Not only did my group of five get in the conveyances, but so too did Niala, Rosie, and Gnomerad. I was surprised he wanted to come, but he claimed it was his responsibility to observe a new metalman technology, and I didn’t see the harm in letting him. He was a high leveled mage and could provide some constructive criticism. 
 
      
 
    The carriage ride was filled with the excitement that only a group of researchers could employ over a new tool to play with. They’d seen me use the weapon and were anxious to try out their own.  
 
      
 
    Niala was particularly interested in the results. From our conversations, I knew she’d been pressured to enter academic or magical training by her family but was drawn to the martial life and thus had been relegated to the lower rungs of the gnomish social strata. She said, “If we could show that gnomes could be deadly fighters using their brains and dexterity and not just their muscles, it would go a long way in destigmatizing the warrior classes to my people.” 
 
      
 
    “I’d not thought of it having that kind of impact, to be honest,” I admitted, “I just want to win this competition, erase my debt and gain my freedom and citizenship. But I can see how something like this technology could change things for you. Though I should know from my own people’s history that this line of development changed the way we fought our wars.” 
 
      
 
    Niala nodded once to acknowledge my words, and I could tell she wanted to ask more questions, but the carriage came to a trundling stop as we arrived at the center of the city. I quickly exited the vehicle, eager to avoid talking about the ways guns had developed on my old world. It had been a mistake to mention it at all, but I’d felt I had to say something to convey my concern for her and her history. 
 
      
 
    Except for Gnomerad, the gnomes made steady headway through the thick crowds of the city center. He kept getting pushed to the side and eventually fell behind until he summoned a golem that carried him on his shoulder. The golem was large enough that we all let it take the lead and break a path through the adventurers, food sellers, monster part buyers, and people going to and from the Adventurers Guild, the Bank, and the other businesses that fed off of the dungeon.  
 
      
 
    We headed down the stairs to the ninth level of the dungeon. There was a line, but it wasn’t that long since most adventurers had long since entered the dungeon and gotten on with their business. We walked through the stone tunnels that opened out into the jungle landscape. The humid air clung to my frame, and rivulets of condensation ran between my metal plates as I walked at the back end of the group. I could only imagine how uncomfortable it must have made the gnomes, but they endured it with few complaints.  
 
      
 
    The gnomes only came up to my waist, so I was able to see clearly over them and watch out for danger.  
 
      
 
    “Oh, now that we’re here away from the entrance. How about you hand out those rifle boomsticks?” Gnomez asked. 
 
      
 
    We’d walked away from the entrance to the dungeon, and there were no other adventurers around, so I took the firearms from my Internal Inventory one at a time and handed them out to my team. They already had their ammunition, which had been put into various pouches, purses, and satchels, and loaded their rifles just as I’d shown them. There were five clicks as the barrels were secured into place, locked, and loaded. 
 
      
 
    As all four fell into their well-practiced square formation, I realized there would be an issue with the switch to ranged weapons. I thought about the little I knew about firearm formations from the American Revolution and American Civil War and said, “The formation I saw you practice earlier will have to change if we’re going to use the rifles. Standing in that square formation will put the gnomes in front in the way of those shooting from behind. There are a few formations we can practice, but the simplest one will be for the gnomes to stand side by side, about arm's length apart. I can stand behind you with my height and fire right above your heads.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s something like the city guard uses with their bowmen. They use a line of archers to fire volley shots from the walls,” Niala said. 
 
      
 
    “It’s the same idea,” I agreed. “Hopefully, with multiple rounds hitting a single target, it’ll be easier to take down--at least until we get better at shooting. Then maybe we can work on guerrilla tactics, sniping, and even artillery.” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know what most of those words mean, but if they’re Metalman tactics, I’m happy to see them in action,” Niala said. 
 
      
 
    I didn’t want to have to explain the terms quite yet, especially since none of our group had fired their weapons yet. Instead, I returned to the practice. “Okay. Let's get you four shooting and practicing. I’ll set up some stationary practice targets, and once you get used to loading, firing, and reloading, we’ll move on to moving targets.” 
 
      
 
    I walked ahead of them and deconstructed one of the trees from the jungle, then used the material to fabricate some stakes with paper targets. I pounded the stakes into the ground at staggered intervals with ranges from thirty to ninety feet, figuring that would be the ideal range for them to get started.  
 
      
 
    When I returned to the group, they were anxious to start practicing. Based on my experience with the rifle and the information I’d gleaned from the Internet on Earth, I went over proper shooting stance and trigger safety with them again and then had them spread out and choose their target. They had a very limited amount of ammunition, and I wanted them to practice with each in addition to general shooting. I had them start with the easier-to-handle silent rounds that had almost no kickback.  
 
      
 
    The gnomes brought their rifles to their shoulders and pulled their triggers. There was a series of soft whomps as the air-powered bullets were fired, yet almost everyone missed.  
 
      
 
    “How can you raise your rifle so easily, Researcher Gnomez?” Mary asked while struggling to keep the rifle barrel pointed at her target. 
 
      
 
    “I’m just a natural with this weapon, I guess?” Gnomez said with a smile. 
 
      
 
    “Natural my left foot. He’s just using his armor’s enhanced strength,” Ragnomrok said with a shake of his head as he struggled to aim his rifle. Then with a muttered word part of his bronze armor melted away and reformed under the rifle barrel as a support pole. He turned and smirked at Mary, and said, “See, a little gnomish ingenuity goes a long way.” 
 
      
 
    Mary’s cheeks turned red and she closed her eyes and muttered some arcane phrase. The pool of shadows under her broke away, and a rounded ball formed. I stared at the creature until it unfurled, and I recognized it as a shadow copy of the Razorback Badger. Mary ordered the creature to lie down in front of her, and she used the shadow creature as a platform to support her rifle barrel. She was able to shoot, but the summoned creature was not a stable platform, and its height laying down was just a bit too tall. 
 
      
 
    As I watched Mary and Ragnomrok continue to struggle with their long rifles, I realized that I might have made a mistake making an exact copy of my rifle. It was based on the Flintlock musket design, which had a long heavy barrel that helped stabilize the musket ball as it traveled down its length. I’d rifled the inside and used a conical bullet design for my ammunition, but the length and weight of the barrel had remained the same. While I had enough strength to hold the rifle, which was a little longer than I was tall, and I had a Metalman’s endless stamina to keep it steady for long periods of time, the gnomes didn’t. In his clockwork armor, Gnomez had more than enough strength to hold up the rifle for as long as he needed, and while Gnominkin didn’t have the muscles, he had his metal magic, which he used to create a firing pole to hold up and stabilize the rifle muzzle.  
 
      
 
    I considered various design modifications as I watched Mary and Ragnomrok struggle with their weapons. Then I took the rifles from them and used my deconstruction tool to chop off part of the barrel and stock, which cut the rifle’s overall length down to about three feet. It made the rifles look child-sized and undoubtedly affected their range, but the weapons were much easier for the two gnomes to use. It was so much easier that Mary even dismissed her summon as she no longer needed the extra support for her rifle.  
 
      
 
    With shooting practice resumed, I tried to adjust my team members' stances and their aim. Their shots got more accurate with practice, but they were still missing most of their shots--especially when they aimed farther down the line. When they were out of Silent Bullets, I had them switch over to Silent Buckshot while I took the spent cartridges and used the materials to remake fully loaded rounds.  
 
      
 
    The gnome's experience with the buckshot rounds was staggering to them. With the first volley, the closest targets at thirty feet were all hit. It took much less skill to hit a target with what was essentially eight or nine smaller rounds that spread out in a cone.  
 
      
 
    The real downside of the reduced rifles came into play as Mary and Ragnomrok tried to hit the mid-range targets and their buckshot just spread out too much to be effective. By reducing the barrel length of their rifles, I’d reduced the distance of the buckshot since it started to spread out much sooner than with the longer barrels. I’d sort of created a sawed-off shotgun. It wasn’t a bad design for the two who had other options for ranged attacks.  
 
      
 
    By the time I’d reloaded the Silent Bullets for everyone, it was a good chance to break as they’d used up the Silent Buckshot too. The break was spent with the group, including Niala, Rosie, and Gnomerad discussing the merits of the firearms. They were interested in what kind of damage the weapons did to a monster, and as they’d improved enough to hit a static target, we moved on to the real prey.  
 
      
 
    With the higher-leveled gnomes with us, our group had little fear regarding the level 9 monsters that roamed the jungle. We came across a pack of Pantrehos feeding on some animal they’d killed and took the chance to work on our formation. The four gnomes on my team awkwardly lined up and loaded their rifles with Silent Bullets then aimed and fired. The Pantrehos were peppered with shots, and my own took one in the head, dropping it. The others searched for the source of the attack, but with us hiding among the shaded jungle trees, it took time for them to locate us. By the time they found us, I’d fired off two more shots, and the gnomes had gotten off one more each. With a screechy yowl, the black jungle cats, still able to attack, turned and charged, instantly splitting apart into two groups of four and coming at us from either side. The moving targets proved much too hard for any of the gnomes to hit with their last Silent Bullets and I yelled, “Switch to Buckshot!”  
 
      
 
    It was a tense few seconds as their adrenaline kicked in.  Mary fumbled with the catch on the shortened rifle, but she eventually got it open and pulled out the spent casing before sliding in another round with shaky hands. She clicked the barrel into place and put the barrel to her shoulder before pulling the trigger. There was a boom, and the female researcher was knocked back onto her butt as the black powder round went off. 
 
      
 
    I stared at her, just as stunned as the rest of the gnomes by the mistake. I hadn’t had them practice with the black powder rounds yet since we’d focused on easier-to-aim silent rounds. I turned, realizing I’d lost track of the monsters, just in time to see one leap through the air at the fallen Mary. I tried to swing my rifle to take a shot but knew that I wouldn’t make it in time. I watched as the monster’s claws came within inches of her. But before they reached her, there was a blur, and the tip of a spear burst through the back of the monster, sending its trajectory away from the researcher. I turned my head to see that Rosie had thrown the spear and already had another in her hand.  
 
      
 
    I switched targets and fired off my loaded buckshot round at the nearest monster, thankful that part of the charging group had been scared off by the loud sound of the black powder discharge. The remaining monsters almost made it to our line of gnomes, but three other successful shots shredded the approaching creatures.  
 
      
 
    “Parker, web and delay! Everyone else, switch to melee!” I ordered and saw Gnomez and Gnominkin drop their rifles onto the ground. Gnomez pulled the halberd he’d had strapped to his back and swung it at the Pantreho he’d shot. The creature was mewling on the ground, as its legs had been cut out from under it by the buckshot, and its life was ended as its head was lopped off from a single swing of the halberd.  
 
      
 
    With a raised hand and a shout of a magical phrase, Gnominkin’s bronze armor melted away from him, slithered along the ground, and erupted from the ground as four-foot spikes, impaling two of the monsters’ feet and bellies. Mary climbed back to her feet looking embarrassed and grabbed the staff she carried behind her back and chanted a spell. A pool of shadow detached from her and formed her own Spirit Cat, who charged into the fight.  
 
      
 
    Ragnomrok was the only one that didn’t have a melee weapon. Instead, he took one of the potion darts I’d given him and loaded it into the rifle. I hadn’t seen what he’d done with the tool after I’d given it to him, but at this close of a range, it was hard for him to miss. He fired, and the dart penetrated the fur of one of the monsters that had maneuvered around Gnominkin ground spikes. The creature hardly seemed to feel the attack but quickly stumbled one step and then two as the potion pumped into it. Moments later, its eyes rolled up into its head, and it flopped over. I wasn’t sure if it was dead or just asleep, but it was out of the fight, and that was what was important.  
 
      
 
    I wasn’t able to fire as quickly as I was used to when I was by myself as I had to carefully aim to avoid my allies. My higher skill level and practice meant that I hardly missed, and each buckshot round, propelled by the powerful black powder, tore through the monsters, taking out chunks of flesh and fur with each impact. Between the sound of the gunpowder scaring off some of the monster pack, Parker’s webbing, Gnominkin’s metal spikes, and Gnomez’s powerful attacks, we were able to beat the pack of Pantreho in minutes.  
 
      
 
    “Well, that was an educational exercise,” Mary said, picking up her dropped rifle.  
 
      
 
    “Yes, I thought the Potion Darts were very effective,” Ragnomrok said and then turned to me. “Is there a way to get more?” 
 
      
 
    “I’m afraid you had all the ones I made, but they’re reusable if you go pick them from the monster’s remains,” I told him. “If the needle tip is bent or the casing is broken, I can fix it for you in a few seconds.” 
 
      
 
    “What did the rest of you guys think of the test?” 
 
      
 
    “Some of those bullets were too loud,” Gnomerad said while sticking his pinky finger in his ear and wiggling it. “I liked the quiet ones. Much more refined.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, I find myself in agreement with Gnomerad. I like the quiet ones that are easier to hit with. The Silent Buckshot, I think you called them. Quiet, refined, and easy to use. I was rather startled by the force of the black powder ones. Didn’t care for those at all,” Mary said while rubbing her shoulder.   
 
      
 
    “I liked the effectiveness of the black powder ones. But, then again, I didn’t have trouble holding my rifle,” Gnomez said. “I’d like one a bit more powerful if you can make it.” 
 
      
 
    “And you Researcher Gnominkin?” Niala asked. 
 
      
 
    The metal mage held the weapon in two hands and answered, “Oh, I thought it was fine as is. I’m not a very good shot, but it helped that I could hold up the end of the boomstick.” 
 
      
 
    “Rifle. Not boomstick,” I corrected. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, yes. Rifle. Sorry,” Gnominkin said. 
 
      
 
    I looked around the battlefield, peering through the smoke generated from the black powder rounds, and saw the devastation that we’d rained down. I was rather proud of how well my weapons had done. Though we hadn’t killed the entire pack, we’d knocked out half of it only taking a bit of minor damage that Ragnomrok was healing with his potions even then.  
 
      
 
    Still, I knew we could do better and thought a real test was in order. “Who wants to see something cool?” I asked 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 34 
 
      
 
      
 
    It took a half an hour to tend to minor wounds, reload the spent casings, and recharge their cores. Then I led our group through the dungeon level towards the location of an old enemy. The overgrown tangle of roots from the tall trees made footing treacherous, but once I heard a faint sound of chittering, I knew we were close.  
 
      
 
    Niala, Rosie, and Gnomerad watched from a distance, interested in what I was doing and happy to let us test the new tools I’d made. I discussed my plans with my teammates, and while they liked my ideas, they had their suggestions too. Mary started by having her Spirit Cat scout the state of the monsters, Gnomez used a woodsman's axe I pulled out of my Mobile Workroom to chop down a tree, and Gnominkin used his control of metal to help me dig out a ditch twenty feet wide and ten feet deep and six feet across. He had the genius idea to form his metal into a wide screw that dug up the earth, and as the ditch got deeper, the metal was used to convey dirt from the bottom of the hole to the top. Between him, my deconstruction tool, and Parker’s digging skill, we were able to dig the ditch and pile the dirt on the far side as an improvised dirt wall. The wall didn’t have much armor and could easily be climbed over, but it was built with such a steep slope, so I hoped that it would make a few of the enemy fall into the ditch.  
 
      
 
    Once the ditch was completed, I used the wood from the felled tree and some of the bronze we’d brought to fabricate two Fine Portable Walls, and filled their triangular interiors with some of the dirt we’d dug up. I faced the Portable Walls at the edge of the ditch so that we’d have a great line of sight to shoot down. I added a new addition to the top lip of the walls, two downward-facing Claymore mines, which would blast any enemies that climbed the wall. The other four Claymores were placed near the enemy by Mary’s Spirit Cat along the path we hoped they’d take.  
 
      
 
    “Everyone ready?” I asked. I got nods from my team, and everyone climbed to their position at the top of either of the two portable walls. The elevated locations were perfect places to shoot from, and we had a clear line of fire down into the ditch and down the animal trail that I expected them to come down.  
 
      
 
    Mary, who had chosen to shoot from the wall I was on, gave the signal to her Spirit Cat through their magical connection. After hearing my plan, she’d suggested that her magical summon be the one to draw the monsters since, even if the spirit creature was destroyed, they’d still be drawn to attack her as the one that summoned it. 
 
      
 
    We didn’t have to wait long as whatever Mary had commanded her summon to do angered the monsters. I heard a loud chittering and then a boom as the first Claymore went off. The chittering sound increased in volume, and then there was another explosion. The Spirit Cat bound around the corner on three legs, and I saw that its tail and fourth leg were missing. It loped toward us and the ground seemed to shake as the enemy rounded the corner and a chitinous wave of eight-legged creatures with curved, pincer-like jaws and bulbous behinds topped with stingers followed.  
 
      
 
    I didn’t know if it was something the Spirit Cat did or if the explosives riled them up, but there were even more Formids than the last time we’d fought them. 
 
      
 
    “Henma’s divine pen, that’s a lot of monsters,” Gnomez muttered worriedly as we watched the roiling mass of Formids crawling towards us.  
 
      
 
    The majority of the monsters were worker level, and while we’d been able to defeat them last time, the sheer number of the monsters might be a problem. They were packed shoulder to shoulder as they crawled along the ground and over roots, and for all purposes, it looked like an insect tide was rolling in.  
 
      
 
    “Long-range damage, fire!” I yelled, raising my Break Action Rifle to my shoulder and pulling the trigger. There was a boom and the black-powder-fueled bullet flew from the barrel. The monsters were so tightly packed they were climbing over each other in some places that it was practically impossible to miss, and the round punctured the shell of one and exited out the other side, killing not only that Formid but also the one behind it. Then, with a burst of green, the infused bullet expelled a blob of acid that melted half a dozen monsters in its radius.  
 
      
 
    While I reloaded another infused bullet, I saw Mary raise her staff and fire off round after round of her shadow bolts. They couldn’t penetrate the well-armored Formids’ shells, but she focused on those whose shells had already been cracked by bullets or were damaged from the Claymore mines. Next to her, Gnominkin fired Silent Bullets into the mass of monsters. I could tell from the gunpowder blasts that Gnomez was firing as well.  
 
      
 
    We continued our attacks, though they seemed to do little else but whittle down the swarm of dog-sized insects. Then the Spirit Cat leading the wave limped past two long branches we’d placed sixty feet away from us. The spirit creature paused for only a moment, but it was enough for the Formid Workers to catch him. A monster’s pincer cut his last hind leg, and the spirit animal fell and was instantly overwhelmed by insects. The next second, the Claymore mines hidden by the branches exploded, sending hundreds of bronze balls through the air from either side of the animal trail. The balls punched through the Formid Workers, and a swath of the monsters dropped to the ground. The explosion was so strong that the ones nearest the Claymores virtually disappeared. 
 
      
 
    Yet, despite the massive death toll, there were still more coming. Mary leaned against her staff as she suffered from the recoil of her Spirit Cat's destruction. But we didn’t have time for her to rest. The Claymore explosions marked the sixty-foot distance from the wave, and I called out, “Buckshot ready!” As I switched ammunition types, I glanced to my right and saw the gnomes do the same.  
 
      
 
    With everyone aiming down at the wave of monsters, I called out, “Fire!” There was a series of whomps as the Silent Buckshot was fired, and the black powder rounds went off with a bang a fraction of a second later. The foremost Formids reeled as their bulbous heads were punctured and broken by the overlapping spread of buckshot. They hadn’t all died, but they were wounded enough that the mass of monsters behind them took a moment to climb over them as they continued forward. 
 
      
 
    The sound of unclicking barrels and reloading was muffled by the increasingly loud sound of chittering as the insects marched closer and closer. Though it only took seconds, the Formids had already halved the distance to the ditch by the time I had my next round loaded and aimed. I fired my black powder round, and the mass of shot punched through four Formid, dropping them instantly. The Silent Buckshots to my right didn’t do as much damage, but with the overlapping spreads from multiple shots, more and more Formids were killed. 
 
      
 
    As the creatures got closer, each shot’s spread lessened but did more damage. Then the insects reached the dirt wall we built in front of the ditch, and the front line paused as their feelers explored the change in topography. But the push from the monsters behind them forced them to push on, and they climbed up the four-foot wall with ease. Thankfully, they had a harder time with the oil that Gnomez had poured over the ramp that led right off the wall. The Formids tried to find purchase on the slick surface but slid down the ramp into the ditch. 
 
      
 
    “Close quarters formation!” I yelled and the gnomes switched to their prescribed roles. It had been a topic of discussion when I described the portable walls and ditch I’d used in the dungeon, but in the end, we’d agreed on what everyone would do as the Formids got closer. 
 
      
 
    Parker climbed down the wall and started to fire off sticky webs onto the insects that fell down. Once he covered the bottom of the ditch, he climbed back up and everyone in the group started to fire downwards. With so many Formid Workers grouped so tightly together, each shot killed multiple monsters. Soon, the workers were silent, and the mass of monsters at the bottom of the ditch only twitched with reflexive movements.  
 
      
 
    “It’s done, we won!” Gnominkin shouted, a wide grin on his face. 
 
      
 
    Mary raised her hands in victory and added, “Good job, researchers. We showed them who’s in charge.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, yes. We are victorious,” Ragnomrok agreed, almost as if he could not believe it.  
 
      
 
    I ignored the mass of notifications telling me my experience gains. It was good for the gnomes to appreciate the win, but I knew from past experience that our fight hadn’t really ended. “Don’t get too excited; the next wave will start soon. Pass over your spent casings so that I can reload them while there’s a pause.” 
 
      
 
    The gnomes gathered the shells they’d dropped around them and handed them over. I used the materials in my Internal Inventory to fabricate new ammunition for each gnome as quickly as I could. But before I could refill them all, the sound of chittering renewed, and a black wave of Formids came around the corner. Though there were fewer of them, the soldier-class Formids had tougher carapaces, were significantly stronger, and were twice the size of their worker counterparts.   
 
      
 
    We’d used up the Claymore mines along the path and had nothing to stop or delay the wave until they reached the ditch. Still, we could thin out their numbers. 
 
      
 
    “Long-range damage, fire when ready!” I shouted and fired an infused round. It penetrated the black shell of a single monster, and there was a terrible hissing as the acid ball went off inside the monster, melting it from the inside. It felt like a waste of an infusion as the acid ball was meant to damage several monsters.  
 
      
 
    Sounds from my right confirmed that the gnomes had resumed firing and using spells to kill the Formid Soldiers. One- or two-shot kills from the black powder ammunition were easy, but the less powerful air-propelled rounds had less penetrative power at this range.  
 
      
 
    The Formids reached the sixty-foot mark, and I had the gnomes switch to buckshot. The insect monsters marched to the wall unopposed, and the workers slipped and fell down the slippery ramp into the trench below. They got caught on Parker’s webs, but because of the sheer number of deaths from the Formid Workers, the bodies of the workers filled the ditch, which gave the soldier class monsters enough room to climb over the bodies of their nestmates.  
 
      
 
    “Ragnomrok, drop it!” I yelled. I watched as the young gnome pulled a wide green vial from his satchel and threw it down into the pit. It broke upon the body of a Formid, splashing a green liquid splashed. However, instead of burning or dissolving the insect, the liquid started to turn into a gas that settled around the monster. The creature seemed to shake as it was exposed to the green-tinted miasma, then its feelers went wild, trying to wipe the cloying cloud away from it. But it was too late, as the insect quivered and then collapsed. 
 
      
 
    “It worked! My experimental insecticide worked!” Ragnomrok shouted, his fist raised in the air triumphantly.  
 
      
 
    “Great, but throw down more vials! Everyone else, fire buckshot!” I shouted back. I aimed my rifle downward toward the struggling Formids and fired. The shot blew through the shells of two monsters who were struggling with webs. As more vials were thrown down, more Formids started to drop as the entire ditch was filled with the heavy insecticide gas.  
 
      
 
    The monsters that fell into the ditch had little chance to survive, but that didn’t mean that the Formids Soldiers were done for. There was a high-pitched chittering from the soldier insects that died in the ditch and those that had not climbed the dirt wall suddenly stopped moving. The ground shook, and Mary and Ragnomrok lost their footing. The alchemist almost tumbled over the railing but was saved by Gnomez. Then the ground beneath the ditch groaned, and two pincers the length of my forearm broke through the earth. They cut through the corpses of the other insects and the hard ground with equal ease. Behind the pincers was the largest Formid I’d ever seen. I used Inspect as I fired another round downward.  
 
      
 
    Formid Queen 
 
    Level 10 
 
    HP 87/87 
 
      
 
    I’d not expected another Formid class, much less something like a Queen to show up. I reloaded a Black Powder Bullet as the buckshot round I’d just fired had done little more than singe the creature's hardened shell. There were more blasts as the gnomes fired their rifles. My next shot hit the Queen in her head as she rose up, and her ten-foot-long body was easily able to scale the ditch’s dirt walls. The bullet pinged off her pincered head without penetrating her armor, but it left a crack in the shell. She screeched loudly, and the Soldier Formids started moving again, this time avoiding the slick ramp and crawling around it. The Queen extended the backside of her body across the ditch, and the soldiers began using her as a bridge to reach portable bronze-plated walls.  
 
      
 
    Gnominkin leaned over the railing and fired a buckshot round and shouted, “Just die!” The shot knocked a climbing insect off the wall, but there were more where it came from.  
 
      
 
    Mary stared down at the climbing insects frozen, while Gnomez battered at the creatures furiously, his expression a shade shy of outright panic. 
 
      
 
    I yelled, “Gnomez, Gnominkin, focus on dislodging the climbers. Mary, Ragnomrok, crack the Queen’s shell somewhere!”  
 
      
 
    I pulled my rifle back, trusting that my team would be able to handle the situation for a few moments. My left arm split apart, and the cylindrical fabrication tool emerged. I commanded the Metalman OS to make the item I needed, and it started to build the device using the black powder and metal stored in my Internal Inventory.  
 
      
 
    I had to stay still or the fabrication process would be ruined, but I was acutely aware of the battle around me. Gnominkin abandoned his rifle and activated his metal magic to form a series of crowbars that he swung to dislodge the Formids off the wall with. Gnomez swung his halberd, but it was hard to get the right angle, even though he was standing on the railing. Only the massive strength imparted by his clockwork armor let him muscle the Formids off of the wall.  
 
      
 
    Ragnomrok threw potion after potion onto the Queen’s back, but it only poured off her and down into the ditch below. The vials of acid burned through the outermost layer of shell but did little else. Mary finally recovered herself and began shooting panicked at the insects climbing up towards her.  
 
      
 
    I watched and listened as they struggled to fight off the monsters, and then the fabrication was done and I saw the dozen iron balls and nails that I’d made, the thin sheet of copper, and the square stone. I layered some of the nails and balls onto the center of the sheet of thin copper, pulled some black powder from my Internal Inventory and layered that on top, and then poured on the rest of the nails, iron balls, and stone. I touched the stone and infused the Spark spell into it and used up the rest of my mana to infuse Acid Ball into the nails and iron balls with a touch. All the materials only took up the center of the square sheet of metal, and I rolled and folded the edges of the sheet over everything until I had a fat copper burrito. The pinched edges held it all into place, and I cradled my little improvised burrito bomb like a baby, ready to toss it down. 
 
      
 
    But before I could take more than a step, I heard a loud chitter and saw black pincers reach up over the lip of the wall. The Claymore mine I’d placed at the top of the wall went bang as the proximity trigger that I’d implanted into it was breached. The monsters that had reached the top of the wall disappeared in the noise and smoke, and their bodies were reduced to paste as they took the full force of the explosion at point-blank range.  
 
      
 
    There was another explosion as the Claymore mine I’d placed on the other wall went off, and I knew we were going to be overwhelmed. I waved away the smoke and looked over the railing. I saw the remains of the Formid Soldiers, bits of shells and green goop, splattered on the bronze wall and the Queen below. She sported multiple cracks along her shell but nothing like what I had been hoping for. We needed to take her down before the soldier Formids recovered.  
 
      
 
    I sent the bomb into my Internal Inventory, grabbed up my Break Action Rifle, and leapt from the wall. I landed on her back and almost immediately slipped off as the exploded insides from the soldiers made her shell slippery. But I caught hold of a feeler with one hand and steadied myself, wrapping my legs around her body like she was an unruly horse that I was trying to break in. The Queen screeched, not liking that at all, and while she tried to wiggle and buck me off, she couldn’t use her legs as they were acting like anchor points along the edges of the ditch. However, her call had caused the soldiers to frenzy, and they were moving quickly toward us.  
 
      
 
    Two Formid Soldiers turned and dropped from the portable wall and landed beside me on the Queen’s back. I kicked one off before it would get to its feet, but the other crawled toward me and clamped its pincers onto my leg. The steel plates buckled with a screech, and the creature frantically heaved its weight backward as it desperately tried to rip me from its matriarch.  
 
      
 
    With the monster tugging at my leg, I knew I had one shot at this and gripped a bony protrusion with one hand and pressed the end of the barrel of the rifle in my other hand against the Queen’s shell and pulled the trigger. There was a boom, and the kickback from the black powder nearly knocked me off again, but I tightened my legs around her body and waved the smoke away to show the fist-sized hole in her carapace. I’d thankfully targeted an area burned by Ragnomrok’s acid potion; otherwise, if I hadn’t I wasn’t sure I would have been able to break through. I pulled the improvised bomb from my internal inventory and shoved it into the hole. The moment my hand cleared the hole I yelled, “Spark!” 
 
      
 
    There was a quiet moment where the world seemed to freeze. Then the black powder went off. It was a blast of sound that would have deafened anyone else but still made my head shake as the Queen’s shell seemed to crack all over like dry ground in a desert and green ooze shot out of the hole I’d created. The Queen’s feelers went stiff, and she gave a savage chittering wail and then her legs collapsed and she fell into the ditch and through the hole that she’d dug, taking me along with her.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


  

 
   
    Chapter 35 
 
      
 
      
 
    I crashed through the bottom of the ditch into the tunnel the Queen had dug and landed with a hard thud. I could hear shouting and the boom of firearms above, but I was out of the fight for the moment and was going to have to depend on my team to finish off any monsters above ground. My vision was obscured by the cloud of green-tinged dirt tinged that had gotten kicked up, but from the light streaming through the hole above, I could make out that I was lying on not only the Formid Queen’s corpse but also a mound of dead workers and soldiers that had filled the ditch. The Queen's body was a smoky ruin that looked like it had been blown up from the inside, and I considered myself fortunate that I hadn’t been damaged more from being so close to the blast. I’d gambled on the Queen’s shell being tough enough to contain the bomb’s explosive force, and I had been mostly correct--although, it was obvious that some weakened areas had been broken broke as the nails and iron balls released their acid spells, destroying not only the monster's internal organs but the also carapace itself from the inside.  
 
      
 
    I took a moment to self-inspect for damage. 
 
      
 
    Name: Repair 
 
    Race: Metalman 
 
    Class: Artificer (Inventor) Level 8 
 
    XP to Next Level: 45,276 XP 
 
    Weight: 150 lbs 
 
    Carrying Capacity: 153/195 lbs 
 
    Stat Points Available: 0 
 
    Class Points Available: 5 
 
    Money: 3 gold 19 silver 32 copper 
 
    AC: 18 (steel) 
 
      
 
    HP: 49/66 
 
    Mana: 05/66 
 
      
 
    *Injury: Left Leg - Crushed thigh gears 
 
      
 
    Reading the notifications, I saw that I had gained 623 XP from the fights today and a skill point in Firearms. I’d also lost 17 points of health from the fall and the fights and had burned through most of my mana while preparing the infused rounds and charging the magically powered ammunition. Worse, my leg had gotten damaged from where the Formid Soldier had clamped onto it with its pincers, and the fall had likely made it worse. The steel plating that protected my left thigh was ripped halfway off, and I could see that the gears inside were cracked or entirely broken and that the piston struggled to compensate.  
 
      
 
    “Command: Run diagnostic tool on Repair,” I commanded the Metalman OS. 
 
      
 
    Running diagnostic tool… 
 
    Diagnostic program complete: Damage to exterior steel plating, damage to internal thigh gears, damage to internal thigh pistons, damage to supporting substructure. 
 
    Materials available to repair damaged leg and out plating. Materials required to repair: 2 lbs. of wood, 1 lb. of stone, and 10 lbs. of iron or higher grade metal. Estimated time to repair: 34 minutes. 
 
      
 
    “Ouch,” I said as I read the results. I was glad that I’d spent so many of my Class Skill points on expanding my Internal Inventory space. Otherwise, I wouldn’t have had the materials for repairs. The other big issue was the repair time. 34 minutes was a lifetime in the middle of a battle, and I wanted to get back up to the surface to help my team finish the fight.  
 
      
 
    The sound of something moving to my right grabbed my attention, and I turned to see the bodies of the dead Formid Soldiers shift. I tried to get to my feet, but my left leg wouldn’t support my weight, and I almost collapsed before catching myself on the tunnel wall. A pair of pincers wiggled from under the dead insects, and I realized that the monster that had fallen with the Queen and me was still alive. I looked around for my Break Action Rifle but couldn’t see any sign of it. 
 
      
 
    The Formid Soldier used its pincer to cut through the bodies holding it down until its entire head was free, and then it started squirming around, trying to free its body. I considered what I had available to me and realized that my options were limited. I could fabricate another bomb but exploding it in such a confined space would kill me along with the Formid. I had the tools that I’d stashed in my Mobile Workroom, but I didn’t want to expose my internal workings to get to it. No, I only had a few real options, and I used the one most familiar to me and activated my Deconstruction tool.  
 
      
 
    The insect monster had freed its two front legs and was only six feet away from me when my left forearm split apart. The cylinder opened, and a blue targeting light streamed from it as it activated and I designated the Formid as a target. 
 
      
 
    Error. Unable to deconstruct living creatures. Please designate another target. 
 
      
 
    I felt frustrated at the notification but knew that it had been a long shot that the rule had changed. I looked around and spotted something else I could use. I turned the Deconstruction tool onto the Formid Queen, and the light on the tool changed from blue to green as it began to cut away at her chitinous shell. Out of my tools, Fabrication, Repair, and Deconstruction, the last worked the fastest, and it had even been improved when I’d invested Class Skill points into Improve Efficiency When Deconstructing. It only took a few seconds for it to deconstruct the base of the sharp mandibles of the Queen, and then I was holding two sharp pincers the size of my forearms.  
 
      
 
    I fell to the ground as I tried to turn, and the pincers almost fell from my grasp. The Formid had freed its top segment, but its half and stinger were still buried beneath the bodies of its nestmates. I crawled toward the monster, and it tried to snap at me with its pincers, but I was just out of reach. I pushed myself up and slashed down with the Queen’s mandible. The hardened insect part scratched the surface of the Formid’s shell and then caught on a cracked section, ripping a palm-sized chunk. The Formid went wild, swinging its head to and fro to try to free itself and attack me, but I kept slashing with the mandibles, prying at the creature's shell where I could to expose the soft gooey flesh beneath and focusing my attacks there.  
 
      
 
    The creature caught my steel plating with a few of its frenzied head movements, but it wasn’t enough to do more than slightly score the plating. After what seemed like an eternity--but was likely only seconds--the monster’s movements stopped, and I collapsed onto my metal butt as I dismissed the notification about its death.  
 
      
 
    The sound of gunfire hadn’t lessened above me, but worse there were new faint sounds from down the tunnel. I knew I didn’t have 34 minutes to spare repairing myself, and I dropped the 5 free skill points I’d recently gained into the class skill Improve Efficiency When Repairing, which helped speed up how quickly and efficiently I could repair myself or items. When I ran the diagnostic tool again, the total repair time had dropped to 16 minutes. Still, it was too long.  
 
      
 
    “Inquiry: How long will it take to repair just the internal damage?” I asked the Metalman OS. 
 
      
 
    Estimated time to repair internal damage: 11 minutes. 
 
      
 
    “It will have to be good enough,” I said to myself. I knew how vulnerable I’d be while undergoing the repairs, so I crawled over to the corpse of the Formid Queen and hid under her body. I started the repair work and immediately got the notification asking if I wanted to activate the Stasis Program while I waited for repairs. There was no way that I would be able to go off traipsing through a virtual scenario with Formids above me and possibly somewhere down the tunnel I was stuck in, so I quickly declined that option.  
 
      
 
    The minutes passed by agonizingly slowly as I lay there under the Queen’s corpse. Fluids leaked down through the Queen’s shattered carapace, but I was unable to shift an inch to avoid the goop since my leg was still repairing. Then I heard something that made me want to shudder: a chittering sound. This was not some far-off echo but something from the dark tunnel that extended into the earth in front of me.  
 
      
 
    After a minute of anxious waiting, a single Formid Worker came out of the tunnel. It came into the tunnel, swinging its head left and right as if searching for something. I watched, perfectly still and unable to move, as it walked into the tunnel and started to poke around with its feelers. I worried I would be found out as the monster poked and searched the pile of Formid bodies, getting closer and closer. It reached the body of the Queen, only inches from where I was hiding, and made a chit-chit-chit sound that echoed deeper into the tunnel. Then the creature turned and fled back down the tunnel.  
 
      
 
    I couldn’t tell whether the Formid hadn’t realized that I was there since I hadn’t moved and didn’t breathe like a flesh and blood being or if the monster was more concerned with its task than fighting. Either way, I’d avoided a conflict that I wasn’t sure I would have won, especially if the creature had called for help.  
 
      
 
    Time passed slowly as the insides of my thigh were repaired. The entire time, I couldn’t shake the worry for my team or the fear that something would happen at the bottom of the tunnel at any moment. Either something else was going to crawl out from beneath the mound of insect bodies or something was going to come out of the tunnels. However, what finally dropped down from above wasn’t an insect but an arachnid. My arachnid. I heard a clicking sound from above me and saw the light reflect off Parker’s metal legs and body. He easily climbed down the tunnel walls as easily as I walked on solid ground. 
 
      
 
    “Parker,” I said as he approached me. He danced around on his legs, obviously hoping for a pet, but I couldn’t quite reach him. He turned his body this way and that, sort of circling around my leg, and tapped me with one of his feet. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, I’m damaged, but it will only be a few more minutes until I’m able to get up. Can you find my rifle around here, Parker?” I asked. I didn’t know if he’d understand, but inspiration struck me, and I amended my command. “Parker, fetch my rifle. Fetch my rifle.” 
 
      
 
    That seemed to get through to the mechanical spider, and he started searching among the Formids, even using his legs to move them aside or to dig through fallen dirt.  
 
      
 
    As I watched Parker, hoping that he would bring me the weapon and not some ball-shaped rock, I heard Gnomez call out, “Mr. Repair, are you alright down there?”  
 
      
 
    I looked up and saw two shadowy figures looking down at me. “I’m a little damaged, but I’m self-repairing. How are you guys up there?” 
 
      
 
    The other figure spoke, and I recognized Niala’s voice. “The insects have retreated, but your team handled them quite well thanks to you destroying the one acting as their bridge. Do you need any help? I saw Parker go down the hole after you, but it hasn’t come out yet.” 
 
      
 
    Parker shook his frame as if he knew he was being talked about and then started to drag the rifle that he’d dug out from underneath a Formid corpse toward me.  
 
      
 
    “I’ll need some help getting out of here when I finish my repairs. Parker is well. He’s being a great help, though I saw a Formid in the tunnel down here. I wouldn’t mind if Ragnomrok would drop some of that insecticide down here while I finish repairing myself. Don’t worry about it hurting me or Parker: we’re immune to poisons.” 
 
      
 
    Gnomez disappeared from sight, and when he returned, he said, “Well, that must be a useful ability. I told Researcher Ragnomrok to drop some of his draughts down there. Let me know when you’re fixed up. Researcher Gnominkin has an idea about getting you out of there.” 
 
      
 
    Parker had dragged my Break Action Rifle to me by the time the gnome finished speaking, and I gave the mechanical spider an enthusiastic pet as I took the rifle from him. I hugged the weapon to my chest, glad to be able to defend myself again. I fabricated a new cartridge and loaded the weapon. A minute later, two bottles dropped from above and broke open on the Formid Queen’s corpse. Green liquid initially pooled around the broken vials, but the liquid soon turned to a thick gas that spread outward and down, quickly covering the tunnel’s floor.  
 
      
 
    The last few minutes of my repair time passed without incident, and I soon got the notification that my self-repairs were complete. My left leg unfroze, and I slowly moved it while watching the gears beneath the still-damaged armor plating rotate smoothly. I got to my feet and called up, “I’m all fixed up here and ready to get out.” 
 
      
 
    “Ok. Here comes some help,” Niala called from above. 
 
      
 
    I waited, expecting a rope to fall from above, but a stream of metal flowed down the wall instead. I watched as it reached the bottom and then flexed and changed shape. It expanded rapidly, and tines protruded out from the stream to puncture the wall of the hole. Then the metal solidified, and I realized that it had changed shape to resemble a ladder embedded in the tunnel’s wall. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, that is a neat idea,” I yelled up. I sent my rifle into my Internal Inventory and climbed up out of the hole. Parker followed me up by walking up the walls with as little effort as it had taken him to walk down. When I reached the top, I found all of the gnomes looking down at me from the top ditch.  
 
      
 
    “Well, it took you long enough,” Gnomerad scoffed as Niala and Gnomez helped me up out of the ditch and Gnominkin recalled the bronze he’d used to make the ladder.  
 
      
 
    “I’d say Mr. Repair did an outstanding job removing the obstacle to our success,” Mary said. “If it weren’t for his quick thinking, those Formids would have overrun us.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s quite the admission, Researcher Mary. Do you think your grandfather would appreciate hearing that you’ve admitted that you couldn’t handle these insects on your own? Is that the kind of team we’ll be putting forward for the Ultimate Research Warrior Competition?” Gnomerad asked, still sitting on the shoulder of the golem he’d summoned.  
 
      
 
    Mary turned and stared daggers at Gnomerad, who didn’t flinch from her gaze. “I think Doctor Gnomerson Gnogniton would be glad to hear that our team used every single resource available to us to beat back an enemy with vastly superior numbers.” 
 
      
 
    Gnomerad sniffed but didn’t reply. Instead, he turned his attention back to me and asked, “So, did you kill the Formid Queen while you were down there, or were you hiding this whole time, Repair?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” I said, looking up at the gnome.  
 
      
 
    “Yes, what?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, the Formid Queen is dead. Yes, I hid while I repaired myself,” I said.  
 
      
 
    “Oh, so the mighty Metalman hid while the gnomes continued on fighting. I would expect as much. I’ll be sure to add the admission to my report on your fitness as a member of the team,” he sneered as his golem turned and walked away.  
 
      
 
    “Oh, don’t give that little shi—” Niala paused to control her tongue before she continued, “that shifty gnome the time of day. He’s still convinced that if he can just discredit you in some way that he’ll be able to take your spot on the team.” She turned to the rest of the gnomes and asked, “But we won’t let that happen, will we?”  
 
      
 
    There were head shakes from everyone and Mary added, “No, Researcher Gnomerad won’t be able to get you discharged from our team. We’ll back you up every step if he even tries. After all, the Gnome Council has already voted on the matter, and there’s nothing the Golemist can do about it. If anything, he’ll just be causing himself more trouble if he tries.” 
 
      
 
    “But enough about that. How many Formid Glands did you bring back up with you?” Ragnomrok asked.  
 
      
 
    The change in topic threw me for a second. “Glands?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, the liquid secreted from a Formid Gland is renowned for its ability to bind with a scent. It’s used in most perfumes and colognes. I’d expect the Queen to have one worth at least a gold.” 
 
      
 
    There was silence as the group waited for me to respond. “Uh, no, I actually forgot to loot her corpse at all.” It was only then that I realized that I’d forgotten to loot any of the Formid corpses while I was down there. 
 
      
 
    The gnomes looked at me incredulously.  
 
      
 
    “If I work quickly, I can capture the Queen’s essence for summons,” Mary said, moving for the hole. She looked down at it and realized that the ladder I’d used was already gone. “Researcher Gnominkin, if you would be so kind, please remake the ladder so I may descend and claim the Queen’s essence.” 
 
      
 
    He stood still and played with the bronze metal. “I believe there’s a clear benefit for you in this situation, but I don’t need anything from the Queen’s corpse. What do I get out of this?” 
 
      
 
    “You’d be helping your team become stronger, Researcher Gnominkin,” Mary said with a smile. “Plus, you’d be doing a favor for your captain.” 
 
      
 
    “Favors-shmavors. I could use the Queen’s carapace to make some lightweight armor. I could make you some too if you let me down first,” Gnomez said quickly.  
 
      
 
    Ragnomrok shook his head and said, “No, the glands are the most valuable part. I have potions to make with them, and you’ll break them if you take the carapace or use the body for some spell. I can make you some cologne that will help you with that research assistant you’ve been chatting with. Ladies love a good smelling gnome.” 
 
      
 
    I laughed as the gnomes continued to argue over who’d get the first crack at looting the Formid Queen. I heard a sound from beside me and realized that Niala and Rosie were chuckling too. “It looks like our metal mage has some room to negotiate if he plays his cards right. I’m just glad we all came out of this ok. I was a little worried about them after I fell into that hole,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “It was a sound decision. Take out the Queen to stop the rest from overwhelming you. The team held up well even without you directing them,” Niala said.  
 
      
 
    Rosie punched Niala in the shoulder and said, “Don’t let her calm demeanor fool you. Niala almost leapt in when she saw you fall into the hole with the Queen, 
 
      
 
     “I wasn’t that worried. The other gnomes said that they’d gotten a notification about her death, so we figured you’d be ok till the rest of the fight was finished.” 
 
      
 
    “But you almost knocked over that Clockwork Researcher when it was to check on your metal man.” 
 
      
 
    I reached out with one hand and grabbed Naila’s hand. I felt her squeeze it as I said, “I’m touched by your concern. I was worried down there for a moment or two, especially when a worker insect came from the tunnel the Queen dug. I thought for sure it was going to discover me, but it just found the Queen, made some noise, and took off.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, so that’s what happened,” Rosie said with a shake of her head. 
 
      
 
    “What?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    “The worker told the rest of the nest that the Queen was dead and the remaining soldiers and workers withdrew to choose a new Queen. It’s well-documented behavior from the monsters.” 
 
      
 
    I shrugged and surveyed the results of the battle and how we did. “Well, whatever happened. I’m glad that we all made it out okay. And I’m glad to see that the weapons I passed out did well. Though I plan to make a few more modifications when I get back to the lab.” 
 
      
 
    “That sounds just like you, Repair,” Niala said as she poked me with a finger. “But don’t forget that you’ve promised to take me out to dinner.” 
 
      
 
    “You know what? You are right. I haven’t taken a break since I was added to the team and I could use one. Let's go out tonight,” I suggested. 
 
      
 
    Niala’s face lit up and she turned and shouted at the other gnomes, “Researchers. Finish off whatever collecting you’re doing. We’re heading back to the lab in 10 minutes.” Then she turned back to me and said more quietly, “I have to get prepared for a date.” Rosie giggled. 
 
      
 
    


  

 
   
    Chapter 36  
 
      
 
      
 
    We left the dungeon surprisingly fast. Niala drove the other gnomes with fresh fury, and even Gnomerad didn’t argue with her. Gnomez used his strength-enhancing armor to carry the Formid drops in wooden boxes that I fabricated, Mary used her Spirit Cat to scout out the least troublesome way out of the dungeon, and Niala and Rosie quickly killed any of the monsters that we couldn’t avoid.   
 
      
 
    We were out of the dungeon within an hour despite having crossed half the level to get to the Formid nest. The journey back to the Institute was equally rapid. Niala practically kidnapped the closest carriage driver to take us back, and we arrived at the Institute in record time.  
 
      
 
    Once we got out of the carriage and all the day's loot was unloaded, Niala called out, “Now, I officially call a conclusion to your training. You’ve improved to such an extent that I think you’re prepared for the competition. It will still be a few days until it starts, and I encourage you to think about any way you can prepare yourself, be it improved equipment, new potions, or spells.” She looked at the gnomes on my team. Each showed signs of the battle they’d fought: blood splatter from the Formids, black powder smudges, dirt, and bandages on their wounds. Niala held up one hand and spread her fingers out. “Remember, you alone are vulnerable”--she then curled her hand into a fist--“but when you work together and protect one another, you’re a powerful force to be reckoned with.” 
 
      
 
    There was a woo hoo from Rosie, and then the spirit spread throughout the courtyard as the other gnomes who had been watching clapped and cheered.  
 
      
 
    “I couldn’t agree more,” a voice said. I turned to see Doctor Gnomerson Gnogniton the Third, the head of the gnome council and head researcher for all of Alberith. He was standing next to Professor Gnominsky outside the brick building where I had been taken when I was judged by the council.  
 
      
 
    Gnomerson continued, “I’ve had regular updates about your training and readiness for competition, and I’m proud to see just how far you’ve come. I know it’s unusual for gnomes to involve themselves in physical training and combat--most of us would rather spend our days reading, researching, and inventing--but this competition is the chance our organization has been waiting for to prove that we are not only the preeminent research group on the continent but also that gnomes are just as good as any of the other races in anything we choose to put our superior intelligence to. 
 
      
 
    So, to celebrate the end of your training, I declare this a holiday for the facility. I have arranged for the best musicians and food to be brought to you for you to enjoy.” 
 
      
 
    There was a much louder cheer as the speech ended and word quickly spread through the Institute of the party and gnomes left their labs and research to prepare for the feast. Tables and chairs were brought out of storage, cleaned, and decorated, and chefs from a local restaurant arrived with food and almost the same time the musicians showed up.  
 
      
 
    Once evening came the entire courtyard was lit up with light from magically powered sconces. The normally serious researchers ate and danced the night away, but Niala and I stole away halfway through the night and celebrated by ourselves at her place. 
 
      
 
    ---- 
 
      
 
    The next few days were spent in preparation for the upcoming Ultimate Research Warrior Competition. I spent much of my time fabricating ammunition for our team and charging their monster cores. The company Greebo founded for us made great profits as he nearly cornered the market on low-tier cores. According to him, it was enough to fund classes and equipment for a dozen more goblins and to expand our dungeon mining operation. Additionally, he bought Cook classes for four young troll women whom he had training at his bar, and they were working on mastering some of the recipes I’d ‘invented’ and that we’d planned to unveil when the competition started.   
 
      
 
    The gnome team worked on their own projects, but after completing their physical training, they worked together as if keeping in mind the lessons that Niala had imparted to them: the importance of teamwork and working to help each other. In fact, I often saw them in the Institute courtyard collaborating and arguing about how each of their research specialties could help one another the most.  
 
      
 
    Gnomez and I worked together to adapt his clockwork armor to the other gnomes on the team. Though there were technical difficulties. Neither our spirit mage nor metal mage had invested in strength and couldn’t use anything that restricted the movements they needed to make to cast their spells. After several rounds of experimentation via the Metalman OS, I came up with a design that utilized the lightweight but tough Formid Queen’s carapace. The design was based around a protective chest piece that contained a monster core that fueled clockwork legs that would let the mages walk and run faster and with more endurance than they could ever have on their own. Since the casters needed to keep their arms free to cast spells, the armor didn’t have any arm protection, giving it the appearance of a hardened pair of overalls. Still, it was an improvement over the gnomes’ cloth armor, and our metal mage was able to add arm protection for himself with his metal magic.  
 
      
 
    I also integrated slots into the order so that it would hold the modified Break Action Rifles that I customized for each of the team members. I shortened the stock for Ragnomrok and Mary to fit their smaller hands and trimmed off enough of the barrel to balance the weight so that the weapon could be held one-handed as a kind of sawed-off shotgun. For Gnomez, I did the opposite and expanded the dimensions of his rifle so that it could take larger caliber ammunition. His rifle became a small artillery unit that took a little longer to load but packed a significant punch.  
 
      
 
    The city of Divitiae also changed as the date for the competition approached. Excitement abounded, and the competition became the talk of the town. Great big banners went up over the streets, lampposts were decorated with ribbons, and specialty booths with toys, badges, and pins commemorating the event popped up around the city.  
 
      
 
    The major factions participating in the competition became local celebrities in their respective districts. The human-led mage group became a point of pride for humans, who wore the guild's purple colors with pride. Gnomes started wearing orange and silver, the chosen colors of the Gnomish Institute, and even though they didn’t have the best reputation even among their own people, the races that lived in the Northern District took up the colors as well. The dwarves took pride in the dwarven competitors like Anvil Works, Inferno Forge Company, and the Earth Forge Group, even going so far as braiding colored ribbons into their beards to show their support for their favorite group. Only the elves seemed to be above the partisanship. It may have been because there was no elven group participating or perhaps because the judges for the competition were coming from the royal line of elves that ruled the country. Regardless, every other race had someone that they were backing in the competition. 
 
      
 
    Moreover, there was lots of money riding on it. Bets were being taken in the Northern District, where the Scavenger Guild was openly giving odds on which group would make it through the trials, and vast sums were exchanged. Even Greebo made his bets, not on the Goblin Research Center, but on his good friend Repair. It lost him a little reputation, but he firmly backed me; or, rather, he trusted the information that Stan the Goblin Ninja was bringing him about the other competitors--that and the great odds he was getting on the gnomes, who’d historically done poorly in competition.  
 
      
 
    Finally, the day of the competition arrived.  
 
      
 
      
 
    


  

 
   
    Chapter 37 
 
      
 
      
 
    The elven nobility and judges of the competition arrived in the city with great fanfare and a great parade. The streets were packed, and it felt like everyone in the city turned out to witness his Royal Highness, Prince Thallan Corym Wransatra. The prince rode on a sedan engraved with gold filigree that was carried by six of the largest Minotaurs I’d ever seen. I mean, they made Angus look like a calf by comparison, and they were covered from head to toe in near black plate armor. I heard from the crowd around me that they were members of the royal guard who had been trained from birth to protect and serve the royal family and were given adamantine platemail as a sign of the palace's trust in them.   
 
      
 
    A quick use of Inspect told me that the lowest leveled guard was level 30 and had more than thirteen times the health that I did. The prince himself was mostly question marks, and I couldn’t even tell what level he was, much less any of his other statistics. His eyes passed over where I was standing while I was inspecting him, and even if it was only for only a moment, and even though I did not have the chemical-induced fear system as a flesh and blood human, some instinct told me that the elf was dangerous. 
 
      
 
    The participants were summoned to the royal abode, the residence of the royal family when they were in the city. I joined Professor Gnominsky, Gnomerad, and Mary in one carriage while the rest of the members of the Gnomish Research Institute team piled into another, and we were all followed by wagons with our equipment. According to Professor Gnominsky, each contest representative was supposed to first present their research to his highness’s advisors before they’d be allowed to officially participate in the competition. This was done to ensure that there wouldn’t be any wasted time with frivolous, incomplete research.  
 
      
 
    Our carriages crossed into the Southern District, a part of the city that I’d rarely spent any time in as it contained the residences of the city’s wealthiest families. As we crossed the unofficial border into the district, it was like crossing into an entirely new world. I’d thought that I was used to what a city looked like in the Eastern District. There, the streets were crowded with well-dressed businessmen and shopkeepers who ran their stores full of objects that I couldn’t afford--things like magical tools, enchanted weapons, golem servants, and expensive furnishings. Yet, even in the Eastern District, there were unpleasant realities like feces from the horses that pulled carriages, soot that floated on the wind from the coal-burning factories, and trash that accumulated from everyday living in the corners. The district had workers who came out every night to clean the streets, but there was no way to stop the vestiges of life from appearing any more than you could stop rain from being wet.  
 
      
 
    At least, that’s what I had thought before we rode into the heart of the Southern District. The streets were spotless. There was no sign of trash on the sidewalks or horse poop on the streets. I saw someone throw a piece of rolled-up paper away, and before it could bounce on the sidewalk more than once, someone appeared to sweep it up and dispose of it in a cart. Not even the soot from the factories stood a chance as there were long poles that were erected at regular intervals that seemed to collect the soot that floated in the air. When they were full, someone would climb the poles and get rid of the accumulated soot and replace the fist-sized magical cores powering the contraption. Even the gnomes took deep, cleansing breaths and commented on how much better the Southern District smelt because of the devices. 
 
      
 
    Based on the size of the cores casually used to power the air cleaners, I estimated that the district paid more in a week to have their air cleaned than the entire Northern District made all year. It was a striking division of wealth, and it also didn’t escape my notice that not a single person I saw on the streets or in carriages was from the dark races. The vast majority of the people that seemed to live in the district were elves, dwarves, and gnomes. There were some humans, but they seemed to be mostly either servants or magical tradesmen based on their attire; and, even then, they wore muted uniforms that set them apart from the rich residents.  
 
      
 
    This was nothing to say of the truly audacious amount of magic that was on display. If I’d thought the products in the Eastern District were lavish, the shops in the Southern were truly magical. Floating carpets that self-cleaned were on display in one shop. Furniture made from rare translucent crystals from the thirtieth level of the dungeon was on display in another. In the next, there were the choicest cuts of meat from wildly rare monsters from the deepest levels of the dungeon: draconloid tenderloins, phoenix drumsticks, and gorgonite filet. There were foods claimed by quiet signs outside the shop to have magical properties to enhance life, quiet nerves, increase luck, and seal the hearts of lovers. I wasn’t sure if all those claims were true or just snake oil, but for the price of the goods, I was sure that they were making a killing.  
 
      
 
    Away from the shops, there were two-story stone homes that, based on height alone, would have been considered modest. But they stretched for an entire block. I did not doubt that they cost enough in the city to cover the cost of a modest size estate in the country, but the people that went in and out of the homes didn’t seem to be worried over expenses, and they dressed in the most stunning attire I’d ever seen: clothes that seemed to be on fire or made entirely of ice or from still-living plants. The fashion seemed to be as much about combining magic as it was about covering flesh.  
 
      
 
    Yet it was the sound of the Southern District that was truly striking. More specifically, it was the lack of sound, the quiet. Despite the flashy outfits and loud magical contraptions that were on display, the sights and sounds that I’d come to associate with city life were muted. In the other districts, the Northern especially, there was always someone shouting or laughing loudly or there were sounds of industry from factories or shops. Here, the only sound I heard as we drove through the streets was that of the carriage and the muted conversations of the gnomes. There were certainly people on the streets, but they were so quiet that it almost seemed as if being loud or laughing freely was some sort of social sin. It was slightly unnerving. 
 
      
 
    Finally, after what felt like a journey into a new world, we reached an area that was covered in green. There were trees in carefully placed rows that had such a variety of fruit that I couldn’t count it all. The ground was covered with yellow blooming grass that gave off a scent that was as delicate as the most expensive perfume on Earth. There were so many trees and bushes that I thought that we had come to some kind of gated community park, but it turned out that the multiblock park, which was encircled with gold and black spiked fencing, was actually the royal estate. The entire thing!  
 
      
 
    We reached the front gates, and after the minotaur guards confirmed that we had an appointment, we rode inside and down the paved driveway. I leaned out of the carriage window to see a house three times the size of any other residence in the city. Even a general guess put the three-story home at over 15,000 square feet. I pulled my head in as we started to slow and take our place in the queue, which was a line down the entire length of the driveway. 
 
      
 
    “They should have staggered the demonstrations to avoid this kind of a waste of time,” Gnomerad complained from the seat across from me. 
 
      
 
    “No, his Royal Highness is much too busy to waste multiple days judging our demonstrations. I’m sure he has plans for the competition that he would like to get to,” Professor Gnominsky said, his white bushy eyebrows bobbing up and down as he spoke.  
 
      
 
    “Wait, do you not know what the competition is? I mean, what events or tests or whatever?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, no. His Highness likes to change the events each time he judges the competition,” Mary answered. 
 
      
 
    “The Second Prince is fond of novelty, which is why he was chosen among the royal family to be the judge for the research competition. But that also means he gets bored easily, so his staff plans different types of events. The last time we had the competition, it was in the city of Broadlington, an industrial center to the north, and the prince made the competitors race through the city searching for a golden egg that had been hidden somewhere. It took a week before anyone found it, and by that time, the egg had gone quite off, which is the only reason it was found in the first place,” Professor Gnominsky said with a chuckle.  
 
      
 
    “Yes, that was an unfortunately long event. I know the prince tried to give poetic clues, but they were so vague that they were rather useless,” Gnomerad said with an annoyed sniff. 
 
      
 
    Mary gave a slight shake of her head toward the complaining gnome but added, “Years before that, it was a naval-battle-themed course. The participants had to build and sail their own sea vessels through monster-infested waters to a particular island and then battle it out to reach the top of the mountain there.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, only two teams made it though as no one else had a clue how to build, much less sail, a boat. The Mage’s Guild won that year since their magic let them take their pitiful excuse for a raft and float it to the island,” Gnomerad said. 
 
      
 
    “How did the Gnomes do? Did they at least make it to the finals in the past competitions?” I asked.  
 
      
 
    There was silence, and then Professor Gnominsky answered, “No, we never made it out of the dock when we built our boat. Gnomes aren’t known for their sailing prowess, and none of the researchers could agree on what design to use to build a boat.” 
 
      
 
    “We did better for the scavenger hunt and collected several clues,” Mary added, and then she more reluctantly admitted, “but our team got beat up by the goblins, and they stole all our work.”  
 
      
 
    “Stole? Is that allowed?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, yes. Anything short of permanent disfigurement and murder is allowed,” Professor Gnominsky said. “The prince wants to test each team and their research to the fullest. It’s why we were so excited to include you on the team. Imagine: a real Metalman, a warrior from myth and legend, on our team. Those other researchers will think twice about messing with us this year.” 
 
      
 
    There were nods all around.  
 
      
 
    “Plus, you’ve put a lot of effort into combat training this time. That guard you recommended was pretty firm, but she’s given us more confidence than we’ve had any other year,” Mary said. 
 
      
 
    There was a knock on the top of the carriage, and a voice outside called out, “You’ve arrived, good gnomes.” 
 
      
 
    I looked out the window of the carriage and saw that we had indeed reached the royal abode. The gnomes climbed out of the carriage, and I followed and helped unload all of our equipment, weapons, and other tools we’d planned on using for the demonstration. There were plenty of servants in black and gold livery that helped unload, and the gnomes yelled several times about special and sensitive equipment.  
 
      
 
    We weren’t the only ones unloading stuff either. Shouts from dwarves, humans, and goblins echoed along the driveway as they either waited their turn to park their carriages or were in the process of unloading. For just a moment, I thought I recognized one of the goblins, but with the frenzy of so many people moving, I didn’t see anyone I knew when I checked again. 
 
      
 
    The carriages and wagons left after being paid once our gear was unloaded, and we were taken around the side of the house to a paved garage where we met a tall elf with long braided hair tied back with a ribbon. He saw us approach and said, “Are you the representatives from the Gnomish Research Institute?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, I am Professor Gnominsky, and these are my esteemed colleagues.” 
 
      
 
    The elf held up a hand and interrupted the professor. “Yes, I’m sure you are very esteemed indeed, Professor, but you need not bother with formal introductions just yet. I am only a junior competition executive, here to make sure you have arrived.” The elf took a pencil from his vest and scratched something on the clipboard he was holding then continued. “You will be allowed 30 minutes to summarize your group’s research to his Royal Highness, Prince Thallan Corym Wransatra, and then you will demonstrate any research results you wish. His Highness will then speak to his advisors briefly before judgment is pronounced if you will move onto the next round.” 
 
      
 
    “Will we be told what’s involved in the competition this year?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    The elf blinked hard at me, as if he’d not been expecting me to speak, but the next moment he continued unperplexed, “Yes, if you pass the first round, you will be told what to expect next--although, whether or not you’ll be allowed preparation time is up to his Highness. Are there any other questions?” 
 
      
 
    “When will we need to be ready to present?” Gnomez asked. 
 
      
 
    “Your turn is scheduled for three and a quarter hours past noon. If you wish to rest or explore the ground till then, please let us know, and we will have an escort made available to you. If you are hungry or thirsty, you may avail yourself of refreshments in the sunroom.” He pointed to a stone path through the lawn that led to a glass-enclosed room. 
 
      
 
    “I’m hungry,” Gnominkin said. 
 
      
 
    “Please, his Highness has had our chef prepare many dishes for the competitors,” the elf said. 
 
      
 
    Since we had a few hours to kill, everyone except Gnomerad decided to explore the grounds or eat some of the prepared food. Mary and Gnomez went for a walk around the grounds while I was more curious about what a royal chef would prepare. I joined Ragnomrok and Gnominkin in their walk down the pathway to the sunroom, leaving behind Gnomerad and Professor Gnominsky with the equipment.  
 
      
 
    It was a short walk down a paved path to the sunroom, which looked like a fancy enclosed patio attached to the main building. But once I stepped inside, I realized that the term ‘patio’ really didn’t do it justice. The roof and three of the four walls were made of tall glass panes with green trim designed to let in light from every angle. The floor was an intricate mosaic of colorful tile, and there was a ten-foot-long table made from some hard dark wood in the center of the room. There was a feast laid out on the table for both stomach and eyes. There were fruits that had been artistically cut and arranged to resemble flowers, there were still-warm pastries covered with frosting, and there were several pitchers of iced water and fruit juices as well as platters of thinly sliced meats, cheeses, noodles, and eggs. It was impressive enough to make Gnominkin gulp and pause as he considered where he should start. 
 
      
 
    “Move it, gibface!” a voice from behind us said. 
 
      
 
    I turned to see a group of four goblins standing in the doorway. They were dressed in dark leather armor and had wicked-looking curved daggers on their belts. The gnomes and I moved further into the room to give them room to enter. The goblins swaggered in, sneering at my teammates, and paused to look up at me.  
 
      
 
    “What are you looking at, you pile of rubbish?” the goblin asked. 
 
      
 
    I crossed my arms and tilted my head as I said, “Nothing. Just sizing up what the Goblin Research Center decided to send. So far, I’m not impressed.” 
 
      
 
    The goblin smiled, showing his needle-like teeth, chuckled, and turned to the other goblins. “Oh, Greebo Kneecapper’s friend is putting on airs now that he’s on the gnome team?” He turned back to me and poked me with a green black-nailed finger. “You just better watch yourself out there. Just ‘cause you and that Scavenger been hiring up goblins don’t mean that we won’t tear you apart and sell you for scrap. Now, get out of our way so we can see what an elf knows about food.” 
 
      
 
    I was surprised that so much of what Greebo and I had done had spread even to the Goblin Research Center, but I stepped aside, and the four goblins started to grab handfuls of food from the table. They took bites of everything, and then spat anything they didn’t like out on the floor. I heard grumbles about poor goblin manners from the gnomes and the few other guests in the sunroom, and the goblins had soon worked their way through all the food then left claiming nothing there was fit for a goblin to eat. Their behavior was surprising, to say the least. Every other goblin I’d ever seen eat had used utensils and plates like everyone else, and they were especially careful about how they ate because of their sharp teeth. It was almost as if the goblins were putting on a show to emphasize their barbarity for some reason. 
 
      
 
    The gnomes no longer seemed to have an appetite and just as we were ready to return to the professor, an elf popped his head in and took one look around the room and gave a shrill whistle. Within minutes, he was speaking to a red-haired woman in livery who rushed to clean up the mess that the goblins had made. She worked quickly, sweeping and wiping up all the spilled food, and by the time she was done, more servants arrived with trays to replace the eaten or discarded food and beverages.  
 
      
 
    I was more than impressed with the efficiency of the staff, though I didn’t care for the cowed backs and glances of worry the human cleaners gave the supervising elf.  
 
      
 
    The gnomes and I walked back to the Professor and Gnomerad to wait for our turn to present our research.  
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 38 
 
      
 
      
 
    Our group was called into the house by the same elf who had greeted us when we arrived, and we followed him through tall hallways decorated with seven-foot-tall paintings of elves, statues of the royal family, and intricately woven tapestries depicting battles where the light races conquered the dark races. The floor was covered in lush carpets that dampened even my heavy metal footsteps, and I wondered if even an army in full plate armor would make a racket if they came through. We passed a group of despondent-looking people, a mixture of humans, a dwarf, and an elf, that was carrying a table-sized contraption that looked like a small catapult.  
 
      
 
    We arrived at a set of tall double doors that were carved with scenes of battle. In their center, there was an elf with a golden crown on a unicorn meeting the charge of a demon-like creature in black armor. The elf that guided us knocked three times, and the doors opened up, revealing a circular chamber some forty feet in diameter with a domed ceiling and stained glass windows that gave the room a technicolor vibe. The black stone floor was inlaid with a complex set of gold lines and symbols. There was a throne against the far wall where his Royal Highness was seated, and there were four chairs, two to each side of the prince, with other elves in embroidered robes. The prince had the smooth ageless look that all elves shared, but he held himself in such a way that he projected confidence borne of a life of being told he was in charge 
 
      
 
    “Set up your materials in the center of the room and start your presentations whenever you are ready,” the elf guide said. 
 
      
 
    After a brief introduction from Professor Gnominsky, each gnome presented its research and its possible applications. 
 
      
 
    Mary explained and demonstrated her spirit magic and its ability to capture and recall the spirit of any monster. She summoned her spirit cat and allowed it to leap around the room, then birds that flew through the air, and then a shadowy Formid Soldier that crawled across the floor and snapped the stone rod she threw before it with its pincers. She described the potential benefits of her magic to scouting, building, and even combat.  
 
      
 
    Gnominkin’s presentation focused on the flexibility of his magic. He liquified his metal and sent it through a series of laid-out obstacles such as hoops, ladders, pipes, and boxes. Then he hardened the metal and brought it down on the boxes, smashing them to pieces. Then the metal changed shape again, becoming spikes along the floor that pierced through pipes. Finally, the metal filled the hoops, and Gnominkin explained that the hardened metal could even be used as a shield as he took a broken pipe and banged it against the metal-filled hoop.   
 
      
 
    Ragnomrok stepped up next and laid out a table full of potion bottles and vials. He described the various effects of each potion, and while I knew from personal experience just how powerful his concoction could be, the presentation itself was rather dry since he could not demonstrate the more deadly poisons, acids, or flammable products. 
 
      
 
    Lately, Gnomez presented his research. He stepped into the center of the room with his cloak laid about his shoulders so that it covered his short frame and dramatically pulled the cape off to reveal his clockwork armor. He explained the technical details of how the clockwork mechanisms worked with gravity and sensory magic and then demonstrated the benefits by taking a metal pipe and bending it in half. Next, he lifted heavy hundred-pound weights and then punched through a thick four by four with his fist. He ended his presentation by saying, “This armor will change the way battles are fought in the future, making even the weakest mage capable of standing up to a warrior who doesn’t have the armor's benefit. Any warrior who wears the armor will find his power multiplied, and he will be capable of withstanding even the heaviest of blows.” 
 
      
 
    The elves around the prince watched the presentations impassively, and the prince himself looked slightly bored. Finally, it was my turn. When I walked into the center of the room, the prince raised an eyebrow and sat up a little. I hoped that this change in body language reflected some positive interest. 
 
      
 
    I walked to the center of the room and bowed before the Prince and his counselors. “Your Highness and lordships, my name is Repair, and I am a member of the Metalman race. I was recovered and repaired by the Gnomish Research Institute. Since I have awoken, I have striven to repay them by helping to expand their knowledge about Metalman technology and by using my Artificer class to develop and improve technologies for this competition. These tools make up the core of my abilities.” I dropped a tower shield from my internal inventory onto the floor, activated my deconstruction tool, and directed it to drop the metal and wood into two piles on the floor.  
 
      
 
    As the tool broke down the shield, I explained, “First is the ability to break down any non-living material into its component parts. Because of my Artificer class and the class points I’ve invested in my tools, deconstructing a shield like this only takes seconds.” As I finished my sentence, the last of the shield was deconstructed. “Next is fabrication.” The tool changed color as it shifted functions and started taking the piles of materials on the floor and rebuilding the tower shield layer by layer. “As is the case in life, the ability to create takes longer than it does to destroy. But even then, the process is still much faster than what any but a master blacksmith or woodworker could accomplish.” The shield took four minutes to rebuild, but once it was done, I summoned an axe from my inventory and hacked away at the shield. “Of course, my people have long understood that it is always faster to repair a thing than to recreate it once it has been damaged. Thus, I also can repair whatever I’ve scanned or fabricated.” I activated the repair tool, and in less than a minute, the scratches and cuts that I’d made on the shield were no longer there.  
 
      
 
    “Now, beyond these basic technologies--which are superior to anything I’ve seen in the city--I have expanded functions that I’ve unlocked as I’ve gained eight levels these past months, a feat I’m told is astonishing in its own right. First, my mechanical companion Parker.” When I said his name, the mechanical spider that had been in backpack mode came to life and its legs unlatched from my back as it climbed down. “Parker is based on a monster I scanned from the dungeon, and he retains several of that creature's base abilities.” I produced the rubber ball from my inventory and then looked down at Parker and told him, “Parker, web and fetch the ball.” Then I threw the ball across the room. Parker shot forward as soon as the ball left my hand, and when it bounced off the curved wall toward a minotaur guard, the mechanical spider shot a thin white web from its body, catching the ball before it hit the guard. “Parker can also be upgraded, just as I can, to suit the needs of whatever monster or enemy we are facing. He can poison an enemy, climb walls to attack from a hidden position, and he even has armor to help him defend himself. Moreover, if he’s damaged, I can repair him as easily as I did the shield.” 
 
      
 
    The elves’ expressions at the end of my speech remained flat and unimpressed. The Prince gave a slight nod but his raised eyebrow lowered. “Have the gnomes been able to replicate this technology then?” asked one of the elves besides the prince.  
 
      
 
    “Uh . . . not as of yet,” Professor Gnominsky answered. “But it is only a matter of time before we understand the underlying principles of the technology and are able to replicate it for industrial use.”  
 
      
 
    The elf counselor to the Prince’s left asked, “Is there anything else you’re presenting, or is it just this hypothetical benefit?”  
 
      
 
    I felt let down by the Prince and the councilors' response. The gnomes had thought that just these Metalman technologies would be impressive. But it seemed like the elves were more interested in practical and replicable research. I spread my arms wide and continued, “Of course, there is more. In addition to the unique technologies that are incorporated into my frame, I have also used my knowledge to advance the development of several existing technologies. Firearms, or as some may know them, Boomsticks.” I called the Break Action Rifle from my internal inventory and worked the break action function, loading and unloading a single round from the chamber in seconds. “The ability to quickly reload, combined with the special rifling of the barrel, which improves accuracy and range, gives this weapon amazing firing potential with the variety of magical ammunition I’ve created. Moreover, learning how to use this weapon only takes hours, and training to be competent in its use takes days. Compared to the lifetime of practice a professional bowman takes to become a marksman, this rifle is practically ready to be deployed on the battlefield today.”  
 
      
 
    I sent the rifle back to my internal inventory and called out a Claymore Mine and the copper pipe bomb. “Also, I’ve improved explosives by creating shaped weapons that can be laid as a trap capable of maiming or killing multiple enemies.” 
 
      
 
    “Does that conclude your presentation, Metalman?” The elf to the right of the Price asked.  
 
      
 
    “Yes, those are the major points of what I’ve created and am capable of.” 
 
      
 
    The elves spoke to each other privately and then the one on the right hand of the prince said, “Your words will be taken into consideration, and your presentations will be judged based upon what you have shown us today. You are dismissed.”  
 
      
 
    The gnomes and I gathered up our materials, and we bowed our heads before turning to leave the audience chamber. We passed the next group that was presenting, a group of dwarves with glowing armor and weapons, but the gnomes seemed to be more concerned with our performance than interested in what the other groups were doing. 
 
      
 
    We left the grand building and returned to the side of the house where we’d first gathered. The gnomes, who had been so confident about their research, seemed unsure. They gave uncertain glances at each other as they packed their equipment into the crates we’d brought.  
 
      
 
    The wait was a strain as group after group went in to present their research. They each left looking much less confident than they started. As the hours passed, our chances of proceeding to the next phase of the competition lessened as the groups returned from their presentations. Some were ecstatic and wore a colored sash, denoting that they were to proceed to the next phase, but most returned despondent, their dismissal clear.  
 
      
 
    I couldn’t stand to look at the gnomes with their worried expressions, and I decided to explore the grounds of the Royal Abode with Parker. I called for him, and he unclamped from my back, where he’d been resting. The mechanical spider climbed down my back and legs with an ease that showed off his inherited ability, Spider Climb, and the two of us wandered toward the rows of trees I’d seen earlier. I was curious about what royalty would bother growing and even thought about absconding with a fruit or two to use in a culinary dish.   
 
      
 
    I tossed the rubber ball I’d used for training with Parker into the trees and watched as he clattered after it. As Parker returned the ball and I threw it again, I walked amongst the manicured trees. Their colorful fruits and fragrant flower blossoms were a sensory delight. I used Inspect on several fruits and got names like Heavenly Incubom Blossom, Feijoant, Durian Durian, Apathy Fruit, and Swayne Melon. No two trees had the same kind of fruit. Some were round and succulent looking, others were spiked and brightly colored, and others were long and twisted like they’d been spiral cut. Many of the trees also emitted fragrant scents that had no perfect earth counterpart I could identify. There were scents that were a mix of red pepper flakes and honey or week-old socks and BBQ sauce, and one flower even smelled like apples mixed with some kind of dark chocolate. Based solely on their scents, I couldn’t imagine what they tasted like, and since I didn’t eat, I’d likely never know.    
 
      
 
    “Still, a fruit or two wouldn’t be missed and they could be fun to serve,” I thought to myself as I picked an Apathy Fruit and sent it to my Internal Inventory. The orchard wasn’t that far from where the gnomes were waiting, and if I glanced back, I could see their small figures pacing impatiently. I was worried too, but I just couldn’t react the same way the gnomes could to the stress as I no longer had the biochemical release valves they did. I didn’t sweat or feel anxious in my stomach or even the need to pace--which I thought might have been worse since I had no outlet for my thoughts. 
 
      
 
    If the gnomes got knocked out of the competition here, I’d never have the chance to win my freedom. I’d be stuck as their property until I paid off the tens of thousands of gold they said I owed them for my recovery and rebuilding. Worse, they’d probably add all the costs associated with my recent research to my tab. I was certain that Gnomerad would at least try. But then again, who said I needed to stick around if things went truly wrong? I didn’t need to eat or drink, and I could literally run forever since I didn’t tire. Sure, I was completely unfamiliar with the world outside of the city, but it couldn’t be any more dangerous than fighting monsters in the dungeon, could it? 
 
      
 
    As I thought about alternative plans for my survival and freedom, movement in the distance caught my attention. I froze and scanned the orchard for what had caught my eye. There in the distance amongst the branches, fruits, and flowers was the sparkle of metal. It could have been anything from a discarded coin to a broken tool, but in this well-kept place, I doubted they’d stand for leaving trash around. Then the metal moved--or more accurately, the person whose belt it was on moved--as they streaked across the orchard towards the fence. They moved so fast they were little more than a blur, and they were up and over the spiked dividing metal before I could so much as shout out, “Who goes there?” Which is something I’d always wanted to do but never had the proper opportunity. However, just as I’d decided to investigate, a familiar voice called my name.  
 
      
 
    “Mr. Repair, they’re calling for us!” 
 
      
 
    I turned to see Mary waving a hand for me to return to them. I looked back once more at where the figure had been and shrugged. I was curious, but it was more likely to be some kind of royal security as a thief or anything nefarious. I called Parker, who returned with the rubber ball in his forelegs. I took the ball, returned it to my Internal Inventory, and Parker climbed up onto my back to rest in backpack mode as I walked back toward the gnomes. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 39 
 
      
 
      
 
    I found the gnomes watching Professor Gnominsky speak to an elf who was wearing royal black and gold. When the elf walked away, the professor returned to us and said, “There’s an issue with our research, which is why we have neither been accepted nor dismissed from the competition.”  
 
      
 
    “So, we haven’t been kicked out yet? That’s wonderful,” I said. “What’s the issue?” 
 
      
 
    The professor looked around at the group and sighed. “It seems there was some issue with your research, Repair. The Prince and his advisors would like to speak with you again before deciding if our group moves forward.” 
 
      
 
    There was some grumbling about what exactly the problem could be and various guesses, but the professor pointed out that it would be faster for us to simply follow our elven guide and find out what the problem was. Our group collected our presentation materials and followed the elf back into the house, down the ornate hallway, and to the audience chamber where we’d last seen his Royal Highness and his councilors.  
 
      
 
    The prince was seated on his ornate throne with the same bored expression on his face as he watched us walk in. Across the room, there was a black-bearded dwarf and a blonde human who were each wearing matching black suits and red vests. On a table before them was a rifle. 
 
      
 
    “Good; they’ve arrived. Let’s clear up this matter so that we may proceed with the games,” the prince said with a flat tone.  
 
      
 
    The elf to his right stood up and turned toward me and the gnomes. “The Gnomish Research Institute stands accused of presenting research that has been stolen. The accusers are the dwarf Bessat Darkarm and the human Cory Covertin, registered gunsmiths. “He gestured with his hand toward the human and dwarf. “How does the GRI respond to the accusation?” 
 
      
 
    If I’d had a stomach, it would have dropped at the accusation. Someone had the gall to accuse us of stealing? 
 
      
 
    “Research theft?” Gnomerad asked as he stepped forward. “The Gnomish Research Institute would never knowingly participate in anything of the kind.”  
 
      
 
    “Then you admit that the research that has been presented on behalf of your Institute was copied from these gunsmiths? I warn you that the penalty for trying to present such stolen work before the prince is a heavy fine and removal from the competition.” 
 
      
 
    Gnomerad looked shocked, but he quickly recovered and said, “If the Metalman has stolen anything, then he has done it without our knowledge and we should not be penalized for his actions. We’ll dismantle him and--” 
 
      
 
    My head snapped toward the treacherous gnome, and I raised a hand to defend myself when another voice beat me to it. 
 
      
 
    “No!” the strong voice of Professor Gnominsky interjected. He stepped forward into the center of the room with his feet scuffing against the gold and black engraved floor and his long bushy white eyebrows bobbing up and down as he spoke. “Senior Researcher Gnomerad oversteps his place. As the head of the Divitiae branch of the Gnomish Research Institute, I categorically deny that anyone on our team has presented stolen research, and I strongly condemn such an accusation without adequate proof.” 
 
      
 
    “Liars! The gnomes sent that machine to steal our research,” the human said from across the room as he tapped the rifle on the table. “The proof is right in front of you.”  
 
      
 
    “I personally witnessed the machine in my store trying to copy my designs,” the dwarf said, pointing an accusing finger at me. 
 
      
 
    The prince leaned forward in his seat, his expression no longer bored. He didn’t speak, only watched.  
 
      
 
    Professor Gnominsky seemed to shiver under the prince’s gaze before saying, “I only see a modified boomstick the dwarf and human are presenting. It is very pretty, but who can verify if it even has the same technology as what we have presented today?” 
 
      
 
    “Let the machine look at our rifle and deny that it’s the same one that he claimed was his original design,” the human, Cory Covertin, said.  
 
      
 
    Professor Gnominsky turned toward me. He looked up at me with confidence and motioned with his hand for me to look over the rifle on the table. I shrugged, sure that this entire misunderstanding would be cleared up. I knew that I’d not stolen anything from anyone. I stumbled as I walked as I thought about it. Well, it could be considered intellectual theft if you consider all my tool and weapon scans as copying someone else's work, but that certainly didn’t qualify for the Break Action Rifle I’d put together. Sure, the original ideas came from my old world, but I still had to work and experiment to implement them here. 
 
      
 
    I crossed the circular audience chamber with the prince’s and his elf counselors’ eyes following me. The ornate weapon was laid out on a black cloth on the gunsmiths’ table. The dwarf and the human looked at me with smug smiles, and I looked at their presented weapon with disbelief. The rifle was eight feet long from butt end to the tip of the barrel. Unlike my plain rifle, theirs was ornately decorated with a carved hunting scene on the stock and gold engraving along the metal barrel. It looked as much like an industrial piece of art as a weapon meant to kill. When I picked it up, I could tell that they’d used some lightweight metal and wood as the weapon weighed much less than my own. But what was truly concerning were the technical similarities. No, the identical features. The back of the rifle broke open on a painted gold hinge, and by peering down the barrel, I could see that spiraling metal grooves had been carved into the inside of the barrel. I examined the trigger and found that it was placed just in the center with a hammer that would come down in the center of the barrel, just like I’d designed mine to do for my cartridge ammunition.  
 
      
 
    “Is the design the same?” the elf to the right of the prince asked. 
 
      
 
    My mind reeled at the repercussions of that question, and I thought about lying for a moment--denying that they were different. After all, how could the two gunsmiths have created such a weapon independently? I mean, I know that some scientific discoveries and inventions have been founded independently and across continents. Like in the instance that Isaac Newton and Swiss Gottfried Wilhelm Leibniz discovered calculus at the same time, even though the two lived more than a thousand miles apart. But the jump in the level of technology from a muzzle-loading flintlock musket to the exact design I’d recreated was too much to ever be called a coincidence, and anyone who compared the rifle the gunsmiths had and my own would be able to tell that they were of the same design. 
 
      
 
    “They are the same design,” I said. There was a gasp from behind me and saw expressions of surprise on the gnome’s faces. Though Gnomerad looked rather smug. He opened his mouth to say something, but I cut him off. “But I deny that I ever copied anything from these two gunsmiths. Not only can I describe each detail of the research, but I have witnesses that can testify to the gradual advancement of my rifle technology.” I pointed to the dwarf and human and asked, “Can these two say the same?” 
 
      
 
    The two gunsmith’s expressions became clouded, and they raised their hands and shouted denials and the gnomes shouted their support of me. The other elf counselors came to their feet and tried to regain some semblance of order, but their cries only added to the chaos.  
 
      
 
    A single whispered word cut through all of the noise: “Quiet.”  
 
      
 
    I felt the word resonate through my entire body, and I found that I had an overwhelming desire to stop speaking. I staggered for a moment as my voice box cut off. Then the pressure dissipated. I shook my head and looked around the room and every single person had gone silent. Several of the gnomes and the human gunsmith had dropped to their knees with their hands covering their mouths.  
 
      
 
    “That’s better,” the prince said from his throne. “As entertaining as I might find this dispute, we have to advance to the competition. I will ask each research team to present evidence for their claim, and then I will judge.” He pointed at the two gunsmiths. “You two, come forward and present your case.” 
 
      
 
    The human got to his feet with help of his dwarven compatriot, and they stepped forward to the middle of the circular room and bowed to the prince. “Your highness, my human business partner is Cory Covertin, and I am Bessat Darkarm of Clan Darkarm, the renowned blacksmiths. My clan has advanced firearm technology from the primitive hollowed tube boomsticks stuffed with black powder and scrap metal to the well-known and elegant musket design that I’ve sold at my clan’s store in the Eastern District. Any number of people can be called to testify that we’ve sold them there for years and that our creations are of the highest quality.” 
 
      
 
    “So stipulated,” the elf to the left of the prince said. “Continue with the evidence that the Metalman stole your designs.” 
 
      
 
    Bessat nodded and continued, “My research partner and I have been working on advancing musket technology day and night to prepare for the competition. I can personally testify that the machine there was caught trying to steal the design of the muskets we sell at our store. We had to chase him away when we caught him using some foreign magic on our weapons.”  
 
      
 
    Cory added, “It is obvious that he either took our designs then or did so at some other time after.” 
 
      
 
    As the two spoke, I wanted to groan as I realized where I’d seen the dwarf before.  
 
      
 
    “Is this true, Metalman?” the Prince said with an even tone. 
 
      
 
    “It is true that, when I was first repaired, I explored the city and found myself scanning many objects to better understand the world around me. I was ejected from a store where I’d tried to scan a musket.” 
 
      
 
    “You see, he admits it. He clearly stole our design. How is it possible that he hadn’t done so again?” Cory said.  
 
      
 
    “However, I was unsuccessful in my effort to get the scan then. I ended up paying gold to get ahold of a broken pistol, and then I used the trigger and firing mechanics from that weapon to make my own Flintlock Musket. I went on to improve the design by adding internal grooves to the barrel and switching from a round musket ball ammunition to conical-shaped ammunition. I packed the bullet into a premeasured packet of black powder that I saved in a paper cartridge. After extensively testing the weapon in the dungeon against the monsters there, I pushed the design further by changing exactly how I loaded the rifle. Instead of loading it from the muzzle, I added a hinge feature to the rear of the barrel, which required me to shift the entire trigger mechanism and push the cartridge design to include magical circuits to safely ignite the black powder inside the new brass cartridges. I came up with other designs that removed the need for black powder entirely.” 
 
      
 
    “Lies obviously,” Cory said disdainfully.  
 
      
 
    I shook my head. “No, each and every design improvement was recorded by the gnomes to document my contribution to their research. Researcher Gnomerad can testify that he or another gnome recorded every new Metalman technology I presented to them. Moreover, the magical circuits I used on the new cartridges were engraved by Researcher Gnomez, whom I consulted on the project.” 
 
      
 
    “Will the gnomes mentioned by the Metalman step forward,” the elf to the right of the prince said. 
 
      
 
    Gnomerad and Gnomez stepped into the center of the room, just to the right of me. They bowed, and then Gnomerad said, “Your highness, I will testify that the Metalman regularly presented new inventions or technological developments as part of an agreement with the Gnomish Research Institute. Among those developments were the changes to the rifle that he has described. Although, I could not say where he got the designs from.” 
 
      
 
    “I can say,” Gnomez said quickly, scowling at Gnomerad for his last statement. Then, turning to the judging elves, he softened his tone as he explained. “At least, I can speak to my involvement in helping Mr. Repair create his cartridge system. At my laboratory, I have the original sketches we made when we designed the magical circuits used to power the spells he uses in cartridges. I even taught the Metalman the skill he used to make other types of ammunition.” 
 
      
 
    “If that is the end of your testimony, you may step back,” the left elf said with a lazy wave of his hand. 
 
      
 
    “I’m sorry, your Highness. May I say something else?” Gnomez asked with a bow of his head. 
 
      
 
    The prince considered the bowing gnome for a moment before nodding, and the elf to the prince’s right answered, “His Highness will allow it.” 
 
      
 
    Gnomez turned and gestured toward me, and the bristly mustache beneath his bulbous nose bobbed up and down as he said, “I just wanted to say that I don’t believe for a second that Mr. Repair would steal someone else’s research. I wasn’t always the best team member to him, but he went out of his way to help me improve my research and asked for nothing in return. My research on external strength-enhancing armor has progressed by leaps and bounds thanks to him. The biggest breakthroughs in magical circuit design and efficiency are based on what I learned from assisting in reconstructing the Metalman. He even aided in fabricating prototypes and testing my latest designs--testing that would have taken weeks instead of days thanks to his ability to fabricate the designs.” 
 
      
 
    Ragnomrok stepped forward, awkwardly bowed, and raised his hand. The prince acknowledged him with a nod, and the young alchemist swallowed hard. “Your Highness, your lordships, I’ll also add that, while my potion research has been my work, Mr. Repair has created ingenious methods of delivery that I believe will revolutionize the application of alchemical potions on and off the battlefield.” He reached into his satchel and pulled out the Potion Dart. “This device is capable of delivering a precise amount of potion to an ally or enemy from a distance.” The gnome next pulled out the Hypodermic Syringe. “This one, which is based on the same principles, increases the effectiveness and efficiency of every potion I’ve tested it with because it injects the concoction directly into the body instead of waiting for ingestion to distribute it. Mr. Repair made these for me just to help me perform better in the field. I’ve never seen anything like them, and if he’s being accused of stealing the rifle designs, then he must have gotten these designs from the gunsmiths too. After all, they’re meant to be used specifically with the designs that he’s being accused of taking.” Ragnomrok turned toward the gunsmiths and asked, “Are you saying that Mr. Repair also stole this technology? If so, produce the Potion Darts.” 
 
      
 
    The request sparked another line of proof that I hadn’t thought of. I pulled each type of cartridge from my Internal Inventory, held it out for all to see and said, “Yes, also produce the other cartridges I’ve designed. After all, they’re meant to work only with that type of rifle design. That’s why there is a mithril on the trigger hammer: to complete the circuit that powers the magical cartridge. I saw the metal on your rifle, so surely you have the magical cartridges that require it.” 
 
      
 
    The dwarf and human looked at each other before the human shouted, “I will not be questioned by a machine! Nor are we the ones accused!” 
 
      
 
    “I would like an answer to the questions,” the prince instructed. Though the words were spoken quietly, the entire room went silent, and the guards in the room suddenly looked ready to murder at a word from the prince.  
 
      
 
    The elf to the prince’s left leapt to his feet and pointed at the dwarf. “Answer his Highness. Did the Metalman also steal the designs for the presented ammunition? How does the weapon you designed work?” 
 
      
 
    “Well, I can’t show all of those types of ammunition,” Bessat said nervously. 
 
      
 
    The elf narrowed his eyes. “Oh? How many kinds of ammunition can you show?” 
 
      
 
    “Just one using black powder,” the dwarf admitted. He took a bronze cartridge from a pouch on his belt and held it out. There were no magical circuits engraved on it. Instead, it seemed to work entirely on a mechanical principle, the butt end being a kind of spring-loaded mechanism that created a spark when hit. The dwarf looked at the cartridge, down at the decorated rifle on the table, and then he turned and said to Cory, “You told me that the mithril on the hammer was purely decorative when you brought the designs for the weapon to me. You said that you’d been struck with inspiration for each of the new types of improvements to my family’s muskets. Where did you come up with the designs?” 
 
      
 
    Cory stepped back and exclaimed, “The designs are all mine, Bessat!” 
 
      
 
    “Lie,” the prince declared with a scowl. The room practically vibrated with power as he uttered the word, and he didn’t just say it like he had some vague notion that the human was lying either. Instead, he said the word with the same force that he’d said ‘quiet’ before.  
 
      
 
    Cory went white as the prince spoke, and the man’s gaze darted towards the door. But before he could take more than a single step in that direction, an armed elf in black armor appeared from the shadows and placed a restraining hand on the human’s shoulder.  
 
      
 
    “It seems we have come to a turning point,” the standing elf said. “Bessat Darkarm of clan Darkarm, is it your testimony that the human came to you with the designs you have presented today?” 
 
      
 
    “He did, your lordship. He’s been my business and research partner for years, and I did not question the new advances. They still took much work between us to make work, but I never questioned where he came up with them. I felt guilty at how little I’d contributed to our research until I made the mechanical cartridges. But that was only because Cory said he wasn’t as well versed with black powder as my family and needed my help to create ammunition that worked with his”--the dwarf glanced at me--“with the breech-loading design.” 
 
      
 
    “Truth,” the prince declared, and the room vibrated once again. “This room and the circular designs in the floor beneath your feet have been enchanted with various spells that our royal family uses from time to time. One of those spells is to command silence from unruly petitioners that are presented in this audience chamber. Another is the power to discern if someone is telling the truth not only from their words but also from the hundreds of small motions that every living creature makes. I had been . . . troubled by the fact that everything the gunsmiths said was shown to be the truth. Unfortunately, the spell didn’t seem to work on the Metalman. The added testimony by the gnomes was also true.” The prince nodded at the dwarf. “It wasn’t until you, Bessat Darkarm, asked the right questions and your human partner claimed in a clear declaration that the spell showed his words to be false.” 
 
      
 
    The prince then stood and stared down at the human gunsmith, who tried to wriggle from the hold of the elf guard holding him. “You, Cory Covertin, have been found guilty of stealing research and presenting it to the crown as your own. I pronounce the punishment for your crime will be a fine of 100 gold and your removal as a registered gunsmith.” Cory’s shoulders sagged in relief at the judgment. But the prince continued, “I also find you guilty of lying to a member of the royal family of Alberith to pervert justice. I pronounce that the price of such deceit will be the removal of your hands so that they will never hold a tool or firearm again.”  
 
      
 
    The words had the finality of a gavel slamming down, and Cory tried to fall to his knees, but the elf guard caught him and dragged him from the room while the human sobbed into his hands while he could. 
 
      
 
    Then the prince looked down at the dwarf. “Bessat Darkarm of clan Darkarm, I can see from your testimony that you were deceived by the human, and I encourage you to be wary of humans bearing gifts in the future.” He paused before continuing. “However unwittingly done, your research team falsely accused another team of stealing your research. I pronounce that your team will be removed from the competition.” Bessat took the admonition in silence, stepping back while bowing his head.  
 
      
 
    “I also declare that the researchers of the Gnomish Research Institute qualify for the last position in the Ultimate Research Warrior Competition.” 
 
      
 
    There was a moment of silence and then cheers erupted from the gnomes. When I turned to them, I saw the members of my team hugging and congratulating each other. We’d finally made it past the first hurdle and to the start of the competition. 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 40  
 
      
 
      
 
    All of the groups that had passed the interview with the prince and his advisors stood in the audience chamber, which was large enough to accommodate all of the teams with room for another twenty people. The prince stood in front of his throne, golden armor shining in the light from the setting sun that came through the stained-glass windows. He looked out over the waiting gnomes, dwarves, humans, goblins, and elves. Despite having the appearance of a youth who was at most fifteen years old, the elf prince looked out over the assembled researchers with the confidence of a veteran speaker three times his apparent age.  
 
      
 
    “You who have made it past the selection process are to be commended. You are all now contestants in the Ultimate Research Warrior Competition. Even though it has been fifty years since the Second Dungeon War, there are still enemies of the light and the alliances that threaten our safety. Only through innovation and research can we meet new challenges and old ones. Thus, the ruling family and the military have funded this competition: to find the most promising technologies with the greatest military benefits for our great nation.” He paused for a breath and continued, “With that in mind, my counselors and I have devised a series of competitive activities that will test your research and abilities to see if they live up to their promise.”  
 
      
 
    The elf to the right of the prince stood, and read from the papers in his hand: “The first contest will take place on the 9th level of the dungeon. Research teams will be given a flag and a certain time to capture others while defending their own. The teams with the most flags at the end of the time frame advance. You’ll get more information on the other contest if you move forward.” 
 
      
 
    A dwarf from one of the teams raised a hand, “Who will be judging the other contests?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, because of the large scope of the contests, each team will be assigned a special observer,” the right elf answered. He gestured with a hand and an elf dressed head to toe in black leather, with a pair of knives at his belt, and a bow in a case on his back appeared next to the dwarf and tapped him on the shoulder, startling the dwarf. The elf stepped back and disappeared again. “As you have seen, the observers will remain unseen unless someone is seriously hurt or they judge that a research team has been eliminated.” 
 
      
 
    “So, we’re allowed to hurt each other then? What about if we accidentally kill someone?” a goblin asked. 
 
      
 
    The left elf scowled at the goblin and answered, “We understand that we have asked you to develop weapons that are, by design, meant to harm others. We expect you to test your weapons but you do not have to worry about killing another research team member.” The elf looked at the rest of the teams and continued, “It is expected that the research teams will be responsible for healing most of their injuries. However, we will intervene if any researcher is injured to the point that they can not continue to participate in the competition. Whether that will disqualify the team as a whole from further competition, or if that team can continue, will be up to the observer.”  
 
      
 
    I thought of the behanding of Cory, who’d lied to the Prince and his counselors, and could only imagine what kind of punishment they would dole out for attempted murder. 
 
      
 
    “What happens if we need help or have to voluntarily quit? Do we just yell out for one of these observers?” a woman near the back of the crowd asked. 
 
      
 
    “A good question. Every time we have this contest, there are those that, for one reason or another, choose to quit before it ends. In that case, you could forfeit by calling out for an observer or by pressing this,” the leftmost elf, the female one, said and held up an octagon patch. “This badge will be given to every member of every research team. We will use it to monitor your health and progress in the contests. If your life is threatened the badge will protect the last point of your health and teleport you to a team of clerics we have on standby.” 
 
      
 
    There were murmurs among the researchers, some quite happy with the safety measures, and while some others were annoyed that they couldn’t eliminate their rivals, most people seemed content with the conditions and explanations.  
 
      
 
    “Are there any more questions?” The right elf asked. 
 
      
 
    A minotaur in the back, though not as tall or powerfully built as the royal guards, huffed and asked, “When will the competition start?” 
 
      
 
    “If there are no other questions, then it will start in one hour.” 
 
      
 
    “One hour? It’ll take longer than that to get to the dungeon. Much less clear out the 9th level and get set up.” 
 
      
 
    “Don’t worry. The dungeon level has already been cleared of all adventurers. As for travel time, you don’t have to worry about that,” the prince responded with a snap of his fingers. The minotaur guards along the wall moved, revealing an empty doorway. The elf to the prince’s right walked up to it and touched it in several places while muttering something. Then the doorframe started to glow and symbols carved into it flared to life. Then there was a ripple in the middle of the doorway, and a blue shimmer filled the frame. A sheen of sweat appeared on the elf’s brow, but he nodded towards the prince, and his Highness continued. “This portal will take you to a random location on the 9th level of the dungeon. Teams will be staggered so that no two will be placed in the exact same location.”  
 
      
 
    Servants entered the room and began handing out badges to the research teams. Each team got a unique flag and set of badges and ours was a circle divided in half with a small gem set in the center. 
 
      
 
    The prince and his counselors stood and the young royal elf said, “With this, I officially start the Ultimate Research Warrior Competition. May you all show us what you are made of.” 
 
      
 
    Trumpets played from somewhere and everyone applauded. The counselors and the prince watched as the research teams entered the glowing doorway and disappeared. Our team went last, and I thought the doorway flared red for a moment before I stepped through, and then everything around me shifted. 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 41  
 
      
 
      
 
    Bright lights and a twisting spinning vortex swirled around me for a moment, and then it was all replaced by greens, blues, and browns. It took my eyes a moment to adjust, and when I looked around, I was in the large overgrown jungle of the 9th floor of the dungeon. The level spanned miles and was the largest dungeon floor I’d yet visited, so it made sense why the competition creators chose it. Unfortunately, I didn’t immediately recognize my surroundings and had no idea where we were. 
 
      
 
    A gurgling and hurling sound caught my attention, and I turned to see my gnome team in their clockwork armors sprawled on the leaf-covered ground except for Mary who was on her knees vomiting behind a tree. I called my rifle from my Inventory and quickly looked around, unsure if we’d been attacked by a monster or another team. After not seeing anything, I walked up to Ragnomrok, who was wearing a lighter version of the clockwork armor dyed green. “Are you guys alright?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    The gnome looked up at me through squinted eyes, clutched his stomach, and then took a vial from his belt pouch and swallowed the contents before answering. “We’re just a bit queasy from the teleportation, Mr. Repair. Most people feel some discomfort from that kind of spatial magic, but we gnomes are especially sensitive to it.” 
 
      
 
    I heard Mary, who was wearing the lighter clockwork armor dyed red, hurl again, and I was rather glad that I wasn’t a gnome just then. As my team members got to their feet or emptied their stomachs, a loud voice sounded through the jungle. “Welcome contestants to the Ultimate Research Warrior Competition. You have one hour to build and prepare a defensible position where you will plant your Research Flag. You may only attempt to take another team’s flag after that hour. We will notify you when your preparation time is over. Any acquisitions of a team’s research flag before then will not count towards your overall total.” 
 
      
 
    Mary leaned against a tree, wiped her mouth with a white handkerchief, and then discarded it. “One hour, team. We have one hour to find the other teams and prepare our defenses to protect our flag.” She pointed at me and Gnomez. “You two, find a location for our base and design something we can defend. Ragnomrok will help you as best he can.” She pointed at Gnominkin, in his heavy black clockwork armor and then to herself. “I will use my spirit creatures to scout for the other teams while Gnominkin protects me from monsters.” 
 
      
 
    I was impressed with Mary’s effort to lead the team while she was still not feeling well. I could recall feeling as sick as she looked only once. My parents had taken me to a county fair once, and I had decided to take a chance on a ride called Twister after I’d pigged out on funnel cakes, deep-fried twinkies, and pizza. Needless to say, I didn’t think the food tasted as good coming back up.  
 
      
 
    “No problem. We’ll get right on that,” I said with false cheerfulness. The rest of the team was down, and I wanted to put some positive vibes out there to help them recover. I helped Gnomez and Ragnomrok get to their feet, and the three of us started to look around for a place to build our defensible position.  
 
      
 
    It took about fifteen minutes to find a good location, a rare clearing in the jungle that had a single bulbous plant about ten feet tall in the center of the clearing. By the time we’d found the location, the two gnomes were feeling better and walking on their own. Gnomez pointed to the plant and said, “That’s got to be a monster, right? No other reason the jungle wouldn’t have grown through here.” 
 
      
 
    I used Inspect on the plant.  
 
      
 
    Audreynaea Muscipula 
 
    Level 10 
 
    HP 115/115 
 
    MP 12/12 
 
      
 
    “You’re right,” I said. “It’s an Audreynaea Muscipula. It’s cleared out a territory in the jungle but I don’t know if it moves or is stationary.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, it’s an Audrey. No one bothers with the longer name. It's a stationary and carnivorous plant that uses its vines to grab its prey. Here I’ll show you.” Gnomez bent down and grabbed a thick stick and threw it at the plant. His throw overshot the plant by about three feet, but the moment the stick hit the ground, a thick green vine shot from the foliage around the flower and snatched up the stick and brought it to the bulb. The bulb opened, revealing rows and rows of small sharp teeth. The stick was dropped inside, and there was a grinding sound as the plant tried to eat the stick, and then it shook, and something shot from the monster’s mouth. It landed about twelve feet away, and when I went to see what it was, I found a thoroughly broken and chewed stick.  
 
      
 
    Gnomez shook his head. “We’ll have to find another place to build our base. With its high health, it’s going to take too long to kill this thing.” 
 
      
 
    “Why do we have to kill it?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know, Mr. Repair, but I don’t want to be eaten by a monster while trying to defend our flag,” Ragnomrok said while stepping away from the monster. 
 
      
 
    “We won’t,” I assured him. “We just have to figure out where the monster can sense its prey and build around that. I can’t think of a better watchdog for our flag than that thing.” 
 
      
 
    Gnomez tilted his head and rubbed his black mustache as he considered my suggestion. “I suppose we could build around the creature and place the flag above it out of reach of its tendrils.” 
 
      
 
    “Right. And we could have the flag set so that the floor below it drops down onto the monster if anyone steps near it. That would be a nasty surprise.” 
 
      
 
    “Hoho. I like how your mind works, Mr. Repair. Let's draw up some plans,” Gnomez said. 
 
      
 
    Gnomez and I sketched out a general plan on the ground and then he started to cut down trees with an axe I lent him from my Mobile Workroom. I, on the other hand, was tasked with figuring out just where the monster’s reach ended. I circled the monster, throwing branches that landed at increasing distances from the creature. Its tendrils reached up to fifteen feet away in all directions, which would make the structure we were trying to build rather interesting.  
 
      
 
    Once the range of the monster was established, it was only a matter of deconstructing the trees and fabricating ten-foot fencing to put around the creature and define its reach zone. Gnomez and I constructed a set of three steps that I then scanned and fabricated and then attached in a circular pattern, adding support along the way, to create a spiral staircase. From there, we added planking that spanned the distance between the two staircases and used rope to pull it all together. It was a very fragile structure, but it was meant to be. Getting the flag to the middle of the overhanging structure was the hardest part, and I ended up having Parker climb out onto the structure and web the flag into place. Afterward, we worked on more defenses, a trench filled with stakes outside the walls and a walkway on the inside of the wall where they could fire from. I fabricated some Claymore mines and placed them at intervals outside the wall and made sure to add my team members to the whitelist in the mines programming so we wouldn’t accidentally set them off.  
 
      
 
    A shadowy semi-translucent bird shot through the air above us just as we finished placing the last stake. It circled the clearing once before flying away, and within ten minutes, Mary and Gnominkin walked out of the jungle toward our walls. Gnominkin had a bit of blood splashed on his armor, but no one appeared to be injured. We greeted them as they approached, and Mary explained what she’d found. “There are two teams within half a mile of here. A group of dwarves are to the north, and the goblins are to the northeast. There are more to the south, but they’re more than three miles away.” 
 
      
 
    “So, do we want to go after the ones closest to us or work on defending our base?” Gnominkin asked. 
 
      
 
    “We’ll never win if we just stay here and defend. We need to get as many flags as possible,” Gnomez answered.  
 
      
 
    “I agree,” Mary said. “The dwarves will have the toughest base, and the longer we take to confront them, the tighter those defenses will be. I think we should hit them first.” 
 
      
 
    “But the goblins are tricky. We could be leaving our base open to them,” Gnominkin pointed out. 
 
      
 
    “It’s a risk, but they’ll at most take our one flag. We have a shot at getting two,” Mary said. 
 
      
 
    There was a chime and a voice could be heard that made us stop talking, “Competitors, your preparation hour will be done in five minutes. Please prepare yourself.” 
 
      
 
    “Ok,” Mary said, counting on her fingers. “So, that’s two for staying at the base and two for going for the other flags. Mr. Repair, the decision is up to you.” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t understand why we have to go for one over the other. Gnomez and I have set the base with traps, explosives, and a surprise monster to defend our flag. That should be enough to give us time to take on the two closest bases. We could even split up and hit them both at once if you wanted to take an early lead,” I said.  
 
      
 
    “You trapped a monster?” Mary asked, her eyebrows raised incredulously. 
 
      
 
    “Well, it was already here, more like we built around it and incorporated it into our base design,” I answered with a shrug. 
 
      
 
    “If we don’t have to defend the base, then I say we take the dwarves then,” Gnominkin said with a smile.  
 
      
 
    “So, we won’t split the party. I guess that’s always a good plan,” I acknowledged. 
 
      
 
    “Contestants. You may capture your opponent's flags in three...two...one. Go!” 
 
      
 
    Then there were two explosive booms that ended any further discussion. Smoke obscured my vision, and I heard groans from the gnomes. I waved away the smoke and saw that with the exception of Gnomez, the team was on their backs and slowly getting to their feet. Additionally, part of the north-facing wall was blown inward.  
 
      
 
    My Break Action Rifle was called from my Inventory I was on one knee aiming down the barrel at the breach in the wall in a fraction of a second. Smoke masked the area more than a few feet from the wall, but I could see a burnt, broken, and bleeding green body before it disappeared in a flash. I took Parker out of backpack mode and ordered him to spray whatever came through the hole with webbing and the mechanical creature scurried away to climb the wall and wait.  
 
      
 
    Gnomez grabbed the rifle on the back of his armor and ran forward as five tall figures parted the smoke and stepped into the base. It took me a moment to realize that they were goblins clad head to toe in thick black iron armor that more than doubled their size. They also had some kind of burning furnace in the back that belched smoke as they walked.  
 
      
 
    I heard the crack of a rifle and saw Gnomez reloading even as he ran towards the invaders. I fired my shot, but the powerful rifle bullet just pinged off the iron armor of the closest enemy. I heard a laugh from inside the armor I’d shot as I reloaded. Unlike Gnomez, I had no intention of closing the distance with the enemy. Instead, I retreated, sent my rifle to my Inventory to free up my hands, and climbed the ladder to the platform we built into the wooden wall.  
 
      
 
    As I reached the platform and recalled my rifle and surveyed the battlefield. Gnomez had turned the rifle upside down and was using it as an iron club to beat one of the mechanically powered armors. The goblin fought back with punches powerful enough to crack the wooden wall we’d constructed, but it was slower than Gnomez who was using the gravity spell aspect of his clockwork armor to make quick little leaps to outmaneuver his enemy. Parker tried to web the armors, but the sticky string was not effective against the machines’ sheer strength. Mary and the other gnomes were back on their feet, and the three of them took on two other goblins who swung oversized cudgels at the gnomes. 
 
      
 
    The last two goblins were busy with the monster that took up the center of our base. They’d stepped too close to it, got snatched up, and were hanging upside down by its tendrils over the monster’s mouth. Their machines stabbed with oversized knives and punched as best they could, but the furnaces that powered their armor weren't meant to be held upside down and they were smoking badly. 
 
      
 
    Since Gnomez was holding his own, I focused my attention on the two enemies that the other gnomes were fighting. Smoke poured from the chimney stack on the armor furnace, and the armor creaked and groaned as it moved, but there was no denying its durability and power. Gnominkin tried to disable the armor’s legs by injecting liquid metal into the joints and then solidifying the metal, but the machines only struggled for a moment before they broke free. He then tried to stab at them by forming the metal he controlled into sharp blades, but their armor was so thick the blades just skidded off. Mary’s efforts were more effective, and her shadow bolts did minor damage as she fired them.  
 
      
 
    On the platform above the fight, I kneeled and took careful aim, trying to find a spot that would be vulnerable to my attack. The front plating on the armor had already proven an effective barrier to my bullet, but the back furnace looked much more delicate. I shifted my aim and pulled the trigger, and the gunpowder ignited an instant later, sending the Acid Ball-infused projectile hurtling toward my target. The shot didn’t hit exactly where I’d aimed, but it was close enough for the area of effect spell to hit the hoses that connected the furnace to the bulky armor. The acid burned the hoses, and though they didn’t break, I’d found a vulnerability. 
 
      
 
    “Aim for the connections at the back of the armor, Gnominkin! Disrupt the power going to the armor and the goblins inside will be trapped.” 
 
      
 
    Gnominkin shifted the blades he created, but the goblins were no fools. They understood their tools’ weaknesses, and the one Gnominkin targeted moved so that his front was facing the attacks coming at him.  
 
      
 
    The other enemy screeched, “Kekeke. You gnomes won’t get us that easily.” Then he charged the gnomes, the machine’s heavy metal feet pounding the ground. Ragnomrok threw the vial that was in his hand, and it broke in front of the charging iron armor. There was a small explosion, and then smoke billowed from the vial. The goblin yelped as it could no longer see where it was going and the smoke likely saved Ragnomrok’s life as he was able to leap sideways to avoid being squished beneath the machine’s size-twenty feet. 
 
      
 
    The smoke didn’t prevent me from aiming my next shot at the back of the enemy who had charged and crashed into the wall below me. The buckshot round spread out and punched holes in the hoses connecting the furnace and the armor. The Minor Acid Globe exploded a moment later, burning through the connections entirely, sending smoke and steam out in all directions. I took a direct blast of steam in the face, but the superheated vapor didn’t damage my machine body. 
 
      
 
    “Dark God’s slimy testicles!” the voice from inside the armor yelled as the machine started to move more slowly.  
 
      
 
    “One down!” I yelled and then moved along the platform to get out of the smoke and steam to get a better vantage point of the other invaders.  
 
      
 
    The two the plant monster had grabbed were already in its mouth, but the creature was having a hard time chewing and the goblins inside the armor yelled for help. I ignored them since they could tap out by pressing their badges if they were in real danger.  
 
      
 
    Gnomez was on his back, and there was a great crack in the front of his clockwork armor showing the gears inside. The steam-powered goblin armor was standing over him with a maul raised overhead. I Infused the rifle cartridge in my hand and loaded it as quickly as I could. The hinged barrel clicked into place, and I brought the butt to my shoulder, aimed, and fired. The shot rang true as it hit the head of the maul and Heavy, a gravity spell, activated. The weapon, now five times heavier, had already been in an awkward position at the apex of the swing, and the sudden magnification in weight suddenly pulled the entire armor off balance and tipped it over backward, where it crashed to the ground with a clatter. 
 
      
 
    I stared at the results of the infused spell. I’d not used the gravity magical in battle before because of its high mana cost, but the effect was spectacular enough that I made a note to consider just how else it could be used later on. Gnomez pushed himself back to his feet, and although his chestplate was broken, we’d created independent power supplies for the arms and legs, which meant that he was still able to move and fight. Gnomez leapt up onto the struggling goblin armor trying to right itself, trapping the machine and preventing it from getting back up. The person inside the armor tried to move the arms and legs, but the machine was stuck like a turtle on its back, unable to get the traction it needed to right itself. The goblin yelled, “That’s not fair! I almost had that dirty gnome!” Gnomez reached into the cage holding the goblin and, with a mighty heave, ripped off the door exposing the pilot along with all the levers and pedals he used to control the machine.  
 
      
 
    “Now, you can either surrender on your own or I can test just how many bones I can break before that magical badge teleports you away,” Gnomez said.  
 
      
 
    The goblin cursed and stabbed out with a knife, which got stuck in the crack of the clockwork armor. “Testing it is,” Gnomez said, punching down into the opening. I heard screams and the sound of broken bones, but Gnomez yelled down. “I need more data for my conclusion. Try to move around a bit so I can find unbroken bones!” 
 
      
 
    I was surprised by the ferocity of his punches, especially as they were enhanced by spell and clockwork, and there was a flash of light a moment later as the goblin disappeared. Gnomez leapt down from the broken steam-powered armor while shaking his head.   
 
      
 
    A quick look at Audrey showed two twisted and slime-covered machines in front of the plant monster. It must have spat them out after not being able to properly chew the iron. 
 
      
 
    A check on Mary, Ragnomrok, and Gnominkin showed that they'd dealt with their last opponent on their own. The armor stood inert, the furnace pouring smoke and steam from broken valves, cut hoses, and acid burned connections. Unlike the other mechanical iron armors, however, the goblin pilot was still inside. The gnomes were closing in when the front hatch opened and a sweaty, soot-covered goblin dropped out of the cockpit. Even with the dirt and sweat, I recognized Neal Nailspitter. He looked around taking in the state of the battlefield, snarled, and ran.  
 
      
 
    I took a quick shot at the goblin that had once chopped off my legs but missed as he raced to find cover. My voice box gave a deep vibration as it attempted to growl in frustration. I never thought I'd see Nailspitter again after our last interaction. I guess he found someone to heal all the bones of his I'd broken in the alley behind the Tipsy Minotaur. My instinct was to fabricate the biggest pipe bomb I could and just blow the green sadist to hell, but I had a limited amount of black powder, and who knew how many fights ahead of me. Instead, I leapt down from the wall platform and called out, "Parker, fetch the goblin!" 
 
      
 
    The gnomes approached and I signaled for them to take the other side of the base. I searched, mindful to keep out of reach of Audrey, with my rifle locked, loaded, and ready to fire at the first bit of green I saw. The grass on the ground was a visual impediment to the search, but the base wasn't that big of a place. 
 
      
 
    There was a shout from the other side of the plant monster, "There, up above!" 
 
      
 
    It took me a moment to realize that it was Mary who shouted. I looked up to see not just Nailspitter but two other goblins scaling the circular staircases to where we'd hung our flag. I mentally berated myself for not checking those armors wrecked by Audrey but raised my rifle and took a potshot. The rifle round hit the stairs but only sent shards of wood into the Neal as he pressed himself against the supporting pillar. The bastard stuck his head out to see who’d shot at him, and when he saw me he gave me a nasty grin and flashed three fingers, the goblin equivalent to flipping me the bird, and then dashed up the rest of the stairs. 
 
      
 
    I heard more shots ring out from the other side of the plant monster but none of them hit either. Then there was a scream as a white web shot out and yanked one of them off the staircase. I followed the string of web to see Parker leap off the wall, trying to pull the goblin to the floor. But the mechanical spider suddenly went flying backward as something else yanked on the web. I turned to see that Audrey's tendril had snatched the falling goblin out of the air and had dropped him into his tooth-filled maw.  
 
      
 
    "Parker, release the web and come to heel!" I shouted. The spider complied and tumbled to the ground with his legs tucked under his body. He rolled along the ground then unfurled his legs as he came to a stop and trotted to my side. I leaned down and gave the mechanical spider a pet on his head. "Good boy, Parker." 
 
      
 
    Then I looked back up to track where the Neal and the last goblin were only to find them monkey-baring across the flimsy boards we'd attached our flag to, hanging in the air over the reaching plant monster. I reloaded and tried to steady my aim on the swaying targets, but Nailspitter reached the flag and snatched it from the post before I pulled the trigger. The flag flashed, and then both goblins let go of the boards they were hanging from.  
 
      
 
    I thought the two had lost their minds and were going to be eaten by the monster below them until they pulled something on their vests. Twin spinning propellers popped up from the packs on their backs and they rose into the air. 
 
      
 
    "Well, go go Gadget screw me," I said as I watched Nailspitter and his teammate fly off. I took another shot and winged one as they got away. 
 
      
 
    The gnomes came running around the plant monster, and I could only think to say, "Did you know goblins could fly?" 
 
      
 
    "No, it must be one of their research projects. Along with these stupid machines," Gnomez said as he spat toward one of the broken, steaming armors. 
 
      
 
    "Our flag is gone. Does that mean we're disqualified now?" Ragnomrok asked. 
 
      
 
    "No, of course not," I said. "Those observer guys would be here to tell us if that was the case. We have until the round ends to get our flag back and collect as many of the others as we can." 
 
      
 
    "So we're going to go after the goblins?" Ragnomrok asked. 
 
      
 
    I looked at the other gnomes and each nodded. "That's right. We're gonna get our flag back and take theirs too." 
 
      
 
     

  

 
   
    Chapter 42  
 
      
 
      
 
    The trip northeast to the goblin camp went faster than I thought it would. With the gnomes outfitted with clockwork armor they were more mobile and didn’t have to rest since the bulk of the effort to run and move was picked up by the armor. Mary had already scouted where the goblin camp was, and we ran through the jungle, leaping over tangles of roots, thorny bushes, and over one particularly dense patch of vegetation, up the trees, and through the thick branches. 
 
      
 
    Mary giggled as she swung through the air on a vine and landed on a tree branch. “This is so fun. No wonder Gnomez wears his suit so much.” 
 
      
 
    “Your and Ragnomrok’s suits are made from the Queen Formid’s shell, so they’re light and efficient on energy. My armor is made for power,” Gnomez said, cutting through the vegetation on the ground with a mighty chop of his halberd. 
 
      
 
    “And mine? Heavy and powerful or light and efficient?” Gnominkin asked as he followed in the clockwork machinist’s wake.  
 
      
 
    “Oh, yours is rather special: lightly armored with Formid Queen shell but with space for the metal you control to reinforce the plating for additional protection when you need it. It took a bit of adjusting to get the sensing spells to adjust to the weight distribution that your armor will have.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, it's wonderful that I don’t have to think about any of those technical things and that the suit just does its thing. Truly brilliant, Gnomez,” Ragnomrok said as he walked next to me, his rifle in his hand loaded with a sleeping dart. 
 
      
 
    “I agree. The goblin armors may have been more powerful with their steam power, but one look at their control system, and anyone would prefer your design,” I added as I scanned the jungle. It felt a little odd to be the slowest of the group, but I knew the clockwork suits would need to refill their magic at some point while I could run indefinitely. 
 
      
 
    “There, you should be able to see it,” Mary said from up in a tree she’d swung to.  
 
      
 
    The group came to a halt, and I followed her gaze. It wasn’t hard to spot where the goblins had made their base. From the ridge we were standing on, I could see that the goblins had clear-cut a swath of trees and used the lumber to erect a thick wall. With their steam armors, it would have been easy for them to move the heavy tree trunks, though they didn’t bother to strip the bark, so the wall blended in with the rest of the jungle if you weren’t looking down at it.  
 
      
 
    Inside the walls, there was a flurry of activity. I could see the goblins that had fled our base gesturing furiously, and the group of six goblins took up arms and manned the walls.  
 
      
 
    Ragnomrok shook his head and asked, “What do we do now? It looks like they're ready for us to attack.” 
 
      
 
    “We’re going to have to either break through the walls or go over them,” I said. “Otherwise, the goblins can wait on their walls and attack us.” 
 
      
 
    “Do you have enough black powder to blow a hole in the walls?” Gnomez asked me. 
 
      
 
    I thought about it and shook my head, “No, it would take most of the powder I brought to make something that could destroy the wall. I think that, with the mobility that the clockwork armor has given you gnomes, we should just go over the wall. We’ll need one person to attach a rope or a ladder so that the rest of us can come over. Plus, we’ll need a distraction to draw their attention away.” 
 
      
 
    “I can do it,” Ragnomrok said. 
 
      
 
    “Are you sure?” I asked, surprised to hear him volunteer since he’d always been the least confident of the group. 
 
      
 
    He nodded. “I have a couple potions that should get their attention, and if Mary can help me with her spirit creature, we should be able to give you time to get inside.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s fine. Then here’s the plan,” I said and began explaining what I wanted them to do.  
 
      
 
    There was some discussion about a few details, but the team quickly split into three groups and went about our tasks. The hardest part for me and Parker would be approaching the base without the goblins on the walls noticing us. As Parker climbed down from my back, I thought about how I would handle our part of the plan. The goblins had cleared the jungle of trees for ten feet in every direction, and they were patrolling the walls looking for us.  
 
      
 
    I fabricated the rope I needed, dropped it in my Inventory, and then made my way down the ridge and approached the base through the jungle from the west. It only took a few minutes, but it felt longer knowing that the gnomes would be depending on me to do my part. I waited in the tree line behind a six-foot-wide tree that seemed to stretch into the sky. The minutes passed, and I kept going over what I would do in my mind as I waited. Then I saw smoke rising from the other side of the base and the goblins that had been watching this side ran away. The moment they were gone, Parker and I dashed from our cover. I imagined the cry of a goblin I hadn’t accounted for going up as it spotted me running and leaping over the stumps of cut trees, but no such cry went out, and I reached the tall rough stockade walls. 
 
      
 
    “Your turn, Parker,” I said to my mechanical friend as the rope I’d called from my Inventory appeared in my hands. I tied one end of the knotted rope around his body, and the mechanical spider climbed up the wall as easily as I’d run over the open ground. He disappeared over the sharpened top, and the rope jiggled a moment later. I grabbed the rope firmly in my hands and pulled myself up. The rope dropped an inch before it settled and went taut, then I got my feet against the wall and crouch walked up, pulling myself along the rope as I went till I got to the top. Finally, with a heave, I climbed over the sharpened lip and found myself standing next to Parker, who had acted as my anchor, webbing the rope for extra security.  
 
      
 
    “Thanks, buddy,” I said quietly as I untied the rope from Parker and secured it around the wall post. I pulled a second rope from my Inventory and secured that one as well before signaling with a wave. 
 
      
 
    Gnomez and Gnominkin ran as fast as they could to the two ropes I’d secured. The rope stretched as it took on the weight of the armored gnomes, and the two used their mechanically enhanced strength to pull themselves up and over the wall. The goblins were still gathered on the opposite side of the wall, firing at something with crossbows, one even throwing a round object the size of its head. A moment later there was an explosion and more smoke.  
 
      
 
    I pulled up the rope and stored it in my Inventory, and then the four of us took a moment to survey the inside of the empty goblin base. There were a few simple shacks below the platform, and a stump that held the goblin’s flag in the middle. It was out in the open without even a hint of protection.  
 
      
 
    “Something is not right,” I said as I looked over the base interior.  
 
      
 
    “Doesn’t matter. We’ll attack the goblins from this side while you grab that flag. Hopefully, we’ll find ours among one of the goblins,” Gnomez said as he lowered the visor of his pointed helmet, making him once again look like a short Gundam.  
 
      
 
    With a nod, I pulled the gnome’s rifles from my Inventory and handed them back. The gnomes took the rifles and carefully loaded them before kneeling to take aim. I leapt off the platform and heard a soft thud as Parker followed then ran toward the flag on the tree stump. But the moment I stepped within twenty feet, a thrumming below my feet made me throw myself to the side. A moment later, I saw a red double-digit number float away from me as an explosion threw me backward, and I landed with a crunch. My right arm didn’t work, and when I looked, I found it twisted at an odd angle. It wouldn’t take more than a few minutes to repair, but I certainly didn’t have those minutes.  
 
      
 
    The explosion had caught the attention of the goblins, and I saw them looking down at me from the platform. Nailspitter pointed and yelled, “Kill him!” Then I heard the sounds of rifle fire above me, and a goblin dropped from the platform with a fist-sized hole fist in his chest. He disappeared in a flash of light before he hit the ground. Then the goblins' crossbows twanged as they began returning fire.  
 
      
 
    I hoped that my teammates’ armor would protect them as I got to my feet and looked at what had damaged me. I saw a burnt crater almost a foot across and guessed that was why the goblins hadn’t seemed too concerned about someone on the floor of their base. They’d planted landmines of some kind. I knew that I wouldn’t be the only one to see the value of black powder, but to think the goblins had planned and prepared this far ahead was surprising--although,, thinking about how clever my friend Greebo was, it shouldn’t have been.  
 
      
 
    I shook my head and I wondered just how I was supposed to reach the flag without blowing myself up. A tap on my calf reminded me that I wasn’t alone or without my own means to problem solve. I pulled rope from my Inventory and said, “Parker, climb around the side of the wall with this rope and web it into place.” 
 
      
 
    I was a little worried that I wouldn’t have enough rope as Parker ran along the inside of the walls until he was on the opposite side of the base. There was just enough rope length for me to tie off the other end, and I considered trying to crawl along the rope for a brief moment, but it would be impossible with my damaged right arm. Instead, I called out, “Parker, grab the flag and bring it to me.” 
 
      
 
    Another explosion knocked me backward, and I staggered back several steps and hit my head on the wooden wall. I saw more red numbers float away from me but didn’t have time to check my health as a goblin dropped to the ground across the base.  
 
      
 
    Neal Nailspitter smiled as he grabbed a wrench that laid propped against a shed. “I’ve been waiting for this, machine. Payback for what you did to me. It was just as painful to get all my bones healed, you know.” 
 
      
 
    Then the goblin was running at me, his wrench glowing green as he swung it overhead. I called my rifle from my Inventory, thankful that I always kept it loaded. The weapon appeared in my left hand and I struggled to aim it one-handed but pulled the trigger as soon as it was pointed at the goblin. There was a thud as the Silent Buckshot round fired, but the scream from Neal told me that my shot had landed. He’d dropped his wrench and was curled clutching his stomach on the ground. It was then that I saw the gnome flag sticking up from his back pocket. Using the rifle as an aid, I got to my feet and ran to the goblin. I pointed the barrel of the rifle at his head and lamented that I couldn’t reload one-handed and sent it back to my Inventory. I grabbed the flag in his back pocket and it flashed before I stored it away. Then I raised my steel-plated foot and brought it down as hard as I could on the goblin’s head. There was a cracking sound and then the goblin disappeared in a flash of light.  
 
      
 
    A tap at my leg made me turn, and I saw Parker next to me, holding the goblin flag between his two front metal legs. I grabbed the flag from him and it disappeared with a flash as I stored it and then I stored it with the gnome flag.  
 
      
 
    “Flag is gone. Nailspitter is gone. What now?” a goblin yelled as he tried to reload his crossbow. 
 
      
 
    “You have to ask?” another goblin answered a moment before he disappeared over the wall. The remaining two goblins followed, each abandoning their crossbows as they escaped. 
 
      
 
    I saw Gnomez and Gnominkin chase after the goblins and then heard more rifle shots from outside the goblin base. But I was more concerned with my own problems. I was damaged, and while it wasn’t painful, it was an issue. I thought I was safe enough to take a moment to repair myself, so I walked toward one of the sheds along the wall. Inside, I found copper gears the size of my head, iron plates, rubber hoses, boxes of coal, and a small barrel of black powder. It was the stuff that the goblins must have used to lay down their land mines 
 
      
 
    Between what I’d brought with me and the materials the goblins had so kindly donated, I was able to repair myself and restore my lost HP in about 16 minutes. By then, the doors to the goblin base had been opened and the rest of my team had walked in. I warned them to stay away from the center of the base as it was trapped, and they stuck to the walkway attached to the wall as they bandaged small wounds, repaired their clockwork armor, and recharged the monster cores that powered them.  
 
      
 
    Once fixed, the gnomes cheered and congratulated themselves on the successful mission. While they decided on our next action, I decided to take a better look at what had nearly taken my leg: the goblin land mine. I used a thin rod to probe the dirt around the tree stump in the middle of the base until I felt resistance, and then I had Parker carefully dig around the area. His transforming shovel legs made quick work, and we pulled up a rather interesting contraption: a four-foot length of iron pipe had been cut in half and filled with compressed black powder. Lead and iron pellets were laid on top, and then it had been sealed with wax. The triggering mechanism was simple but clever. When stepped on it, a board on a pivot dislodged a pin, causing a weight to fall. A cord attached to the weight was wrapped around two small pulley wheels. When the weight fell, the wheels struck sparks against the flint that ignited the black powder. It was a purely mechanical solution to remote ignition, and on a technical level, I admired the goblin’s choice. However, the magical ignition I used in my Claymore mines was much more reliable, though also more expensive to produce. Still, I scanned the Black Powder Mine and stored the schematic for possible further development.  
 
      
 
    “Are you all set to go after the Dwarves?” Gnominkin asked from above. 
 
      
 
    I looked up and shook my head. “No, not yet. I still need to fabricate ammunition to replace what we used taking this place. It won’t take long, but if you could gather up any spent casings, it’ll make things go faster. We have plenty of black powder thanks to the goblins.” 
 
      
 
    Gnominkin smiled and dropped a sack from the platform. It landed with the sound of clinking metal. “Already ahead of you, Mr. Repair. We made sure to pick as many of the cases as we could find. But we couldn’t find some of them.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s fine. I expected some material loss, but this will help mitigate that,” I said as I picked up the sack of shells. Then I had a thought and asked him, “What happened with the goblins that fled. Did you guys catch them?” 
 
      
 
    “No, they unfortunately escaped into the jungle. Though they shouldn’t be much of a problem without their tools or weapons.” 
 
      
 
    I thought that statement wasn’t quite true since we didn’t plan to stay here and occupy the goblin base; and, knowing goblins, they undoubtedly had more tools and weapons stashed somewhere. Still, aside from taking what we’d found there wasn’t much else we could do so I started to fabricate more ammunition to replace what we’d spent. Before long, the cores that powered the clockwork armor and the rest of our supplies were refilled, and we were ready to try to take on the dwarven base. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
   
 Chapter 43 
 
      
 
      
 
    The dwarven base was farther to the north, and it was a magnitude better built than either the gnome or goblin base. I’d been told that the dwarves were master craftsmen, but it's one thing to hear it and another to see just how good the guys were.  
 
      
 
    Like the goblins, the dwarves had harvested wood from the surrounding forest and made it the primary material for their build. But instead of roughly hewn, tied-off log walls, the dwarves had created perfectly fitted, double-planked walls filled in with stone and dirt built atop a raised stone foundation. How they got the stone in place was a mystery to me as such a project would have taken days back on Earth. Since they’d utilized the wood so efficiently, they also had material to work on creating other buildings. There was a tower in the center of the bailey, a small forge along the far wall that was active judging from the smoke coming from the chimney, and it appeared as if they were still improving their fortifications outside the walls, digging an entrenchment and adding stakes to the bottom while others were improving the walls by adding sheets of metal. Inside the base, there was even someone that was trying to assemble something that looked like a ballista. 
 
      
 
    “Holy Toledo,” I said. “If they finish that ballista it’s going to be so much harder to storm that place.”  
 
      
 
    “Who is Toledo? Is that one of the Metalman gods?” Ragnomrok asked with a confused expression. 
 
      
 
    I shook my head, sad that I couldn’t grin at the cultural idiosyncrasy. “No, it’s just an expression.” Then I looked at the other members of the group and asked. “Anyone have any ideas about how we’re going to get through those defenses? Or destroy that ballista?” 
 
      
 
    There was a moment of silence as they thought about what stood before us with anxious expressions. Then Ragnomrok suggested, “We could just leave the dwarves alone and find another group.” 
 
      
 
    “The next closest base is south of our own, almost an hour away. That also doesn’t mean that their flag is still there. I say we work on what is in front of us instead of running all over the dungeon level,” Mary suggested. 
 
      
 
    There were nods of agreement from the rest of the team. “Okay. We take this base then. Does anyone have an eye on their flag?” Gnomez asked. 
 
      
 
    “It’s in that tower of theirs. You can see it flapping if you look closely,” I said.  
 
      
 
    The gnomes stared hard at the location, but our young alchemist said, “I can just barely make out the movement of what could be a flag. How did you see that, Mr. Repair?”  
 
      
 
    I thought for a moment that he was joking, but one look at the gnomes showed them all nodding in agreement, and I wondered if I had better vision than they did. Perhaps it was an inherent advantage of being mechanical or maybe gnomes didn’t have good far vision. Either way, I didn’t want to make a dig at my teammates when we needed to be focused on our goal, so I answered, “Just got lucky I guess. But the flag has been located. What do we do now though?” 
 
      
 
    “Could Parker just sneak in and steal the flag?” Gnomez asked. 
 
      
 
    I thought about it for a moment and admitted, “Honestly, it’s a better idea than I could have come up with. He should be able to climb their walls by himself. I don’t think the dwarves would leave the flag without some protection, but that doesn’t mean we can’t distract them long enough for Parker to get the job done. The big question is: How are we going to distract the dwarves when they can just sit behind their thick walls and trench and defend themselves?” 
 
      
 
    Gnomez furrowed his eyebrows, and then his expression lightened as if an idea just occurred to him. He grinned excitedly and said, “Well, we did take that goblin black powder.” 
 
      
 
    “Blow up their front gate? Oh, I like that.” I agreed. “The powder is already in a sturdy container, and I can add the same ignition system that I use with the Claymores. The only issue would be delivery. I doubt the dwarves are just going to let us walk up to their gate and plant the explosive.” 
 
      
 
    “I could throw it,” Gnomez suggested. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t doubt that you have the strength to do so, Researcher Gnomez. But I think we’d like the device to arrive in one piece,” Mary said with a frustrated shake of her head. 
 
      
 
    “Perhaps another distraction to plant the bomb?” 
 
      
 
    I looked down at the dwarven fortification. They’d cleared out the trees around them so the view was unobstructed and I could see the dwarves working to put together the siege crossbow that could hit anything in the clearing when it was finished. “If we only had our own ballista or something even better . . .” I stared at the base and guessed that it was at least seven hundred and fifty yards from my position, though I wished I knew exactly how far it was. Then a possibility crossed my mind.  
 
      
 
    Quietly I asked, “Inquiry: Can the Metalman OS determine the distance to an object in sight?” 
 
      
 
    Affirmative. Please designate an object. 
 
      
 
    I gave a small fist pump as I read the notification that appeared in my vision and selected a dwarf I could see near the ballista.  
 
      
 
    Object is 772 yards from your location.   
 
      
 
    “Hmm . . . I think I have an idea. I just need some time to work on it,” I said. “Can you guys watch out for me while I use a Metalman technique to test something out?” 
 
      
 
    The gnomes agreed, and I activated the Metalman Stasis Program. The world faded to black around me as the program activated and my body froze. The next thing I knew, I was surrounded by the white void of the program. The familiar options of the program floated in front of me like a favorite passage of a well-read book. 
 
      
 
    Practice 
 
    Skill and Ability Trees 
 
    Memories 
 
      
 
    I chose the Practice option and then the skill I wanted to practice, Machining, and the white void was suddenly replaced with my virtual workshop, complete with every tool and machine I’d ever scanned. It was the ultimate crafting station, and I loved coming here to work on ideas. Still, I knew that my teammates were waiting for me and that I didn’t have days to come up with a solution to our dwarf defense problem.  
 
      
 
    No, I couldn’t take days or weeks to make something completely revolutionary, but I could improve my current technology in small ways that would make the whole thing better. I started with my rifle design. 
 
      
 
    I was basing my new rifle design on something that had been created on Earth, the Whitworth rifle. It was the first sniper rifle, and even though it was still a muzzle-loaded gun, it was the simple step of redesigning the rifling of the barrel and bullet that gave the rifle its tremendous range and accuracy. Whitworth used polygonal rifling, which meant that, if you looked down the barrel, the opening would look like a hexagon and not a circle. The design change meant that the matching bullet wouldn’t have to expand to hug the rifling and that each shot followed the exact same spiral pattern. All of which meant less energy was wasted and that the bullet could be fired farther and more accurately.  
 
      
 
    I’d thought about the design enough in the past that I was glad that I’d already worked on my machining skills and brought them to level 8. I knew that making the proper barrel would be the hardest part. But since I’d already made one, it was only a matter of practice to make another. Thankfully, I had the machining tools in my design space and could discard failed attempts without loss of material or time.  
 
      
 
    It took the better part of an hour to work out the proper measurements, get the tooling right, and carve out the flat rifling pattern. But once the pattern was set I had to forge a bullet to match. Unfortunately, the good old reliable minié ball that I’d been using wouldn’t cut it. No, redesigning the projectile portion of my ammunition would be needed too.  
 
      
 
    “Command: Recreate Magic Circuit Blackpowder Cartridge,” I ordered the system. 
 
      
 
    There was a flash, and a single Magic Circuit Black Powder Cartridge appeared. The cartridge’s design was the best that was out there. A reliable core-powered magical circuit delivered the spark to ignite the black powder in the casing, and the gasses built up by the chemical reaction forced the short-nosed conical lead minié ball out through the rifled barrel. It was perfect for what I’d needed it for, killing monsters at a range I was comfortable with.  
 
      
 
    But now, I needed a better bullet--one that would let me shoot from farther than their ballista could fire. It would be a battle of range and power.  
 
      
 
    The cartridge would remain the same, but the lead projectile would have to change. I started the forge and got it to a heat that would let me melt metal and then had the Metalman OS make me a bar of lead. It was the same kind I’d scanned from the Merchant Guild, and it was perfect for a normal round as it would expand upon ignition and hug the smooth spirals of the barrel rifling. This gave it stability but cost it some mechanical momentum and penetration power since the lead was soft. 
 
      
 
    I elongated the bullet and flattened the sides of the flat spiral pattern of the barrel and shaped the cartridge to match. This meant that it would take an extra fraction of a second to slide the bullet into the barrel, but the tighter fit would hopefully improve things.  
 
      
 
    I checked the time and saw that I’d already spent an hour and a half on the design work and had yet to test it. I had the Metalman OS simulate a firing range with wooden targets spread out at 50-yard intervals. I was testing for accuracy, range, and penetrative power, and as I fired the rifle again and again, I found that the new design was a definite improvement. It blew away the targets at close range, but it showed massive improvement at the extreme distances. The previous spiral-cut barrel had been fairly accurate at 200 yards, and I could even stretch it to 300, though I missed my shot more than I hit it. The Whitworth design stretched that effective range to 400 yards, but I knew that the design was capable of more. I packed in 40% powder, readjusted the cartridge design, and the range shot up all the way to 700 hundred yards, more than double what I was able to do before. As a matter of fact, a bigger issue was adjusting how I aimed at that distance as gravity pulled the bullet down, and I kept hitting below where I was aiming.  
 
      
 
    To compensate, I forged a ladder sight, a kind of adjustable sight on the barrel that flipped up and let me adjust the elevation, or firing angle, that I needed to raise the barrel when shooting long distances. It looked like a small ladder when it was up, hence the name. It took some work to work out just the right places to notch every hundred yards, but it really helped that the Metalman OS could precisely place the targets at such intervals. Once the ladder sight was in place, it made shooting much more precise as the compensation for such long distances had already been made, and I was soon regularly hitting targets at 800 yards.  
 
      
 
    The Whitworth rifle had been used in the past at even more extreme ranges, up to 1500 yards, but that was with a professionally trained sniper and with an optical sight. I didn’t think I’d ever be a sniper, and creating an accurate magnification scope was beyond both my skills and the tools that I had. I knew about lens curvature and the principles of optics from engineering I had taken, but jerry-rigging something was out of the question. It was a project I could fulfill when I wasn’t on the clock. For now, this was as good as it was going to get.  
 
      
 
    When I’d finished my testing, I got three different notifications telling me that I’d invented something new. Thanks to my Inventor specialization, I got an increase in my machining skill, three new skill points and got the chance to name my creations. I didn’t think it was right to rename what I’d only recreated.  
 
      
 
    Whitworth Break Action Sniper Rifle 
 
    Damage 12-32 
 
    Weight 10 lbs 
 
    Durability 23/23 
 
      
 
    Whitworth Magical Circuit Cartridge 
 
    Damage 5-7 
 
    Weight 0.25 lbs 
 
      
 
    Ladder Sight 
 
    Weight 0.17 lbs 
 
    Custom sight for long range shooting 
 
    Adds 30% to accuracy  
 
      
 
    With my new design, I exited the Stasis Program and returned to the real world.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 44 
 
      
 
      
 
    When I returned to the real world, I found myself staring into the open-mouthed jaws of a monster, its fangs inches away from my faceplate. Had I been human I would have panicked and screamed, but the Metalman body lacked a chemical neurotransmitter system. Instead, I rolled backward and pulled my rifle from my Inventory. I came to my feet with my weapon in my hands aimed at the monster. But before I could pull the trigger, I heard a voice say, “Damn, I owe you ten gold.” 
 
      
 
    “I told you that Researcher Gnomerad had recorded that the Metalman do not panic or get excitable. He suggested that it was a purely organic trait.” 
 
      
 
    I turned my head to see Mary and Ragnomrok talking while Gnomez and Gnominkin smirked at my response. I took another look at the monster that had been so close to me upon my waking and realized it wasn’t moving at all. It only took a moment to put it together.  
 
      
 
    “Ha. Ha. Very funny guys,” I said as I put my rifle away.  
 
      
 
    Gnomez and Gnominkin both started to laugh openly, and Mary just shrugged. “We’ve been waiting such a long time, Mr. Repair. We were keeping track of the dwarf's movements when we were attacked by this beast, but we couldn’t even use the rifles you made for us for worry that the dwarves would hear. Afterward, we decided to set up a small research test into the reaction of a Metalman under sudden threat.” 
 
      
 
    Ragnomrok shrugged his shoulders as he looked abashed. “So, have you come up with a novel approach to our dwarven problem? They’ve only strengthened their defenses while you were”--he waved his hand--“doing whatever you were doing.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m sure he has,” Mary said. “Now, give him a chance to speak.” 
 
      
 
    I saw all the gnomes staring at me, and I nodded. “I have a solution to part of the problem. I have something that will outshoot the dwarves’ ballista.” 
 
      
 
    “Which they’ve already finished,” Ragnomrok added. 
 
      
 
    “Right. But now that we have something that can out shoot it, we can start picking off the dwarves at range. That plus a little explosive opening should give Parker a chance to sneak in to take their flag.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, what’s this new thing you have then?” Gnominkin asked. 
 
      
 
    “I still have to build it, and I’ll need to appropriate one of your rifles, I’m afraid. It’s a bit heavier than the normal one, and I don’t have enough extra steel to fabricate it.” The gnomes looked at each other, and then Mary sighed and held out the shortened rifle I’d made for her.  
 
      
 
    “I haven’t had to use it much, and I have my own magic to attack from a distance. Here, you need it. But I expect you to make me another when we’re done with this test.” 
 
      
 
    “I will. Thanks,” I said as I took the weapon from her. It was true that, of the gnomes, her magic was the most versatile. I took out my rifle and laid it next to hers on the ground before activating my deconstruction tool. The cylinder popped out of my left forearm and the tool scanned over the objects before breaking them down to their base components. Thanks to the skill points I’d put into enhancing my deconstruction, it only took a few minutes to break down the two weapons and another thirteen to fabricate the new sniper rifle.  
 
      
 
    As I worked though, a voice echoed throughout the dungeon floor. “Research Warrior Teams, you have one hour till the time limit for this test ends. Please conclude all activities by then. Thank You.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, that puts a bit of urgency to the situation, doesn’t it?” Gnominkin asked. 
 
      
 
    Mary nodded, and I could see a small frown of worry on her face as she said, “This will be our last chance to gain any flags.” 
 
      
 
    My work completed, I presented the fruits of my research and held out the new rifle. “Here we go. My new Whitworth Break Action Sniper Rifle,” I said, holding out the rifle for the gnomes to behold. The weapon still had the same basic shape as the previous break-action one, but the barrel was a bit thicker and longer, and the stock was a bit further back to compensate for the new barrel. I flipped up the ladder sight and mimed shooting at the dwarf base.  
 
      
 
    “Pew Pew?” Ragnomrok asked. 
 
      
 
    I hadn’t realized I’d made the sound but shrugged in response. “Yeah, that’s the sound you make when you mime shooting. Pew Pew.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh,” was all Ragnomrok said as he looked to the others who nodded like they'd known all along that the sound was associated with the firearm. 
 
      
 
    “I figure Gnomez’s armor has enough strength and speed to make it to the gate to drop off the gift we liberated from the goblins,” I said.  
 
      
 
    The plan was agreed upon and we made the rest of our preparations. I took one of the cores from our ammunition supplies and infused the firebolt spell into it with the added condition that it would activate a ten seconds countdown after it was more than five feet from Gnomez. That should give him enough time to drop off the explosive and escape. Additionally, I had to fabricate the custom spinner rounds, which used more powder than the normal ones. Still, the added range and power would be crucial to the plan.  
 
      
 
    Once we were done preparing, I found a place up in a tree that had a view down into the dwarven fortification. I could see from there that the dwarves had indeed finished their ballista and that they were working on a second one. I shook my head at the dwarf’s dedicated work ethic but still adjusted the sight on my sniper rifle to adjust for the extreme distance. I selected a dwarf I could see near the ballista and asked the Metalman OS for an accurate distance.  
 
      
 
    Object is 768 yards from your location   
 
      
 
    I adjusted my sights again, aimed carefully at the dwarf, and gave the signal. Each member of the team had a role to play and knew what to do. Gnomez charged from the edge of the treeline like a football star that was determined to win the championship. Frantic movement erupted among the dwarven defenders as they spotted the charging gnome, and they quickly started firing crossbows at him. It was only two bolts a second at first, but then it became three, and then ten, and then twenty or more were flying through the air. I was confused until I saw the dwarves using a type of crossbow that I’d only seen in video games: a repeating crossbow. The crossbows had a magazine-like stack near the pulled back string that I could only assume dropped a new bolt into place as soon as the bowstring was drawn back.  
 
      
 
    The barrage would have been devastating if Gnominkin had not been doing his part. He was tasked with the job of running interference, and as the bolts came flying through the air, he extended the tough bronze metal he controlled, actively blocking bolts from hitting Gnomez. It was like a weird game of whack-a-mole, except our side was the mole.  
 
      
 
    However, the sheer number of bolts being shot was becoming a problem as poor Gnominkin could not catch them all and some started to fall around Gnomez. He was struck once, then twice, but it didn’t stop the determined gnome. I almost started to take shots at the dwarves, but knew that wasn’t the plan. I had one shot to surprise them. 
 
      
 
    Then the weapon we’d feared came trundling to the battlement. The ballista looked just like what you’d expect, and the bolts looked like they could skewer a man--or gnome, as the case may be. I knew from Internet research on Earth that the ballista had enough power to punch clear through platemail armor and that Gnomez wouldn’t stand a chance if I let the dwarves get off a shot of that powerful weapon.  
 
      
 
    I rechecked my sight, thankful that my body was the perfect platform to shoot as it never needed to adjust for breathing or even fidgeted. I pulled the trigger and heard a click and then the hammer fell, and the round exploded with a bang. The heavy rifle barely moved as the bullet sped through the air and missed the dwarf that had been pushing the giant crossbolt. It embedded into the ballista itself, sending small shards of wood into the dwarf’s face. He clutched at the wound, and the ballista stopped moving forward, which was as good an outcome as I could have hoped for.  
 
      
 
    Still, the shot hadn’t gone unnoticed as some of the dwarves looked around for the source of the shot. Then a dwarf on the left side of the battlement yelled as his helmet was knocked off his head. Another on the far right side yelped as he clutched a dart in his arm before falling backward, asleep. The silent, air-powered shots from opposite sides of the treeline were more meant to confuse than really harm, but I was surprised at just how good Mary and Ragnomrok had gotten at shooting.  
 
      
 
    The effect of the shots was predictable. The dwarves, who had been free to fire from their elevated positions, carefree that their one visible opponent couldn’t reach them, were now all huddled behind below the lip of the wall. The change wasn't huge, but it made their aim and rate of fire less reliable, especially as more supporting fire came from the three sources.  
 
      
 
    Two more dwarves tried to push the ballista forward, but a carefully aimed shot from my sniper rifle punched a hole in one of them and sent him tumbling backward off the platform he’d been standing on. The other abandoned the idea and scrambled back behind cover. 
 
      
 
    The effect of all this effort of course was not just to annoy the dwarves, but to give Gnomez his shot. And boy did he take it. The clockwork machinist pumped his little legs and leapt left and right randomly to throw off the defenders’ aim. This also meant that Gnominkin had a harder time defending him, but a few crossbow bolts were a small price to pay as he approached the gate.  
 
      
 
    The dwarves seemed to gain a kind of fervor as the gnome got closer, and I could see one white-haired dwarf in particular urging the rest to fire down at the speeding gnome as he rushed to man the ballista. I took aim and fired at the leader. I struck him dead center in his chest, but unlike the other dwarf I’d hit, the powerful shot only forced him back a step. The dwarf shook himself and then looked in my direction, and I could imagine that he was smiling through the thick beard he had. 
 
      
 
    I was taken aback for a moment. Either the dwarf had a tremendous amount of health and armor, or he was just the kind of badass that I hoped I never had to face up close and personal. Either way, putting him out of commission was now key. I reloaded and aimed at him again as he ran toward the ballista. The round hit true, but the dwarf wasn’t even forced back a single step this time.  
 
      
 
    A cheer went up from the fellows around him as their leader took the best shot we had to offer. But I wasn’t done. I fabricated a special infused round, loaded it, and carefully sighted it. I pulled the trigger and saw the dwarf take the shot again in the chest as he pushed the siege weapon into position to aim it. There was another cheer, and then the dwarf’s face started to redden. I could almost make out the sweat on his brow as I imagined what he must be feeling as Heavy took effect, making the thick metal armor he was wearing suddenly five times heavier. The dwarf struggled to stay upright but then fell to one knee, and the ballista spun away, firing its bolt off into the jungle.  
 
      
 
    My shot didn’t hurt the dwarf, but there was a moment’s pause as the dwarves around him saw their leader fall. And that moment was all that Gnomez needed to finally reach the spiked trench outside that ran around the fort’s smooth wooden walls. He reached behind his back to where the barrel of goblin black powder had been carefully stored and protected and then hurled the barrel over the spiked poles and the trench. It hit the gate with a bang, and Gnomez abruptly turned direction and ran in the opposite direction with Gnominkin's metal projections covering his back.  
 
      
 
    Ten seconds was an eternity in the middle of a fight, and I wished that I’d shortened the fuse a little as I slid another round into the hexagonal milled barrel of my rifle. The barrel locked into place with a click, and I brought the butt of the rifle to my shoulder. Peering through the ladder sight, I watched the dwarves as they finally realized that something wasn’t right. Some were shouting and pointing outside the gate, while others were organizing shields to provide cover for yet others to get the ballista. 
 
      
 
    I pulled the trigger, and a fraction of a second later, one of the dwarves trying to organize the others dropped to the platform floor before disappearing in a flash of light. I was as surprised as the dwarves since the shot must have hit some critical spot.  
 
      
 
    Before they could recover, time ran out and the explosive left at their doorstep activated with an explosion that I could hear even from my far-off sniper’s nest. There was a fair bit of smoke but then a splintered, man-sized hole appeared in the front gate. The dwarves were scrambling. With one leader temporarily disabled by the gravity spell and the other having been taken out, the dwarves were clearly divided. Some returned to their crossbows and resumed shooting at Gnomez even as he leapt away back toward the jungle and others poured out of the breach with their shields up and swords and axes in hand ready to meet an enemy they were sure would come soon. But it was the ones who took up the hammer and saw to try to repair the breach that I was concerned with. 
 
      
 
    I knew it was all a ploy, but I couldn’t let the dwarves know that I knew that. So, I took my next shot and aimed for the repair team. It missed, but they dove for cover, which was a win for me. My own carefully aimed shots at anyone I thought might be able to coordinate the dwarven researchers and the silent, harassing shots from either side of the fortification kept the dwarves stalled. The indecision lasted so long that I was startled when I felt a tap tap on my leg. I was so shocked that I almost slammed the butt of my rifle into Parker who was holding the dwarven flag in his two front legs up to me.  
 
      
 
    I wanted to laugh and cheer. Our plan had worked, and the dwarves still hadn’t figured it out. I gave Parker a great big hug after taking the flag and storing it away. The mechanical spider wriggled in what I assumed was happiness. I gave him a last pet before firing the signal for the team to move on, and I told him, “That’ll do, spider. That’ll do.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 45 
 
      
 
      
 
    Soon after the firing stopped, the dwarves must have realized what had happened because I saw them come pouring out of their base, armed and armored to the teeth, from my position up a tree near the designated meet-up point.  
 
      
 
    “Research Warrior Teams, you have ten minutes until the time limit for this test ends. Please conclude all activities by then. Thank You,” a voice echoed through the dungeon floor. 
 
      
 
    Well, we had ten minutes left. That sealed it. The dwarves wouldn’t be able to find and take back their flag in that short a period of time.  
 
      
 
    I heard a rustle behind me and thought that my team had finally arrived and was about to greet them when I was tackled by two short figures. I fell forward, and the rifle in my hand slipped from my grip as I hit the ground and twisted to face my attackers.  
 
      
 
    “Get the boomstick,” one of the attackers said as he stabbed down at me with a knife. As I grabbed for the knife, I recognized my assailants as the goblins who had escaped. He shifted his grip, and the blade came down hard but skidded off the steel plating that protected my body. I knew that I wouldn’t be able to disarm the goblin since he had some skill with his knife, so I used what advantage I had and rolled to my left.  
 
      
 
    The sudden shift in weight caught him off guard, and I felt him try to escape, but I grabbed him and rolled forward. Almost 200 hundred pounds of my steel, wood, and stone rolled over his soft goblin flesh. When I came upright, I punched the breathless goblin beneath me with my steel fist. The blow made the goblin’s eyes roll back, and a grunt to my right caught my attention.  
 
      
 
    The other goblin was struggling to raise the sniper rifle that had fallen, but the weight and length made it an arduous task. I dove to my right as he raised the barrel toward me, and I heard the boom as the round I'd loaded went off. I didn’t see any damage to myself through the smoke, but a flash to my left told me the goblin I’d knocked out wasn’t so lucky. 
 
      
 
    “Parker, web the goblin with the rifle,” I yelled, angry at myself for not issuing the command as soon as I realized I was under attack and noting that I really needed to program a default, ‘defend your master’ setting into Parker.  
 
      
 
    There was a scream and a muffled cry, and as the smoke started to clear, I could see Parker sitting on a goblin so thoroughly webbed that he looked more like a cocoon with just a sliver of yellow goblin eye peeking through.  
 
      
 
    More rustling from the jungle had me scrambling to the rifle that the goblin had dropped. But before I could even reload, the gnomes from my team came through. They were armed with glowing staff and loaded rifles and looked ready for a fight. Then they saw me crouched down, frozen with the rear breach of the rifle open, a new round in my hand, and Parker sitting on a goblin covered in white sticky web, and their expressions relaxed a fraction.  
 
      
 
    “Heard the shot and thought you were in trouble. Should have guessed you’d have it in hand. Is he the only one around?” Gnomez asked while gesturing to the webbed goblin. 
 
      
 
    I finished reloading the rifle, locking the barrel into place with a click, and answered, “Yeah, there was another one, but he got shot and was teleported away.” 
 
      
 
    The gnomes all nodded, understanding what I meant.  
 
      
 
    “Congratulations, Research Warriors! You have finished the first test of the competition. You will be teleported back where the winners will be revealed,” the announcer said throughout the dungeon level. 
 
      
 
    A flash of light ended whatever conversation we might have had as we were whisked away from the dungeon level. When the world resolved again, we found ourselves back in the audience chamber of the royal abode. Parker climbed up my back and onto my shoulders and got into backpack mode as I looked around.  
 
      
 
    The prince was sitting on the throne with his advisors to his left and right, and for all I could tell, he may not have ever left the spot. Looking around the room, I found that there were fewer people than when we’d last been there. The dwarves that we’d just been fighting were present but not the goblin that had been covered in webbing. The dwarf with the silver beard, the one that had taken shot after shot of mine with little effect, had a face full of wrinkles and age spots, and he stood proudly to my right. He even gave me a nod as we caught each other's eyes. I returned the nod, impressed at just how powerfully built the dwarf was at his age. Up close, I could see that he was no taller than any of the other dwarves but that he was powerfully built and had a barrel chest. Moreover, he wore dark grey armor that seemed to have an inner illustriousness despite its unadorned make. Next to him was a dwarf woman with long red hair braided down her back wearing similar armor, though she didn’t have quite the statuesque older dwarf’s statuesque figure.  
 
      
 
    Movement from the throne caught everyone’s attention, and I turned to see Prince Thallan Corym Wransatra standing. “Welcome, competitors. I congratulate you on your hard-fought battles and the ingenious uses of your research. Those that are here collected two or more flags. Notable accomplishments from research groups include: the Mage’s Guild and the Anvil Works, each of whom took four flags. 
 
      
 
    A tall man in dark robes and the red-headed dwarf woman stepped toward the prince, and he presented each with a small badge. 
 
      
 
    “I commend the Mage’s Guild on their use of their modified teleportation spells to jump from location to location to bypass the other researcher's defenses.” There was polite applause from the other researchers, and the prince continued, “Anvil Works’ offensive transportation vehicle let you overwhelm your fellow researchers before they were even ready to defend themselves properly. I look forward to seeing our troops use the armored carriages in future campaigns.” 
 
      
 
    The dwarves that we’d fought roared their approval at the mention of their technology being used by the army, and it made me wonder if that was why their base was underwhelming. I mean, it was a very well-made base with defenses that few could have put together in such a short period of time, but technologically, it didn’t use anything that would be worthy of being in the contest. If the dwarven group had developed something to do with transportation, that would explain why we didn’t see it at the base. It and its crew were off taking flags from other bases. 
 
      
 
    Then the full repercussions of the statement from the prince clicked in my mind and what the dwarves had been up to flew from my thoughts. I’d thought that the competition was a winner-take-all contest, but if the dwarves and mages could still see their technology purchased if they did well, even without winning the whole competition, it meant the same could apply to the gnomes. They could lose and still sell their technology and research and come out ahead in this, and I’d still be owned by them because they didn’t win the competition. I turned to look at my gnome team members, but they only smiled up at me. Either they hadn’t considered that aspect of the competition or they simply felt no guilt over the possibility. Considering that they’d participated in previous competitions, I had suspected it was the latter. 
 
      
 
    The prince continued, “To the rest of you, I again congratulate you on advancing to the next stage of the competition which will resume tomorrow. For tonight, please avail yourself of our hospitality, and please let us know about anything you may need to restock your supplies. Accommodations have already been made for your teams, and our porters will show you to your rooms where you may rest before partaking of dinner.” 
 
      
 
    The doors to the audience chamber opened, and servants in the black and gold livery of the royal house streamed in and started escorting the competitors out of the room. The gnomes and I were greeted by an elf in a black, long-sleeved coat and gold vest. “Honor to the Gnomish Research Institute. If you will please follow me, I will show you to your rooms. We’ve already taken the liberty of moving the equipment and materials you brought with you there.” 
 
      
 
    We followed the elf out of the room, down the long hallway with the expensive paintings, and then around the building. When we exited, we were led past the stables near the orchards where we found a group of one-story houses painted different colors. It was like a miniature Olympic village, and many of the other research teams were being led to their own homes. The gnomes and I were brought to a home painted red and green, and I chuckled to myself as I saw Professor Gnominsky and Gnomerad come out of the house to greet us. The two gnomes were dressed in tailored suits of the same colors as the house, making them look like they’d just stepped out of Santa’s workshop.   
 
      
 
    Professor Gnominsky greeted his researchers with handshakes and hugs, and it was the most excited I’d seen him as he congratulated the team on their first victory. Gnomerad, on the other hand, seemed almost annoyed, though it was hard to tell since the gnome always seemed grumpy about one thing or another.  
 
      
 
    With a polite cough, we were reminded that we were being shown around by the elf, and he guided us around the home. There were six bedrooms, and each had a gnome-sized bed, nightstand, and dresser with a washbasin. The elf, whose long brown hair was tied in a braid said, “I am Elindriandor. I am at your disposal for the remainder of the competition. I have had clothes prepared for each of you with your building’s colors, but if they are not acceptable, we can have something else made ready. Additionally, your equipment has been stored in the workshop attached in the back where your Metalman will be staying.” 
 
      
 
    I’d noticed the lack of a bedroom for someone my size but perked up at the mention of a workshop. “Could you show me the workshop, please?” I asked. The elf, who’d been so proper for the guided tour hesitated, and his eyes darted to the gnomes as if seeking their approval before he answered me with a nod.  
 
      
 
    I followed the elf to a back entrance and found a plain rectangular building with low windows and a short, gnome-sized door behind the house. “We tried to anticipate any of the tools that your masters might need, but if there is anything else, please let me know, and I will send for it.” 
 
      
 
    I realized at that moment that the elf thought I was the gnome’s servant. That was why I wasn’t expected to sleep in the main house but with the tools. I didn’t mind on a physical level—I didn’t sleep, so I’d planned on working all night anyways—but it still rankled that, in the social pecking order, I was a servant.  
 
      
 
    I was about to correct the elf as I walked into the workshop, and then the magical lighting came on. If I’d had a jaw, it would have dropped when I saw the new equipment. There was an alchemy station, bookshelves with references for machining and magic, machining tools, and even a small forge with what I could only assume was a magical control system. There were tools that I’d never seen before--and if I was correct about the generosity of the royal family-- that I’d likely never see again. Even if I never saw another coin from this competition, if I could record the schematics for these tools and reproduce them, I’d do rather well for myself.  
 
      
 
    “My masters thank you for your attention to detail,” I said quickly, giving the elf a small bow. Then I started to plan out just how I’d spend my night in this treasure trove. 
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    I’d only scanned a few of the tools and reference books when Ragnomrok came into the workshop and said, “Hello, Mr. Repair . . .” Whatever he was going to say was lost as his eyes caught sight of the alchemy lab. He walked over to it with an entranced expression on his face and began playing with the magically powered burners and sorting through the various powders, liquids, and other alchemical components that were provided. He even rolled up his sleeves and seemed to be preparing to work on a concoction when I put a hand on his shoulder and asked, “Was there a reason you came out, or were you as anxious to see the workshop as me?” 
 
      
 
    Ragnomrok’s shoulders sagged, and he rolled his sleeves down as he answered, “I’d honestly rather stay here and work with some of these rare powders than go, but we’ve been told that we need to start to get ready for dinner. The prince has arranged for food for all of the competitors, and everyone on the team is supposed to attend. Professor Gnominsky says it’ll be insulting to his highness if we don’t.” 
 
      
 
    There was only a moment’s hesitation as I stared at all of the wonderful tools and weighed my desire to get scans of them versus going to a function where I’d have nothing to do since I didn’t eat. But keeping the prince happy ultimately came out as the bigger priority. After all, the elf was judging the contest that would determine whether or not I’d be freed and if my massive debt to the gnomes would be forgiven.  
 
      
 
    I nodded once to the gnome and turned my back on the treasure trove of tools as I followed him out of the workshop. As we walked back to the house, I recalled how the prince had purchased the technology of the dwarf team. I couldn’t help but ask, “Ragnomrok, did you know that the prince would use the research of teams that showed well in the competition? I thought it was only the big winners that would get their research funded.” 
 
      
 
    He looked back at me, a genuinely surprised expression on his face. “Of course. I’ve seen the other Research Warrior Competitions and knew that research could be purchased earlier. But all that amounts to is making a sale.”  
 
      
 
    Ragnomrok was the youngest of the group, and I’d always seen him as the least world-wise or capable of deceit, so I straightforwardly asked him: “So, winning is important to you and the others? You wouldn’t just settle for getting the prince to buy your potions or the clockwork armor?” 
 
      
 
    “Who’d settle for just selling his research? Not those dwarves, I can assure you. And not us.” His expression took on a dreamy faraway look. “If we win the competition, then everything changes for our research group. We will get funds and royal backing to develop any line of research that we are interested in. Plus, we will get access to materials that are too expensive or rare to be sold to the general public. If we win this thing, I’ll get to work with toxins on the prohibited list like Mandrake tint, Gorgan tears, Griffin bile, and even Demon brain.” 
 
      
 
    “Demon brain?” 
 
      
 
    He rubbed his hands eagerly. “Oh, you don’t understand the things I could make with Demon brain. I could create a potion that would melt the adamantium off a dwarven castle door or mesmerize a hundred soldiers on the field of battle. I could make things that would catapult my skills and levels.” Then, realizing what he was doing with his hands, he stilled them and added, “But it would be just as profitable for everyone else on the team, and to a lesser extent, the entire Institute. Winning the competition would gain us resources and prestige that just selling off a bobble or project could never do.” 
 
      
 
    The answer made me feel a bit better. At least I knew that Ragnomrok, and hopefully the other members of my team, were genuinely striving to win the competition and not just make a good showing. Still, part of me was a little irked that I hadn’t realized that gnomes would win regardless of the outcome. Either they’d win the big prize and all the benefits associated or they’d be able to sell their research and keep their prized Metalman until he paid back the massive debt he owed. It pushed home just how much I needed to make sure that we won and that I needed to do whatever it took to make sure it happened. 
 
      
 
    I tried to push the thoughts out of my mind as I entered the house. The gnomes were assembled in the parlor, dressed in suits and dresses of the same colors as our house: red and green. I couldn’t help but laugh as the group reminded me of a Santa’s Workshop display during Christmas on Earth--especially the Professor with his spectacles and long-handled pipe. All they needed was for a jolly white-bearded man to start loading the toys they made onto his sleigh.  
 
      
 
    “What’s so funny?” Gnomerad asked, his greasy black hair making him look like the reject helper no one wanted to play with. 
 
      
 
    I laughed at the thought and tried to collect myself. “Nothing. It’s just a coincidence of colors and cultural stories, is all.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, something else from the Metalman race? I didn’t know you had stories. Please share,” Professor Gnominsky said. 
 
      
 
    The other gnomes all looked at me eagerly, so I pointed out the coincidence that they reminded me of and explained that the colors red and green were associated with a winter holiday and the story of Santa and his jolly elven helpers.  
 
      
 
    “I don’t see how we resemble elves at all,” Mary said after listening to the story. 
 
      
 
    “Though it would be funny to see the entitled nature lovers working on an assembly line putting together toys,” Gnomez said with a chuckle. 
 
      
 
    “I’m confused about why some human would fly around the world just giving away presents,” Mary said with a shake of her head. 
 
      
 
    “You’re confused about why? I’m confused about ‘how’. How could anyone travel such a distance in one night?” Gnomerad asked. 
 
      
 
    “Perhaps he had spatial magic?” Ragnomrok suggested. 
 
      
 
    “Or time magic? He could have had a high-level haste spell to increase his speed along with the enchanted flying sleigh. Or a portal system in place to go from major region to region,” Gnominkin added. 
 
      
 
    “Even with all that, the human would not have time to enter through every chimney and place presents,” Mary said. 
 
      
 
    Gnomez gestured with his hand and added, “Especially if he needed to know in advance who was good and bad. Imagine the spy network that would entail. The Goblin Nation’s Ministry of Security would be blue with envy.” 
 
      
 
    “Blue with envy? I thought it was green?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    “I thought you had goblin friends? They’re already green, and everyone knows they turn blue when they get jealous,” Gnomez said. 
 
      
 
    “You’re letting him get you off track,” Gnomerad said. Then he scowled at me and demanded, “Explain these obvious inconsistencies in your folklore.” 
 
      
 
    “They’re just stories, Gnomerad. Stories don’t always have to make sense. The holiday itself has a lot of origin stories. But when I celebrated it, it was mostly about exchanging gifts, eating good food, and hanging out with people you cared about. It was a break from the hum drums of winter and a time of the year when you tried to be just a little bit of a better person.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, a cultural celebration involving symbols of immortality, feasting, and an exchange of resources to build relationships,” Mary summarized. “It sounds very interesting. You can show it to us when winter comes around. That’s only a few months away.” 
 
      
 
    “It sounds stupid,” Gnomerad said with a huff. Then the dark, greasy-haired gnome crossed his arms and looked like a less likable Grumpy. “His royal highness, Prince Thallan Corym Wransatra, is expecting us.” 
 
      
 
    “Quite right,” Professor Gnominsky agreed with a nod. He gestured with his pipe toward the door, and the gnomes all made their way outside. With a last glance at the well-decorated homemade with the dimensions of the gnomes, I ducked under the home’s low door frame and followed the gnomes out, closing the door behind me.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 47 
 
      
 
      
 
    The sounds of the party could be heard as we walked towards the Royal Abode. The pathway to the miniature, multi-story castle was lit by a series of floating lamps that a magical scan told me was an advanced version of the spell Light. The Royal Abode itself was lit with more colorful directional magical light sources that highlighted the architecture of the home, the crenellations, the archways, the intricate masoned stonework, embellished colonnades, sculptural moldings, statues of figures I didn’t recognize, pinnacles and spires, and the decorative gargoyles. Though, after a second look, the gargoyles may not have been decorative as I thought I saw one glare down at me as I stared up at it. 
 
      
 
    I felt a bump as I was looking up at the architecture of the building and heard, “Watch where you are going, you stupid golem.” I turned to see a man in red and black livery rubbing his shoulder.  
 
      
 
    “I’m sorry. I didn’t realize-” I tried to say. 
 
      
 
    “It speaks?” the man asked, surprised. “Well, you should be sorry. My lord will not be pleased if I do not retrieve his cigars from the carriage, and I will not be taken to task for some job-stealing golem slowing me down.”  
 
      
 
    The servant raised a fist and then dropped it as Professor Gnominsky walked up. “Is there a problem here?” 
 
      
 
    The man’s entire demeanor shifted in an instant. His shoulders slumped, and he quickly bowed his head as he said, “No, good sir. I was just admonishing this golem here to be mindful to not impede others. Please excuse me, sir. I have an errand to attend to for my lord.” 
 
      
 
    Professor Gnominsky waited a moment before he nodded, and the servant scurried off on his task. I didn’t miss the dirty look he shot me before he left, though, and I wondered if the incident was a message from the heavens that I should stay behind. 
 
      
 
    After the admonition from the professor about not offending the prince, I knew I had to continue. The rest of the walk to the main house was pleasant, and we were greeted at the front door by a servant. “Welcome, representatives of the Gnomish Research Institute.”  
 
      
 
    We were led through the tall double doors, and orchestral music and the low murmur of people talking became more pronounced. We were announced as we entered the main hall, and I was surprised at just how many people were there. While I could see the same people that had survived the first test, like the Mage’s Guild who were performing magic for the guests, there were also those that were eliminated like the goblins from the Goblin Research Center. There were also many of the wealthy whom I’d seen on my way into the district, still wearing outlandish outfits that showed off their means and magic. There were suits that were embroidered with shining platinum and dresses that seemed to be on fire or twirling with small tornados yet didn’t affect anything around them. One woman was wearing a dress made of ever-shifting golden links that gave the impression you could see much more of her curvaceous figure than you actually could.  
 
      
 
    Moreover, I saw the reason that the servant I’d met outside had complained about a ‘job-stealing golem.’ There were at least a dozen golems or golem-like creatures attending to richly dressed guests. Most seemed to be some variation on an elemental and were made from stone, wood, fire, or water, although there was one that seemed to be made of shadow and kept popping in and out of their owner’s shadow as they walked around the party. Another was made from silver and gold and looked like it cost more than I’d make in a dozen years. With the exception of the amorphous shadow golem, the rest had the general shape of a bipedal man. While they followed their owners’ orders, they did not seem to possess any intelligence beyond following simple commands like: ‘hold my drink,’ ‘follow me,’ or ‘stand there.’ Or, at least, that’s all they seemed to be capable of from my brief observation.  
 
      
 
    The variety of the constructs reminded me that Gnomerad was someone that made such permanent constructs and that his entire body of research at the Institute revolved around new ways to make more sophisticated golems. I’d seen his creations after I’d recovered a plant in the dungeon that would save Greebo from poisoning, and Gnomerad’s golems outstripped anything at the party--not in terms of expensive materials but in terms of what they seemed capable of. His golems were given much more vague orders like ‘capture that Metlman’ and yet they had enough capabilities to figure out how to comply with them.  
 
      
 
    Still, they all paled in comparison to what even Parker was capable of, much less myself. It was no wonder that so many people were surprised by what I could do and why the gnomes had added me to their research presentation. I could only imagine what they’d learned from studying me while putting me back together. Even Gnomez had admitted that some of his research was based on what he’d learned from reassembling me.  
 
      
 
    As we walked through the entrance hall people stared at the gnomes and me, and I overheard snippets of conversations. 
 
      
 
    “They made it through the prince’s first test?  
 
    “It must be a fluke.”  
 
    “I bet you a hundred gold they don’t make it past the second.” 
 
      
 
    “Is that a new golem model from the gnomes?” 
 
    “I heard they gave it the ability to talk.” 
 
    “Why? Who needs a servant that talks back?” 
 
      
 
    Their words were surprising--not because the rich didn’t seem to understand that I was a Metalman, I think the gnomes had kept that a secret--but rather that even the rich were betting on the outcome of the Research Warrior competition.  
 
      
 
    The gnomes either didn’t hear the conversations about them or chose to ignore them as they walked toward the dining hall. I followed and found tables laden with food, complete with placards telling you what each was, manned by elves and humans in the royal livery ready to plate any dishes or drinks. And boy was there some food. I thought that I’d seen a variety of dishes on Earth, but there were platters stacked with slabs of monster meat, thick Terrasaur ribs slathered in sweet-smelling sauce, pink Yeti filet, Razorback cutlets smothered in a cream sauce, Fresh Dmanisensis egg omelets, Pantreho liver pate, Breast of the Lightning Condor in a reduced Formic sauce, and so many more. There were dishes that were created using vegetables and flora found in the dungeon too: salads made from parts of the Cactucus, a lettuce-like leaf plucked from an aggressive plant monster on the 20th floor called a Kauni Tree, and more-familiar root vegetables that I’d made my french fries with like Cavana tubers or the tomato-like core of a Spiny Cushion. I was shocked to learn that the high-end dishes provided a variety of short-term buffs that ranged from extra health to improved mana regeneration and even improved charisma.  
 
      
 
    However, the most surprising dish that I found among the tables was presented by Chef Jerry: my ice cream invention. He had a table all to himself, and I recognized that he’d brought several of the staff from his restaurant with him to serve the half-dozen flavors of ice cream, including the first dish that I ever invented, Applerry ice cream.  
 
      
 
    “Chef Repair, it is such a wonderful surprise to see you here at his Royal Highness’s party!” Chef Jerry greeted me as I approached his table. He held out a meaty hand, and I shook it.  
 
      
 
    “It’s good to see you too. I’m surprised to see our ice cream here, though.” 
 
      
 
    “Why should you be surprised? Our restaurant has been fully booked ever since we switched to serving your wonderful dessert. We are the talk of the culinary circles in the city and have had visitors come from as far away as the capital just to taste the cold delight of the ice cream.” The white-aproned chef leaned in conspiratorially and continued in a hushed tone, “I hear that his Highness personally requested that we show up for his guests after a councilor brought him a sample to taste.” Then, in a more normal voice, he continued, “Though we were formally requested to appear through the Head Cook.” 
 
      
 
    I was surprised by his story. Though after a second's thought, I realized I shouldn’t have been. I’d seen the lines at the restaurant, and when it came to food, a dish like ice cream was sure to catch people’s attention.  
 
      
 
    “Have you come to prepare another of your revolutionary dishes for the prince?” Chef Jerry asked. 
 
      
 
    The idea that something I made could ever satisfy a member of the royal family made me chuckle, and I answered, “No, I’m actually one of the competitors in the competition.” 
 
      
 
    Chef Jerry looked at me. “Truly? I did not know that food research was so important to the country.” 
 
      
 
    I raised a finger to correct the assumption, but a voice behind me said in an accent I couldn’t identify, “Please move along if you will not be partaking of the iced cream.” I turned and saw a thin man wearing a red suit with big puffy shoulder pads. He had a thin curled mustache that made his long nose seem even more pointed than it already was. I stepped to the side, realizing that a line had formed behind me and that the man was not the only one looking to sample the cold dessert.  
 
      
 
    “Count Berrali! It’s so good to see you once again,” Chef Jerry said, a smile plastered on his face. I’d worked in sales before. and I recognized the ‘this guy is a jerk but he buys a lot’ kind of expression on the chef’s face as he continued, “I’m afraid we don’t have as wide a selection as we do at the restaurant, but we do have your favorite Applerry ice cream.” 
 
      
 
    The disdainful expression the count had given me was replaced by a smile for the chef. He held out his hand limply. I didn’t doubt that Chef Jerry could crush the aristocrat’s hand, but he reached across the table and took the proffered hand gently and gave it a weak shake. “I’d adore some Applerry ice cream. I’ve told all my friends about the delectable treat that you invented.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, your counthood, I can not claim to have invented the dish, only to have profited from the genius of my friend Chef Repair here,” Chef Jerry said with a gesture toward me. 
 
      
 
    Count Berrali’s eyes widened as he took another look at me. “A golem that can cook? What a marvel.” He turned to Chef Jerry and asked, “Does he belong to you?”  
 
      
 
    “No, he is owned by the Gnomish Institute. He understands everything you are saying and can speak for himself, your excellency.” 
 
      
 
    The count turned to me and poked me with a finger and said slowly and loudly, “Is this true? Can you talk, golem?” The man’s tone told me he thought that I was either slow or hard of hearing and I answered him in an equal tone. “Yes. I do understand you.” 
 
      
 
    The count clapped, apparently unphased by my mimicked tone. “Oh, how novel.” He turned to speak to the man that had followed behind him. “I must have one for myself. Where are those clever little gnomes? I must have one for myself. If he can make the ice cream at home, it will be worth the gold.” The servant bowed his head and started to look around for the gnomes. The count, on the other hand, returned his attention to me. “Do you have any other invented dishes that you can make?” 
 
      
 
    The eyes of not only the count but also Chef Jerry and the people in line for the ice cream were on me, and I felt an expectation to perform. I shrugged my shoulders and said, “Well, there’s one thing that I’ve been working on.” I turned to Chef Jerry and asked, “If I could get a few ingredients?” 
 
      
 
    “Of course, Chef Repair. Of course.” 
 
      
 
    I gave him a small list of items, basic ingredients and spices, and moved a few bowls of ice cream to another table to clear some space for me to work. I fabricated a small magical bunsen burner that I’d copied from the workroom and a high-walled pan. By the time I was done, Chef Jerry had returned with an arm full of Cavana Tubers, Spiderling Milk Cheese, salt, and Venus Butterwort oil. One of the greatest things about my Artificer class was the ability to record a schematic of an item and the ability to fabricate it again. Unfortunately, this didn’t extend to food directly. I couldn’t just fabricate a sizzling plate of french fries, but I could cut down on my prep time.  
 
      
 
    I poured an inch of oil into the pan and turned on the heat from the burner. While the oil heated, I deconstructed the Cavana Tubers and fabricated julienned the tubers without the need to soak the potentially poisonous plants in water first. It saved me an hour and amazed the aristocrats that were watching, prompting them to clap as the perfectly uniform tubers seemed to appear out of nowhere. Once the oil was heated, the uncooked potato replacements went into the pan with a sizzle, and in less than a minute, the smell of frying starch filled the air. I could practically see the hunger building in the eyes of the onlookers. The thin cut of the fries cooked quickly and were plated once the outsides of the tubers were a crispy golden color. A bit of salt and shredded cheese melted quickly on the hot fries, and then I had delicious-smelling cheese fries ready to eat.  
 
      
 
    You’ve created a first-of-its-kind item. Because of your class ‘Inventor,’ you receive one bonus skill point for inventing a new item. Would you like to name the item? 
 
      
 
    I named the dish ‘cheesy fries’ and realized that with the new class skill point I had four that I should spend after I returned to the workshop. I returned my attention to the sight of the count, who was practically drooling as I held up the dish for everyone to see. I offered it to him with a nod, and he took one fry, half-covered in melted cheese, and put it in his mouth. He puckered his lips and blew out to cool the hot food, but his rolled back eyes and moan of delight told everyone that the small burn was more than worth it.  
 
      
 
    “They’re delicious!” Count Berrali cried out as he dug into the dish with his fingers. The crowd that had gathered all clamored for more and I got to work fabricating more sliced Cavana Tubers. I spent the next hour catering to the crowd of richly dressed nobles and former contest participants. Of the current participants, only the gnomes and the dwarves partook of the dish. The dwarves gave me a grunt of acknowledgment, devoured their meal faster than anyone, and came back for seconds.  
 
      
 
    I would have been there at the cook station all night had we not run out of ingredients. Once that happened, Chef Jerry pulled me aside and asked, “I don’t suppose that I could convince you to sell me the rights to produce this new dish under the same terms as the ice cream?” 
 
      
 
    Chef Jerry had been the first to acknowledge that my cooking skills had produced something noteworthy and had bought the rights to make and sell ice cream while giving me a ten-percent cut of all sales. If there was anyone that could maximize profits from french fries and cheese fry dishes, it was him. But I already had my own plans for the dish along with a few others that would bring in greater profits. “Sorry, I have another business partner that I have plans with. Don’t worry: I’ll be sure to have a stand outside your restaurant to sell the french fries.” I leaned in and told him quietly, “There’s a secret synergy between ice cream and fries. Try to dip a fry in one of the ice creams.” 
 
      
 
    He looked at me curiously but took a spare fry and did as I instructed. The ice cream-covered fry was put in his mouth, and his eyes widened. “It’s salty and sweet and creamy all at the same time. What an interesting combination.” 
 
      
 
    I nodded. “Exactly. It’ll be a secret combination that will improve sales of both products. I’ll have my business partner, Greebo, contact you to arrange details for our stand.” 
 
      
 
    “I look forward to speaking with him, and thank you again, Chef, for your generosity. You’ve allowed me to achieve more success as a chef than I could have ever imagined.” 
 
      
 
    With a friendly handshake, I left Chef Jerry, much more popular than I’d been at the start of the party. Many offered to purchase me from the gnomes and I had to decline them all with the excuse that I was currently involved in The Ultimate Research Warrior Competition. But I let them know if they wanted to get more of the unique dishes that they’d soon be available at our upcoming street stalls.  
 
      
 
    To get away from some of the rich foodies, I fled to a back corner of the dining hall near the royal minotaur guards. Everyone seemed to be avoiding going near the intimidating beings. They didn’t seem to care one way or the other about my presence and it gave me a chance to look over the party.  
 
      
 
    There were three main areas where guests gathered. The first, the drawing-room, was just past the entryway where people talked briefly. The second, the dining area, had guests partake of the huge variety of food dishes and beverages. And lastly, the long main hall was where there were tables and seats and a space for dancing. The prince was at the end of the main hall, entertaining a long line of guests who were just waiting their turn to spend a few moments with his Royal Highness. Even the gnome researchers were in line to speak to the prince, and I spotted Gnomerad talking to several nobles, including a richly dressed elf in green and gold attire that looked very familiar to me. It took me a moment to recall where I’d seen him, but when I did, I found myself clenching my fist in annoyance. It was Lord Arnault, the elf that had tried to kidnap me and Parker right off the street to add us to his collection of oddities. Only the threat of having to deal with the Gnomish Research Institute and paying tens of thousands of gold in restitution had dissuaded the elf and his troll manservant from grabbing me.  
 
      
 
    My people-watching was interrupted by a voice to my right, “So, the amazing cooking golem that everyone is talking about is you?” 
 
      
 
    I turned to see a trio of goblins led by Neal Nailspitter with a sneer on his pointy-nosed green face. My fist was already clenched from seeing that attempted elf kidnapper, and I almost struck out at the goblin instinctively. But a low rumble from behind me told me that the royal minotaur guards wouldn’t allow any violence at the prince’s party--a fact that Neal was undoubtedly aware of. But he wasn’t the only one that could take advantage of that fact.  
 
      
 
    “Oh, are you jealous, Nailspitter? Not only did I hand you your green ass in the competition, but you’ve found out that I’ve gained the attention of all these people with some simple cooking.” 
 
      
 
    Neal’s cheeks turned a shade of blue, and his hand reached for his belt. But the hosts had forbidden weapons in the company of the royalty, so his hand grabbed nothing. Regardless, an armored minotaur was at the goblin’s side in an instant. His silent presence was more than enough of a threat and reminder against starting a fight. Nailspitter seemed to force himself to relax, and he gave me a sharp-toothed smile. “You won that test, golem. But don’t think that you’ve won the competition. The Goblin Research Center will come out ahead at the end of all this. You mark my words. You’ll get yours.” The goblin paused while a lackey whispered something in his ear, and Neal’s smile took on a cruel edge. “Or maybe it won’t be you that pays. You have friends: Greebo, that woman group of miners, all them goblins you’ve been hiring. Shame if something happened to them cause you weren’t smart enough to learn your place and drop out of this competition.” 
 
      
 
    I moved without thought and my right foot swept out and knocked Neal’s legs out from under him. His head hit the edge of a table as he went down, and I pressed against his throat as I leaned down and growled out, “Anything that happens to them, even so much as a paper cut, will be visited back upon you tenfold. You’ll wish for the time I broke your bones.” 
 
      
 
    The next moment, a large hand lifted me by my shoulders and swung me around so that I was facing a Royal Minotaur Guard. I was close enough to see that the guy’s eyes were nearly entirely black with only a sliver of white sclera. His nostrils flared as he said, “No violence,” then his eyes darted towards the goblin who was being helped up off the carpeted floor. “Not even if it is deserved.” 
 
      
 
    Then I was casually placed on the floor, several feet away from Neal. The goblin and his entourage only scowled and mumbled threats at me before they turned and walked away.  
 
      
 
    I tried to spend the rest of the party away from the other guests, what little enjoyment I’d experienced cooking ruined by my interaction with Neal and his entourage. I watched my gnome teammates and the other researchers still in the competition get surrounded by curious guests. The groups seemed to be promoting their research to the rich, even demonstrating some of their work. I understood the desire to cultivate alternative patrons since the attention would benefit anyone that didn’t make it past the next round of the competition.  
 
      
 
    Once the night was over, we returned to the abode the prince had provided, and while the gnomes went to sleep, I got to business in the workshop. 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 48 
 
      
 
      
 
    I jumped for joy as I closed the door to the workshop behind me. Finally, I could get to work. Most of the night had been wasted at that party, and while the gnomes had drunk to their heart's content, I was left cooking and dealing with the idle rich. No, thank you. I would much rather stick to crafting or killing monsters.  
 
      
 
    I stared at all the wonderfully expensive equipment and books with the urge to smile then got to work. I activated my equipment and started scanning every single tool, manual, piece of furniture, and book that the prince had provided for our team for their crafting schematics. 
 
      
 
    While the books and manuals were scanned and added to the Metalman information database, the scans of the other objects in the room were converted into schematics.  
 
      
 
    Core Burner - Mithril 0.18 lb, Telaxian Steel 1.2 lb, Gold 0.24 lb 
 
    Miniature Forge - Telaxian Steel 22.1 lbs, Viridian Bone Meal 1.3 lbs 
 
    Magical Drill Press - Telaxian Steel 20.07 lbs 
 
    Mithril Cucurbit - Mithril 1.3 lb 
 
    Fine Glass Alembic - Lightning Sand 8.9 lb, Awakened Devil Paste 1.32 lbs  
 
      
 
    Looking over the unique schematics of the specialty tools made me want to wince as the list of material components seemed expensive since many of them used mithril. Mithril went for forty gold per ounce at the Merchant Guild, so fabricating any of the tools would cost more gold than I could easily earn. Not to mention, there were materials I’d never heard of like Telaxian Steel, Viridian Bone Meal, or Awakened Devil Paste. 
 
      
 
    No, unless I came into a sudden windfall, most of the tools were well outside my capability of relocating. That didn’t however mean that I couldn’t learn something from them. Viewing the schematics for the Core Burner informed that the tool could create a fire of a specific temperature using monster cores as a fuel source. It was meant to take the guesswork out of alchemy as a stable temperature fire was a major factor in potion quality and consistency. But a series of Core Burners lined up could just as easily be used to heat metal to a consistent temperature. Master Deanly had even taught me that higher-grade metals and monster parts required fires that normal forges were incapable of producing and required either a specialized mage or expensive equipment to create. If I could break down the Core Burner, perhaps I could create my own magical forge? 
 
      
 
    I didn’t want to break down the tools the prince had provided and risk his disapproval when he was the one deciding who won and lost his contest. I activated Parker, who had been in backpack mode the entire evening. His spider-like legs clicked as he moved and crawled down my body. The mechanical spider stretched his front legs and wiggled around, a clear sign he wanted some pets. I scratched his body and wondered just what he got out of such activities. He didn’t have fur or even skin that itched. Perhaps it was just the affection? Or maybe it was just something in his personality that originated in the monster I’d copied his structure from? Either way, I enjoyed the playtime as much as he did.  
 
      
 
    Parker went to explore the workshop once we were done with the ritual, and I pulled up Parker’s character sheet since it had been quite a while since I’d last checked up on him.  
 
      
 
    Designation: Parker  
 
    Level 6 
 
    XP to Next Level: 7,536 
 
    Weight: 18 lbs 
 
    Carrying Capacity: 38/60 lbs 
 
    Companion Points: 1 
 
    AC: 17 (steel) 
 
      
 
    HP: 41/41 
 
    Mana: 10/10 
 
      
 
    Str: 13 
 
    Dex: 16 
 
    Con: 12 
 
    Int: 4 
 
    Wis: 11 
 
    Cha: 6 
 
      
 
    Traits: Mechanical 
 
    Skills: Trap Making 
 
    Abilities: Stinger, Web, Spider Climb, Poison, Advanced Targeting 
 
    Unslotted abilities: Bite 
 
      
 
    Inventory  
 
    Poison 
 
      
 
    Parker had gotten to level 6 and was well on his way to level 7. He’d been involved in every fight that I had been in, everything had been above his level, so the speed at which he was leveling shouldn’t have been such a surprise he’d been power-leveled. I had a few options to increase his capacities with an extra companion skill point.  
 
      
 
    Bite II - A melee weapon attack. Reach 5 ft., one creature. On hit: 4-8 piercing damage. 
 
    Stinger II - Companion gains a sharper stinger that punctures an enemy. A melee weapon attack. Reach 5 ft., one creature. On hit: 4-5 piercing damage. Poison and potion injection activates faster. 
 
    Web II - Ranged Weapon Attack. Reach 30/60 ft., Multiple creatures. The targets are restrained by webbing. The restrained targets can make a strength check, bursting the webbing on a success. The webbing can also be attacked and destroyed. 
 
    Web Sense - While in contact with a web, the spider knows the exact location of any other creature in contact with the same web. 
 
    Web Walker - The spider ignores movement restrictions caused by webbing. 
 
    Add Skill - Download skill to companion 
 
    Silent Command - Allows for a telepathic connection to the mechanical companion and for thoughts to be sent.  
 
    Spiked Armor - Add spikes that damage melee attackers 
 
    Stealth - Active ability that increases hide chance for companions. Movement speed decreased while activated. 
 
      
 
    I noticed that several abilities that I’d given Parker had advanced versions that did more damage, had a longer range, or targeted multiple targets. But none of the upgrades were powerful enough to justify spending the point on. After all, my Artificer abilities could upgrade Parker and not only increase his stats and armor but could also add tools and even new weapons. Of the new possibilities, only Stealth and Silent Command were really appealing. Stealth would help Parker when I used him to ambush enemies or plant traps, and Silent Command would allow me to communicate with Parker without having to shout at him in the middle of a fight.  
 
      
 
    I hemmed and hawed over which to choose but Silent Command ultimately won out. The ability to coordinate with my companion and even potentially change his orders over a distance without having to talk to him was more useful than just him being able to hide a bit better. Besides, I suspected that I could find a spell to infuse that would give him a better chance to hide.  
 
      
 
    With Parker’s level upgrades confirmed, I received a notification. 
 
      
 
    Upgrade of mechanical companion will require - Silver: 0.15 lb, Steel: 0.2 lb, Copper: 0.17 lb 
 
      
 
    Parker walked over to me after I confirmed that I was ready to activate the upgrade and then sat down in front of me. His body opened up, and my fabrication tool activated. I pointed it at Parker’s core, and it started to build a new system of copper and silver wires with a steel antenna that protruded a few inches from his outer shell.  
 
      
 
    Companion upgrade complete. 
 
      
 
    Once the upgrade was finished, I tested out the new ability by thinking to Parker, “Can you hear me?” 
 
      
 
    The mechanical spider unfroze and turned toward me. He tilted his body left and right, and his mechanical eyes focused on me in what I could swear was a curious expression. I didn’t quite hear a response in words, but I got the distinct impression in my mind that Parker did hear my thoughts. I wasn’t sure if it was just my imagination, and the scientist in me demanded real proof that the ability was working. So, I gave a concrete order through our new connection. “Parker, lift your left front leg.” 
 
      
 
    The antenna on his body vibrated slightly, and Parker lifted his front left leg a few inches off the ground. I gave my mechanical companion a thumbs up and felt elated that the new ability worked. I continued my tests, seeing just how far I could push the ability. I asked Parker to roll around the floor, and shoot his web at a curved vial I’d placed on the ground amongst several different ones. Even better, I found that Parker could convey his feelings to me. He couldn’t speak, but I understood that he was happy that I was giving him orders and training him. I knew Greebo had become better spoken after he increased his Intelligence stat, and I wondered if I upgraded Parker’s Intelligence if he would gain the ability to convey more complex information or thoughts.  
 
      
 
    But that would have to wait for another time. Instead, I had other projects to work on before the night was done. I gave Parker the order to watch out for my body and entered the command to activate the Metalman OS program: Stasis Program, and the world around me faded to black. The next moment, I found myself lying in an empty white space that had become my main way to experiment and work on my projects. The familiar choices for the program floated in front of me: Practice, Skill and Ability Trees, and Memories. I selected practice, and a much longer list appeared showing all the skills and abilities I’d obtained.  
 
      
 
    Skills 
 
    Blunt Weapons level 10 
 
    Cooking 10 
 
    Explosives 1 
 
    Firearms 9 
 
    Haggle Level 3 
 
    Machining 10 
 
    Magical Circuits 4 
 
    Metalworking 21 
 
    Trap Making 10 
 
    Unarmed Fighting Level 9 
 
    Woodworking 10 
 
      
 
      
 
    Abilities 
 
    Advanced Infusion 
 
    Bone Breaker 
 
    Deconstruct 
 
    Fabrication IV 
 
    Improve Armor 
 
    Improve Stats 
 
    Integrated Items 
 
    Integrated Weapons 
 
    Magical Spell Scanning 
 
    Mobile Workroom 
 
    Need for Speed 
 
    Repair 
 
      
 
    Just looking over the list felt a little exhausting. I’d picked up quite the number of skills and left several by the wayside as I worked toward getting on the contest team. On the flip side, several of my skills had hit level 10 or were on the cusp of it without me even noticing, and I needed to search for a trainer to push them to that level and get some new abilities. Then a thought occurred to me. The Metalman OS had a database of skills and abilities that, according to Greebo, was more extensive than anything collected. Could the system teach me an ability the same way a trainer could? 
 
      
 
    “Inquiry: Can I learn a skill or ability from the Metalman OS?” 
 
      
 
    Yes, though you must meet any normal prerequisites and pay with class skill points. 
 
      
 
    The database of abilities and skills suddenly took on a whole new importance. Could I not only learn my own class abilities but ones from other classes? I was fairly sure that learning a trade skill wouldn’t be hard, since it just required someone showing you how to do things and then practicing. But if I didn’t have to ever find a trainer again to pick out abilities when a skill hit 10 or 20 or any other milestone level? It would boost my independence tremendously if I ever found myself away from civilization.  
 
      
 
    “Command: Please list all the skills and abilities available.” 
 
      
 
    A stream of data appeared in front of me with unique skills and abilities with names like: Fiery Dragon Stomp, Heaven’s Breath, Audible Inundation, Chronokinesis, Maximum Concentration Capacity, Ultimate Demon Slash, and Lightning Teleportation. I was excited until I pulled one of them up. 
 
      
 
    Audible Inundation 
 
    Classification: Magic - Sound/Mental  
 
    The power to overwhelm someone's mind with voices. 
 
    Requirements: 15 Class skill points, proficiency with sound magic tier 6. Proficiency with mental magic tier 6. 
 
      
 
    Requirements not met. 
 
      
 
    I shook my head in frustration. Even though the OS had told me that I would need to meet prerequisites, I’d hoped that I could find some overpowered ability that would let me become uber-powerful, like skipping all the way to Super Sayan 3 in one go or something. No, just like everything else in this world, there was an order and a balance to even this advantage given to me by the Metalman OS. I shrugged my shoulders as I looked over the list. Surely not everything was out of reach. I pulled up the other skills and abilities that sounded interesting and time and again found that there were one or more requirements that I just didn’t have. Whether it was a proficiency of a particular tier of magic, a high-level requirement, previous mastery of a skill, or a class requirement. Then I recalled that I didn’t have to keep looking through the list manually.  
 
      
 
    “Command: Filter list to include only those skills and abilities that I can learn based on my current abilities and resources.” 
 
      
 
    The list shrank dramatically and still included all of the Artificer class abilities I had available but also a list of new options. Even reduced to just what I qualified to use, the available skills and abilities were comprehensive. I sorted the options into four categories: Crafting Abilities, Skill Abilities, Basic Combat, and Exploration skills.  
 
      
 
    Crafting related skills  
 
    Textiles 
 
    Papercraft 
 
    Ceramics 
 
    Glass Blowing 
 
    Glass Etching 
 
    Enameling 
 
    Jewelry 
 
    Basket weaving  
 
    Beer-making 
 
    Book-binding 
 
    Doll-making 
 
    Floral Design  
 
    Leatherwork 
 
    Model-making  
 
    Flintknapping 
 
    Stone carving 
 
    Stonemasonry 
 
    Tattoo Designing 
 
    Toy-making 
 
      
 
    Skill Abilities 
 
    Precision Cut  
 
    Penetrating Drill  
 
    Speedy Machinist 
 
    Multi Trap 
 
    Ranged Trigger Making 
 
    Take it With You 
 
    Fast Pan Work 
 
    Slice and Dice 
 
    Powerful Knead 
 
      
 
    Basic combat  
 
    Piercing 
 
    Slashing 
 
    Bows 
 
    Crossbows 
 
    Polearms 
 
    Defense 
 
    Heavy Armor 
 
    Light Armor 
 
    Medium Armor 
 
    Shields 
 
      
 
    Exploration skills  
 
    Navigation 
 
    Map Reading 
 
    Topography 
 
    Running 
 
      
 
    I had over twenty choices in Crafting Abilities, the most in any category. Which made sense since my Artificer class was designed for making stuff. I’d already picked up several crafting skills and didn’t think that it would be too difficult to pick up and level others if I needed them. My class even gave me a bonus to crafting skill increases, and I didn’t feel the need to spend any hard-earned class skill points on the category of skills.  
 
      
 
    Next was Skill Abilities, which I was most interested in as they were only available once I got a skill to a multiple of level 10. Just comparing the available ability names to my skill list, I could see that the options available were related to my cooking, machining skills, and trap-making skills. I had the OS focus on three abilities that seemed particularly promising. 
 
      
 
    Penetrating Drill - Drills used to penetrate materials more easily overcoming natural defenses.  
 
    Take it With You - Traps can be created in advance and stored for rapid deployment.  
 
    Fast Pan Work - Cooking that uses pans is faster and more efficient. Dish creation using pans is 10% faster.  
 
      
 
    Basic combat skills also held little interest. Because of my class, my combat abilities took longer to level, and I really didn’t benefit from most of the basic choices available as I’d already settled into my combat style.  
 
      
 
    Defense - Increase armor class per skill level.  
 
    Shields - Basic combat techniques with shields. Increase block chance by 1% per level.  
 
      
 
    After pulling up the details on two abilities, I had to admit that having a bit more defense or skill with a shield would benefit me.  
 
      
 
    Exploration skills seemed useful. I mean, when I was a human on Earth, I’d have loved all the skills as I was terrible at manual navigation and got lost all the time when the GPS on my phone was out of order. I took a closer look at the exploration abilities offered. 
 
      
 
    Navigation - Find your way through new territory more easily and gain an innate sense of direction. 
 
    Map Reading - Understand a map and present landmarks. 
 
    Topography - Build a mental map of the land around you in your mind.  
 
    Running - Decrease stamina costs for extended running. 
 
      
 
    The exploration skill Running just seemed a bit redundant since I had unlimited endurance and never tired.  
 
      
 
    Even though I’d narrowed it down to the most useful choices, I finally decided to put off the choice until I got Firearms and Unarmed Fighting to level 10. I switched over to the Practice mode of the Metalman OS program and worked incessantly at those skills by punching, kicking and firing my sniper rifle against every creature the simulation system put against me to push those skills to their next level. Once both hit level 10 several hours later, I took a look at the new ability options.  
 
      
 
    Speedy Reload - Reload speed increases by 30% for 10 seconds. 
 
    Careful Aim - Increase shot time by 10% but accuracy increased by 10%. 
 
    Powerful Blast - Increase damage of firearm shot within 15 feet of the shooter. 
 
      
 
    Right Hook - A powerful punch that doubles unarmed damage for one blow if it connects. 
 
      
 
    Unarmed Damage - Unarmed damage increased by 5% passively. 
 
    Stunning Blow - A single unarmed strike has a 10% chance to stun an opponent.  
 
      
 
    If I had more of a strength-based build, I might have picked up the unarmed combat abilities, but since I only did minimal damage with my low strength score, I dismissed all of those choices. Looking over the Firearm abilities, I was glad that I waited. I would benefit from any of the choices. A speedy reload meant that I could fire off more shots, Careful Aim meant that the shots I took would be more likely to hit, and Powerful Blast did more damage, at least at close range. Of the choices though, only Careful Aim benefited me at every level. I chose it and though it cost me two skill points to acquire, I thought it would be worth it.  
 
      
 
    The last two skill points were spent on Topography and Take it With You. I liked the idea of a mental map that Topography granted and hoped it would be something like a mini-map from an RPG. I chose Take it With You since being able to prepare weapons or traps in advance would really benefit our group. I also hoped that the traps would be deployable by any other group member, including Parker. I imagined telepathically directing Parker to drop traps throughout a level and passively gaining XP as monsters were killed by them.  
 
      
 
    I checked the clock in the Metalman OS and wanted to curse myself for spending so much time at that party. Between that late start and the time spent gaining that tenth level in my most used combat skills, I’d burned through the rest of the night and didn’t even have a chance to do any of the other things I wanted to do, like break down the fancy tools I’d scanned or try to improve my firearms further. Still, I was satisfied with the progress I’d made and hoped the choices would help my team win the upcoming competition as I ended my time in the Stasis Program.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 49 
 
      
 
      
 
    As the Stasis Program ended and the workshop came into view around me, I was greeted by the sight of Parker crouched in front of me while watching Ragnomrok who was puttering around the alchemy table. I shifted from the sitting position to get to my feet, and the boards beneath me creaked. Ragnomrok turned at the sound, revealing two beakers filled with colorful liquids in his gloved hands. 
 
      
 
    “Good morning, Mister Repair,” the gnome said with a small smile. The poor fellow looked a bit ragged to my eyes as his normally combed hair was disheveled, and he had dark bags beneath his eyes. “I thought Metalmen didn’t sleep and was surprised to see you resting on the floor.” 
 
      
 
    “I wasn’t asleep, just using one of the programs from my core system. I needed to pick up a couple of skills that I thought would be useful to us. I didn’t think I’d have time to run out into the city to find the appropriate skill trainer to get them.” 
 
      
 
    Ragnomrok eyebrows rose. “You can be your own skill trainer? That is a wonderful ability. It gets so expensive as you reach your skill milestones . . . I certainly wouldn’t mind being able to push past them without having to search for a master.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, it may not cost copper or silver to do it this way, but it does cost me class skill points to self-teach using the Metalman OS.” 
 
      
 
    Ragnomrok nodded and turned back to his alchemy table.  
 
      
 
    “What are you making there?” I asked. “Something new for the upcoming competition? Perhaps one of the new potions you were excited about?” 
 
      
 
    “No, nothing as exciting as all that,” he said while pouring the bright blue liquid from the beaker from one hand to the next. There was a puff of smoke as the two liquids mixed, and Ragnomrok smiled. “There it’s ready,” was all he said before tipping his head back and drinking the potion. 
 
      
 
    I was surprised to see the normally cautious gnome casually drink what looked like a powerful potion. Perhaps it was that I’d never had a chance to see an Alchemist at work, but I didn’t think it was safe to test a potion like that.  
 
      
 
    The gnome shuttered, his hair stood on end, and a small cloud of smoke escaped his mouth as he breathed out. I was ready to call for help until he said, “Oh, that did the trick. I feel better already.” 
 
      
 
    I wondered what he meant until I noticed that his countenance had changed. The dark circles under his eyes were gone, and the fatigue I’d seen seemed to have disappeared. It looked like the gnome had gotten a full night's sleep instead of the four hours it had been since the gnomes had called it a night at the party.  
 
      
 
    The gnome swirled the mixture and winced as the vapors hit his nose. “Smells terrible, but my hangover remedy does the trick every time I overindulge.” 
 
      
 
    “Is it ready yet, Ragnomrok?!?” a chorus of voices yelled outside the workshop. When I opened the door, I saw a disheveled Mary and Gnomez. They were still wearing the same bright clothes they’d worn to the party last night, they had heavy dark bags under their eyes, and their hair was a mess. In all, the two looked like they’d been forcibly kept awake for days and only that moment escaped their captors.  
 
      
 
    Parker poked his body out from between my legs, took in the two gnomes, and with one judgemental shake of his body, sent me a vaguely disappointed emotion via our new telepathic connection before turning away from them. I wanted to laugh but thought it might be detrimental to my working relationship with the gnomes, so I simply waved and greeted the two, “Good morning, Mary. Good morning, Gnomez.” 
 
      
 
    The two winced at the volume of my greeting and gave me mumbled greetings back. Gnomez asked, “Is he done yet? We really need to start getting ready. The next competition starts in a few hours.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, yes. I’m all done,” Ragnomrok said behind me. I stepped out of the workshop to let the gnome through, and he walked out holding two more doses of whatever he’d been brewing. He handed a vial to each of them, and they each held their noses as they swallowed the concoctions in a single gulp. The effect of the potion on the gnomes was just as amazing as it had been on Ragnomrok. All signs of fatigue and hangover disappeared. The state of their clothes didn’t change, but the two certainly perked up enough to realize just how disheveled they looked and started to pull their clothes into the proper place.  
 
      
 
    “Here, give these to the others,” Ragnomrok said, holding out more of the hangover remedy for the gnomes to take. “I have some other potions I want to get ready this morning before we go.” 
 
      
 
    Mary stood up a little straighter and shook her head. “No, Researcher Ragnomrok. I’m afraid I don’t have time. I have my own preparations to make before we leave.” 
 
      
 
    “Nor do I. I have a few magical circuits to reinforce before we gather to hear what we’ll be doing today.” 
 
      
 
    Ragnomrok turned toward me and held out the vials. I shrugged, not having anything more to do in the next hour. “I’ll be happy to help out. It’ll give me a chance to greet the others.”  
 
      
 
    I took the vials, called Parker to my side, and walked off toward the main house. The house was quiet except for the low groans of the gnomes sitting around the dining room table. Professor Gnominsky looked pityingly upon Gnomerad and Gnominkin as I came in. Despite my efforts not to make too much noise, my heavy footsteps made the two hungover gnomes wince with each step. But once I handed each of them a vial of Ragnomrok’s hangover cure, they perked right up. It was one of the most miraculous things I’d ever seen, and back on Earth, the potion would have made Ragnomrok a mega-millionaire.  
 
      
 
    “Aww. That’s better. Researcher Ragnomrok is a real genius,” Gnominkin said, pushing back the chair he’d sat in and getting to his feet.  
 
      
 
    Gnomerad did the same, though without any comments or even appreciation for the potion maker. Gnominkin went to his room with the excuse of preparing for the contest, and I was left with Professor Gnominsky and Gnomerad.  
 
      
 
    “Don’t you have anything to do to prepare, Metalman?” Gnomerad said breaking the silence that had developed after Gnominkin left.  
 
      
 
    “I spent the night preparing. I did what I could with the time I had available. How long until we’re supposed to be told about the next contest?” 
 
      
 
    “Less than an hour,” Professor Gnominsky answered.  
 
      
 
    “Then there’s not much else I can do. Perhaps I can write some letters and you can arrange for them to be delivered, professor?” 
 
      
 
    “Of course. I’d be delighted to do anything that I can do to support one of the Institute's most important assets,” the professor said with a nod. He pointed at a small desk in the living room area. “There is some paper, a pen, and some ink there if you want to write out your correspondence.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you.” I sat at the desk, Parker resting at my feet, and wrote a letter to Greebo to tell him about the contact I’d made with Chef Jerry and explained the events of the previous night, including the business opportunity for food stands that sold french fries and cheese fries. I described the process of preparing the potato substitute, Cavana Tubers, and the steps of the recipe for both dishes along with some tips about how to package them. I preferred the old-school method of serving them in a newspaper, but anything that would increase the value of the product would be beneficial. I trusted Greebo to see the benefits of the arrangement and work to get everything set up.  
 
      
 
    By the time I’d gotten the letter penned, blotted the ink, and stuffed it into an envelope addressed to Greebo at the Tipsy Minotaur, there was a knock at the door. The next moment, our lanky elf guide walked bent over through the low front door. “Good morning to you, good gnomes.  I am here to escort you to the main house to begin the next section of the competition. Is everyone ready?” 
 
      
 
    “It will only take a moment to collect everyone,” Professor Gnominsky said as he looked at me. I handed the letter to the professor and left to notify the gnomes in the workshop that it was time to leave. They must have expected the call because it only took a single knock on the door before it flew open and the three gnomes marched out. I informed them that our elf guide was waiting for us, and they wordlessly went to the house.  
 
      
 
    By the time we returned, Gnominkin was already waiting with his black clockwork armor and the bronze metal he controlled through his magic all equipped and ready for action. We left the gnome-sized home together and walked back toward the prince’s residence. 
 
      
 
    We traveled through the house with its beautifully decorated hallways no less impressive than the first time I’d seen them and gathered in the ornate audience room in the Royal Abode. The room was significantly less full than the last time we’d appeared to learn what task we’d face. In addition to our team, I recognized the dwarves we’d faced in the last test and the humans that made up the Mage’s Guild, their leader a man with silver hair. While I’d seen the other three groups I’d not paid much attention to them in the crowd of previous competitors. One group of humans was wearing coordinated brown and gold outfits suits with puffy pants and calf-high leather boots. Another group was a rough-looking mix of races including a Minotaur, a couple of bushy-bearded human men, and a youthful-looking blonde man with slightly pointed ears. The last group was composed entirely of human women in robes, except for one short dwarf. They didn’t have the same air of mystery that the Mage Guild had, who mostly hid their features under hooded robes. Instead, there was a bright sunburst symbol on each of their robes. 
 
      
 
    An elf in the royal black and gold livery walked out from behind the throne and blew a horn to produce three short notes. The room went completely silent as the prince and his royal advisors walked out from the doors behind the throne and took their seats. Once he was seated, Prince Thallan said, “The Gnomish Research Institute, Anvil Works, The Mages Guild, Tetra Research, Smithson Company, and the Sisterhood of the Sun House. I congratulate you six groups have made it to the next stage of the Ultimate Research Warrior Competition. I will allow Councilor Tia’monton to explain the details of the next contest.” 
 
      
 
    The elf to the right of the prince rose to his feet and looked out over the assembled teams with an air of superiority clear in his countenance. “You have all had a night to prepare and renew any resources you need. The next contest will take place on the tenth floor of the city’s dungeon: the maze.” 
 
      
 
    There were groans and murmurs from the contestants, and the gnomes looked at each other with worried expressions. 
 
      
 
    The councilor raised his hands and the room quieted. “I understand that it is considered one of the most challenging levels of the first twenty floors of the dungeon, and rightly so too as it is one of the only levels that dramatically changes over time. Each month, it not only alters the pathways through the maze but also changes the types of flora and fauna that populate its depths. The dungeon just recently changed once again, and as soon as it did, we restricted access so that no one would have advanced knowledge of its layout.  
 
      
 
    The contest is simple in concept: reach the center of the dungeon maze. Not only will you face the monsters the dungeon has spawned and whatever else it has placed in your paths, but you will also face each other. Only the first three research groups to reach the center of the maze will advance to the last contest.” 
 
      
 
    “Will we be teleported again to the dungeon?” one of the women in the sunburst robe asked. 
 
      
 
    The councilor nodded. “Yes, though you will not be randomly placed this time. Instead, each team will be placed equidistant from the center of the maze in an established safe location. However, once you are teleported, it will not be maintained as such.” 
 
      
 
    “Will this contest also be timed?” Mary asked. 
 
      
 
    “No. Because you will be facing dungeon monsters in addition to your competitors, there will not be a time limit. The contest will end when the first three teams reach the center of the maze and we will let you know as each team reaches the center.” 
 
      
 
    “Can you tell us what we’ll be facing in the maze?” one of the bearded gruff men asked. 
 
      
 
    “No, adapting to unknown conditions and enemies is part of what we’re testing.” 
 
      
 
    There was silence as the councilors waited for other questions, but when none were forthcoming, he sat down. 
 
      
 
    The prince stood again. “You will enter the teleportation mirror in the order that you were retrieved from the last contest. May you all show us what you are made of.” 
 
      
 
    With those words, the councilors stood and each team was led to the tall magic portal that was embedded in the wall of the audience chamber. One by one, the teams entered and disappeared until it was our turn and we stepped through the looking glass. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 50 
 
      
 
      
 
    My vision was blinded by a bright light and a twisting sensation, and then I found myself surrounded on three sides by smooth-worked grey stone. My Whitworth Sniper Rifle was instantly in my hands as I searched the open hallway. There was a single source of light, a magical lamp behind me, that illuminated the path for a dozen feet around us, but was dark beyond that. While we’d been assured the area we were teleported to was safe, they’d also said that it wouldn’t remain so.  
 
      
 
    The gurgling and hurling sounds around me told me that the gnomes had arrived, and I risked a glance to do a headcount. One, two, three, four. Four terribly sick gnomes, check.  
 
      
 
    With no immediate threat coming to attack us, I lowered my rifle and mentally ordered Parker to come out of backpack mode. The mechanical spider’s legs relaxed, and he climbed down my back. With another mental order, I sent him down the tunnel to watch for any danger, and his legs clicked on the stone floor. 
 
      
 
    The rest of the gnomes got to their feet one after another with various grumblings.  
 
      
 
    “I hate teleporting,” Mary complained as she wiped her mouth with the back of her hand. I noticed that her red-dyed armor made her stand out amidst the grey uniform walls.  
 
      
 
    “Me too,” Gnominkin said. “Gnomes just were meant to travel so quickly. Give me a leisurely coach ride any day.” 
 
      
 
    There were nods of agreement from the others. “Perhaps we can make it a research project to perfect teleportation for gnomekind,” Ragnomrok suggested as he dusted off the knees of his green-dyed clockwork armor.  
 
      
 
    “Not my specialty,” the other gnomes said almost in unison. They looked at each other then chuckled. It seemed to me that researchers in many worlds had the same feelings about someone suggesting they do work they knew nothing about.  
 
      
 
    “If you’ve all recovered we should get moving. Parker’s up ahead, and he doesn’t sense anything dangerous yet, but we should start moving. I’ve no doubt that the other teams are heading towards the center of the maze as we speak.” 
 
      
 
    “No doubt,” Mary agreed. “But hasty movements would waste our time more. Does anyone have any idea where we are in the labyrinth? Does anyone have any skills or spells that can aid us?” 
 
      
 
    While Ragnomrok and Gnominkin shook their heads in the negative, Gnomez took a small device from his belt and held it up. “I brought an adventuring tool that may help us find our way. It’s meant to help keep a team on track when they’re traveling outside the city in the wilds.” He fiddled with the circular device, turning it this way and that while looking down at it. Then he growled in frustration. “It has a couple of needles that just keep spinning around in circles. It’s supposed to point north so that we can at least travel in the proper direction.” 
 
      
 
    “Don’t blame your tool, Researcher Gnomez,” Gnominkin said. “The dungeon makes things difficult on the normal levels, the 10th level is known to have many tricks to make things even harder.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, I picked up Topography, a skill that I thought would help us,” I said.  
 
      
 
    “Oh, that’s a good skill to have if you plan to go out into the wild,” Gnomez said with a nod. 
 
      
 
    “Thanks, but it doesn’t seem to do much. It just gives me an impression of what’s around me and in the dungeon here, and that’s just stone,” I complained.  
 
      
 
    “Of course. What else is it going to do if you just got the skill?” Gnominkin said with a chuckle. “Topography only gives you a slightly better sense of the lay of the land around you at early levels, but once you grow it by exploring new places, I hear you can use it to make some very detailed maps if you also have the cartography skill. It’s said that it’ll even find locations of minerals and other resources.” 
 
      
 
    Mary nodded in agreement. “Well, if no one else has any ideas or skills they think could be helpful, then we should get moving. Did anyone bring a lantern?” 
 
      
 
    Gnomez took another small object out of a pouch on his waist, and with a click, it started to glow. “Here. It’s a bit small, but it’s better than nothing.” 
 
      
 
    “Can I take a look at that?” I asked, rather curious about the glowing device in his hands. The gnome handed it to me, and I saw that it was a simple wooden rectangle about the size of my palm that had a mounted silver disk with a magical circuit engraved on it. At its center, there was a nail-sized monster core that glowed about as brightly as an oil lamp. “This is clever. Not as bright as a magical lamp, but much more portable. I recognize some of the circuits as the light spell, but what are the others?” 
 
      
 
    Gnomez looked down at where I was pointing on the device. “Oh, they’re a bit of my own work. They dampen the light for more efficient use of the mana stored in the core. It makes the light last for a long time before needing a recharge.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, an efficiency script? That is smart. May I scan the device? I can make one for each of us.” 
 
      
 
    I scanned the device with a nod of assent.  
 
      
 
    Scan complete. Object: Efficiency Lamp. Components: .2 lbs silver, .3 lbs wood, tier 1 monster core, magical energy, spell engravings - Light, Efficiency.   
 
      
 
    Efficiency Lamp schematic recorded and added to schematic database. 
 
      
 
    Efficiency Lamp  
 
    Weight 0.52 lbs 
 
    Durability 5/5 
 
    Lamp with an engraved light spell. Additional efficiency decreases mana consumption of spell by 80% at the cost of 60% less power. 
 
    Current Charge: 8 hours 
 
      
 
    The item description showed that Gnomez was being modest when he said his circuit made the lamp last ‘a long time.’ It was so fine-tuned that, on a tier 1 core, the same kind used to create the spark that fired the bullets in my rifle, he could produce a slightly weakened light for over eight hours straight. It was a wonderful example of a product that might not have had much use among the rich clients the Institute catered to--those who could afford to buy expensive high tier cores to light their homes--but the device would be a godsend to the poor who couldn’t even afford a cheap magical lamp. 
 
      
 
    I fabricated the four of the devices using the tier 1 cores, wood, and silver I had in my internal inventory and handed them out to the other gnomes. They charged the cores using their mana, and I did the same for me and Parker who returned to our group at my mental command. Five low glows emitted from the devices, though it took a moment to attach the device to Parker's body. I got a sense of pleasure from my mechanical spider through our mental link, and he danced a little when I finished putting it on him. 
 
      
 
    Turning to Gnomez, I asked, “Would you ever consider selling the rights to the device?” 
 
      
 
    The question seemed to catch him off guard. “I hadn’t thought of it. I only made it for the contest so that we wouldn’t have to pack a bulky lamp.”  
 
      
 
    “Well, I think there’s a market for it, and I’m willing to do all the work to manufacture it and sell it. I’ll give you ten percent of the profits.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s fine with me,” Gnomez said indifferently. “I doubt there’s much profit in it, but I’m not opposed to free coins.” 
 
      
 
    His ready acceptance took me by surprise. I’d expected him to haggle or at least counter my lowball price, and I already had several reasons prepared for why he should accept my offer. But I quickly held out my hand, and a notification appeared as he shook on the deal. 
 
    You have agreed to manufacture and sell Efficiency Lamps with 10% of the profit going to Gnomez Josiua.  
 
      
 
    “If you two are done negotiating, we do have a contest to participate in,” Mary reminded us.  
 
      
 
    “Of course,” Gnomez said with a nod, the glow of his Efficiency Lamp adding to the others. Though it was not as bright as the magical lamp behind us, it was enough to illuminate the tunnel.  
 
      
 
    We walked down the passage, Parker scouting a dozen feet before us, followed by Gnomez and Gnominkin who walked side by side, then Mary and Ragnomrok, with me last. The two gnomes in front had their rifles out, but the others refrained in the tight quarters. I, the tallest of our group, had my weapon ready to fire, though I doubted it would be put to its best use with the limited range of vision.  
 
      
 
    An emotion from Parker put my thoughts to the side. It wasn’t a call of danger but rather a request for clarification. I’d ordered him to go further ahead, and he appeared as a faint light. As we approached where he stopped, it became clear why he asked for clarification. The path split into five directions: one to the left, one to the right, one continued forward, and two broke off at forty-five-degree angles to the left and right.  
 
      
 
    “Any idea about which way we should go?” Ragnomrok asked. 
 
      
 
    “None. But look around to see if there are any clues. I’ve heard that maze levels of the dungeon sometimes have clues that help you navigate if you can figure them out,” Mary suggested. 
 
      
 
    The gnomes and I searched the stonework for any clues or symbols but didn’t find anything.  
 
      
 
    “Well, it’s guesswork then,” Gnomez said. “We might as well choose at random. Ragnomrok pick a number between one and five.”  
 
      
 
    “Oh, uh, four,” the alchemist said. 
 
      
 
    Gnomez pointed to the far left and moved his finger with each word, “Tosser, Bosser, Minnie, Skinny, one, two, three, four, my nanny said to pick you!” His finger ended on the tunnel second farthest from the right. “There we go.” 
 
      
 
    The other gnomes started to walk towards the passageway, but I knelt and activated my deconstruction tool. It took longer than I thought it would, but I eventually marked the floor with a small arrow pointing in the direction we’d gone. A small indicator in case we had to come back. Then I ran to catch up to the gnomes who’d walked ahead. 
 
      
 
    There were more intersections as we traveled, and the gnomes were content to choose our direction at random after confirming there were no clues or hidden markers. We ran into dead ends three times and had to turn back, and on the fourth time, Parker sent a thought of danger. 
 
      
 
    “Something is in front of us. Be ready,” I warned the gnomes. Their wariness had lessened as we’d traveled, but my words made them raise their weapons. At the intersection, I saw Parker’s glowing light dash from left to right and then bounce up the walls as he ran from whatever was attacking him. It was hard to distinguish in the low glow, but the sounds it made as it moved traveled back to us as a kind of sloshing sound.  
 
      
 
    The monster became easier to see in our collective light as we approached, and I saw a translucent cube-shaped creature that took up almost the entirety of the tunnel. While the majority of its mass seemed to crawl along the floor, parts of it transformed into a whip-like appendage and attacked Parker. The mechanical spider was already sporting several marks on its body despite its efforts to evade the tentacles. 
 
      
 
    “Damn, it's a jelly,” Gnominkin said as he halted. “My metal won’t last very long against it.” He continued as he formed a forked rest with the metal he controlled around the barrel of his rifle. With a pull of the trigger, he fired a silent gust-powered round and then moved to reload. 
 
      
 
    Gnomez and I followed suit, though I took a fraction of a second longer to aim than him. My round fired silently, but Gnomez’s went off with a loud bang that echoed terribly in the passage. Each round hit the monster, and I would have found it surprising if we’d missed considering the space it took up. But the damage from the firearms seemed to be minimal as I used Inspect.  
 
      
 
    Cleaning Jelly 
 
    Level 10 
 
    HP 43/50 
 
      
 
    “The core, aim for its core in the center!” Ragnomrok said as he shot a potion dart from his rifle. The dart hit the outside of the monster’s jellylike body, and it hissed as it melted the round. But it wasn’t fast enough to melt the mobile syringe before it delivered a red liquid that spread through the monster. “I’ve shot it with an alkali mixture that should reduce the acidic damage it does to our weapons.” 
 
      
 
    Left foot forward and my right lined up behind it, I turned my body sideways as I reloaded and aimed down my barrel of my rightful. A standing stance was less stable than shooting prone, but I needed the height so as not to hit my teammates. Gnomez and Gnominkin had gotten closer to attack the monster with their melee weapons, giving Parker a break as he fled back toward me. The two gnomes slashed and tried to pierce with their melee attacks and while they caused some damage to the jelly-like monster, they couldn’t reach the round fist-sized ball at the monster’s center, which was only barely visible thanks to their two light sources.  
 
      
 
    I pulled the trigger of my rifle, and the round shot out with a whomp of air and hit the large monster. Like before, the round failed to hit the core; but unlike before, the round didn’t immediately dissolve thanks to the potion that Ragnomrok had injected. Still, the poor lighting meant that it was near impossible to accurately hit the monster’s constantly shifting core. I needed to find either a better way to aim or some way to light up the area or else we’d be stuck whittling away the monster’s health as its acid ate away at our weapons.  
 
      
 
    I took two rounds from my Internal Inventory and imbued two separate spells into each round. I held one in my left hand and loaded the other into the sniper rifle. The rifle barrel locked into place with a click, and I quickly shot off the round. It would be almost impossible to miss the tunnel-sized monster as it slapped and lunged with acidic tendrils at my teammates. Without waiting to see if it hit, I reloaded as quickly as possible, flipping the latch that held the barrel and then pulling out the spent round and sliding in the fresh one before snapping the barrel closed. It took no more than a few seconds, but it was time that I knew could mean failure.  
 
      
 
    “Light!” I shouted, activating the spell in the previous round I shot. Though diffused slightly by the monster’s body, the rifle round burst into a bright light, turning the inside of the monster into a perfectly illuminated target. The core was suddenly perfectly visible. I took a moment to line up my sight with the exposed core, and there was a loud boom as the black powder ignited in the round and a more powerful bullet shot out of the rifle. The round flew true, striking the monster’s core.  
 
      
 
    Cleaning Jelly 
 
    Level 10 
 
    HP 13/50 
 
      
 
    Though not perfectly destroyed, the core was split into parts, and the monster’s body quivered with the damage done to it. My bullet hadn’t been destroyed and remained suspended in the monster, floating near the core. I hoped it was intact enough as I called out, “Spark!” and activated the other spell I’d imbued.  
 
      
 
    A blue flash of electricity flowed through the creature, and the already-damaged core broke apart completely. Seconds later, the monster lost cohesion, and the jelly-like body burst like a water balloon, sending its inside fluids splashing along the floor.  
 
      
 
    You’ve helped kill a level 10 Cleaning Jelly. 
 
    You receive 12 XP. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 51  
 
      
 
      
 
    I heard a hissing sound as I was reading the notification and looked down to see that the Cleaning Jelly’s acid fluid was burning the bottom of my metal feet with a soft hiss. When I checked my character sheet, I saw that the fluid had burned off a few hit points, and I could only imagine what it could have done had Ragnomrok not neutralized it with his potion dart. 
 
      
 
    “I hate slimes and jellies, they damage my tools even after they're dead,” Gnomez complained. 
 
      
 
    The other gnomes agreed as they examined their armor pieces and noted the light damage they’d taken. 
 
      
 
    The gnome’s reaction reminded me that poor Parker had been the one to take the most damage. I called my mechanical companion over and saw that his body and legs had burns where the Jelly had gotten him with its acidic tentacles, and there was even a small gap in his steel armor where I could see his inner workings. 
 
      
 
    Parker 
 
    Level 6 
 
    HP: 32/41 
 
    Mana: 10/10 
 
      
 
    My left forearm split open as I activated the repair tool and the cylindrical tool popped out. It emitted a green light as it rebuilt the Parkers’ damaged parts and armor using the materials I’d brought and stored in my Internal Inventory space. 
 
      
 
    Once Parker was as good as new, I moved on to the gnome’s armor. It took less time since the gnomes hadn’t been in contact with the monster as long as Parker, but I thought we might have to keep an eye out for more repair materials if we were going to fight more of those Jelly monsters. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, no,” Ragnomrok said after he walked to the intersection. “I think we’ve gone in a circle.” 
 
      
 
    “What?” Mary asked, annoyed.  
 
      
 
    The gnomes and I joined Ragnomrok at the intersection and saw that we had indeed returned to the five-way crossroads we’d come across after being transported into the dungeon. The mark I’d made on the floor was even there, though it looked a bit blurred where the Cleaning Jelly had crawled over it. 
 
      
 
    Gnomez hit the stone wall in frustration, and though it didn’t do any damage to the wall, his clockwork gauntlet came away with a few new dents. “Blasted maze! How are we supposed to get to the center of the dungeon level if we keep coming back to where we started?” 
 
      
 
    “Well, we’ve eliminated one of the paths through here. Maybe we just keep trying the other paths until we get the correct one?” Mary argued. 
 
      
 
    “That’s your solution? Keep getting lost until we’re not?” the clockwork machinist shot back. 
 
      
 
    Mary crossed her arms with an annoyed expression. “I don’t see you offering any suggestions.” 
 
      
 
    Gnomez scowled. “Yes, I keep my mouth closed unless I have something useful to add. You should try it sometime.” 
 
      
 
    “Woah, woah, woah,” I said. “This bickering isn’t getting us anywhere. Mary is right. Thanks to the mark I left in the stone, we know for sure that at least that pathway isn’t where we’re supposed to go. Sure, it’s not the progress we’d like, but it is progress. I doubt the other teams are having an easier time. Unless someone finds a sign or clue about a correct path, we don’t have any other choice but to just keep going forward. We are not doing anything but wasting time here while we should be moving.” 
 
      
 
    There was some grumbling from the two bickering gnomes, but we continued down the far-right pathway this time. I made sure to use my deconstruction tool to mark the direction we’d gone. Our positions were the same as we’d been traveling before with Parker in the lead by a dozen feet followed by the gnomes and then me bringing up the rear. Before we even reached another intersection, I heard a soft hissing sound and then felt an urgent sense of danger from Parker.  
 
      
 
    One of the gnomes closest to my mechanical companion yelled, “Turn around, run back!” 
 
      
 
    It was hard to make out exactly what was going on ahead in the low illumination from the efficiency lamps, but I could see Parker’s light bobbing along the ceiling as he raced back toward me. A second later, I saw the gnome turn and run as well. I turned and ran back the way we’d come with metal feet cleaning against the stone floor as I ran until I reached the same intersection we’d just left. The gnomes with their short legs had bunched up and were unable to travel as fast despite their strength-enhancing armor. It wasn’t until they finally leapt through to the intersection that I saw what had sparked the retreat. Behind the gnomes, there were spike-filled walls stretched across the passageway. The corridor was meant to skewer anyone that got trapped there, and if not for Parker, we may not have had enough time to get out before we were overcome by the spikes. 
 
      
 
    “Good job there, trap finder,” I said to Parker as he walked down the wall. 
 
      
 
    “Good job? The thing set off the trap,” complained Mary with a sarcastic tone. 
 
      
 
    “Did anyone else see the traps in the wall at all?” I asked. There was no answer. “Anyone fancy taking the lead as a scout to see if there are any more traps about us?” No one volunteered. “Then let us all thank Parker for his quickness and willingness to trap find the hard way.” 
 
      
 
    While no one actually thanked Parker, the reminder about just what risks he’d taken had at least shut them up. Annoyed at my teammates, I turned away from them and examined the tunnel. I wasn’t sure if it was the Topography skill, but the places where the spikes had appeared on the walls of the far-right tunnel suddenly seemed different from the surrounding stone. It only felt obvious that they were there after the fact, but I was sure that I could spot the differences in the future. We chose the far left tunnel this time, and I cut another arrow in the stone floor as I followed the others down the path. 
 
      
 
    We came across more intersections, made more turns, and I marked each with a deconstructed arrow so that we wouldn’t lose our way. It was only at the end of one particular dead end and after fighting another Cleaning Jelly that Ragnomrok noticed something. 
 
      
 
    “Is it me, or does this dead-end feel different from the others?” the alchemist asked. 
 
      
 
    The others and I paused and turned back. At a casual glance, the end of the path was like all the others: simply nothing more than flat stone walls and a roof.  But upon a closer inspection, I agreed that there was something off. I don’t know if I would have noticed if the gnome hadn’t mentioned it, but once it was brought to my attention, I couldn’t help but notice a difference. 
 
      
 
    “The corridor walls meet at a seam at the end. It’s not smooth like the other dead ends,” I said after staring at the walls for a minute. 
 
      
 
    Gnomez tapped the dead-end stone wall with the butt of his rifle. “The stone is thick, but it sounds a bit hollow. There could be something behind this wall--maybe another part of the maze or just a secret room?” 
 
      
 
    “Do you think there’s a switch around here to move the wall? Or are we meant to mine through it?” Gnominkin asked. 
 
      
 
    Gnomez pressed his ear against the stone. “Could be either. Maze dungeons don’t always have just a single solution.” 
 
      
 
    “Found something,” Mary said hesitantly. 
 
      
 
    “What is it?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    “Three holes here. Almost didn’t see them but found them by touch,” she answered. 
 
      
 
    I could see why no one had noticed them in the dim light cast by the efficiency lamps. The holes were angled such that you would only see them if you had your back against the dead-end wall and were looking back the way you’d come. Even then, you might miss them if you were not looking for something unusual as the holes could almost be mistaken for oddly shaped shadows. 
 
      
 
    “Anyone want to stick something down the holes to see if they trigger anything?” Mary asked. 
 
      
 
    “I would, but I’m attached to the only part of me that long,” Gnomez said with a chuckle. 
 
      
 
    None of the other gnomes joined in the laugh, and Mary gave the clockwork gnome a scathing look that quickly quieted his humor. She didn’t say anything, but shook her head disapprovingly. She turned and said, “Researcher Gnominkin, could you see if you could fiddle with the holes with your metal?” 
 
      
 
    The gnome muttered an incantation, and part of the bronze that covered his armor flowed off of him and pooled at his feet. With a little gesture from the gnome, the metal flowed up the stone wall and separated into three parts before filling up the three holes. The metal solidified, melted, and solidified again as Gnominkin reformed it into various shapes: Handles, keys, sticks, swords, and more. The gnomes and I stood there for minutes, watching the metal mage try everything he could. But with a shake of his head, he said, “Sorry, nothing seems to be working. I can fill the shape of the holes, but whatever locking mechanism is there must be magical, not just mechanical.” 
 
      
 
    “It was a long shot that it would be that easy,” Mary said before she turned to the rest of the team. “How about you Ragnomrok? Any potions that would help us?” 
 
      
 
    “Some acid, I suppose. But that would also create a noxious gas that I wouldn’t want to breathe in this confined space,” the alchemist answered. 
 
      
 
    “Well, we don’t all want to suffocate, so perhaps we’ll hold that option for last. Mr. Repair, anything you can do?” 
 
      
 
    Instead of answering with words, I opened up an Internal Inventory slot by dropping the steel I carried onto the ground, activated my deconstruction tool, and started breaking down the stone wall. Much like the times when I’d carved a symbol into the stone floor as we traveled through the maze, the wall felt unusually resistant to being broken down. With normal stone, I could have carved a doorway in minutes. But in those same minutes, I’d only broken down a fist-sized amount of material. I stopped after checking out my progress and turned to see the other gnomes watching curiously. 
 
      
 
    I shook my head, disappointed at the small amount of stone removed by my deconstruction tool. “I think I can break through the stone this way, but it may take hours. Something about this stone makes it hard to break down.” 
 
      
 
    “Dungeon magic,” Gnomez supplied. “The stone is imbued with the very essence of the dungeon, and in a maze level like this one, it's especially powerful since there are fewer monsters that the dungeon makes. I’m honestly surprised that you could even break it at all. I’ve seen miners with a higher-level work for hours at dungeon stone like that and not make more than a dent in it.” He paused as he considered something. “Don’t suppose you’d let me study the stone you’ve taken? It might make fine research material.” 
 
      
 
    I checked my Internal Inventory and saw that the small bit of dungeon stone there had almost pushed me past my carrying capacity, even with its weight reduced by 60% with my special Artificer skill. I dropped the cube-shaped material from my inventory, and it fell to the ground with a hard thud. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, that’s heavy for its size,” Gnomez commented as he lifted the cube, his clockwork armor whirring to life to compensate for the weight. He carefully put it into a slot at his waist before asking, “So, what do we do now? Are we going to wait for Mr. Repair to cut through the stone? Or are we going to go explore those other two pathways?” 
 
      
 
    “They may have the objects we’re looking for to get past this part of the dungeon,” Gnominkin said. 
 
      
 
    As Mary considered the suggestions, I added, “We can always come back to break through the stone later if we don’t find anything. But we could be wasting hours when there’s a faster way through.” 
 
      
 
    “Then what are we waiting for? Let’s go back to those other tunnels,” Mary agreed. 
 
      
 
    The others agreed and we all backtracked following the marks I’d carved into the stone floor. The last two tunnels didn’t seem much different than the other three we’d traversed, and each held its own challenges.  
 
      
 
    One tunnel had a grey version of the Cleaning Jelly that spit wads of itself in addition to its acidic tentacle attack. Poor Mary got a fist-sized glob of acidic ooze on her when we discovered the monster. Ragnomrok was close by and applied the alkaline solution that neutralized much of the acid’s power, but not before it ate through her red-dyed chest plate and exposed the inner workings.  
 
      
 
    Thankfully, the monster could lob parts of himself for a short distance; otherwise, we would have been in trouble. As it was, after applying another potion dart of alkaline solution and a light spell, it was more like target practice for the group. We’d shoot, the monster would slowly move forward, we’d back away, and then we’d reload and shoot again. Gnominkin got the kill shot, and we all made sure to stay well back from the damaging jelly solution that flooded the path after it died.  
 
      
 
    At the end of the tunnel though, we found a locked wooden chest. While Gnomez thought he could unlock the chest, we didn’t take any chances, and I simply deconstructed the lock and the box. It was a good thing we did too as it was trapped with a poison dart mechanism on the inside that was set to activate when the lid of the chest was opened. I scanned the mechanism in case I ever needed something like it. There were two items inside. One was a two-foot-long rod with a clear crystal on one end, and the other was a ring with four small stones set in it. 
 
      
 
    The other tunnel led to a cavern with a four-foot-deep pit with spikes at the bottom. There was a series of platforms that had to be traversed to reach another chest at the end of the cavern. Gnominkin discovered that the platforms had to be taken in a specific order or else they’d crumble apart and drop whoever was on them down into the pit below to be skewered. Thankfully, he was able to simply use his metal to apply weight to several platforms at once, and no one was harmed. In the end, however, we couldn’t see any pattern as to what platforms to use, so I simply had Parker climb the walls and retrieve the items from the chest. The reward this time was another crystal-topped rod and a tier 2 monster core. 
 
      
 
    With the two rods in our possession, we could only guess where we’d find the third we needed down the spike-filled tunnel we’d abandoned since it was the only pathway we’d not fully explored. We made our way through the dungeon passageways back to where we’d started and discovered that the spike-filled tunnel had reset. The way ahead looked clear and rather boring. The gnomes were hesitant to go in, knowing that they’d only barely escaped the deathtrap, but I carefully pointed out that the spikes weren’t invisible anymore. As long as we could find the trigger mechanism, we should be able to get past the danger.  
 
      
 
    In the end, it was Gnomez and me who took the lead. Thanks to Topography, I’d noted the changes in the tunnel walls, and the two of us carefully probed each for some kind of mechanism. It wasn’t until we’d made our second turn in the path that we came across a panel in the ceiling. Once opened, it revealed a series of small gears and springs. It looked like a complicated mess to me, but Gnomez was able to explain what each did. 
 
      
 
    “That one sets the tension point of the triggers; the gear is actually part of the timer mechanism that controls the delay between when the trigger is activated and when the spikes come out,” he explained from atop my shoulders. He was using small tools that he produced from a pouch at his waist to probe and manipulate the mechanisms. Then there was a click as he turned a screwdriver, and he nodded satisfactorily. “They're all closed up. The trap should be disarmed.” The rest of the tunnel was boring, though I still kept an eye out for any pressure plates or other traps. We found the last crystal-topped rod at the end of the passageway sitting on a stone ledge.  
 
      
 
    We returned to our group and made our way to the tunnel that had the three hidden depressions and the false wall. It only took a matter of moments to fit the three rods into the three slots. When they were all set, the crystals atop each rod began glowing, and the stone wall, which had seemed immovable, silently swiveled apart at the center, revealing the rest of the passageway.  
 
      
 
    Mary walked through the new entryway, the glow of her lamp barely touching the walls. She turned and looked back at us with a small smile. “You see? There was a simple solution the entire time. We just had to explore all avenues of inq-” Then the floor opened beneath her, and both she and the light from her lamp were engulfed by the darkness below her. The spirit mage shouted in shock and horror as she fell, and I could only think that it was a long way down based on how long it took for her screams to disappear. The other gnomes looked at each other and me. 
 
      
 
    Ragnomrok peered down the pit. “It looks like there’s a slide, not just a straight drop. Do we follow? I don’t think she’s dead, or she would have stopped yelling sooner.” 
 
      
 
    “Is there another path to follow?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    There were only negative shakes of little gnomish heads. Then, one by one, the gnomes jumped into the pit and down the slide. With a little shake of my head, I ordered Parker to assume backpack mode and followed after my team into the unknown. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 52 
 
      
 
      
 
    Stone blocks flashed by, briefly illuminated by the lamp clipped to my belt, as I slid down the curved shaft on my back. There was some slick lubricant on the floor beneath us that kept my steel plating from sparking and catching on the stone material. I could hear the yells of the gnomes that had gone before me, both of excitement and fear, as they picked up speed, and the stone blocks flashed by faster and faster. I wondered just how far we were going. We had already been falling for several seconds, and even though the slide twisted around, it was still a long way down.  
 
      
 
    Just as I finished my thought, a glow appeared ahead of me illuminating the end of the slide. The light sped toward me and then I was shot out of the tube with a soft pop. The light in the room was much brighter than I’d expected, and a glance around me showed that I was in a natural stone cave as I skidded across the ground.  
 
      
 
    I heard a panicked yell ahead of me and spied the gnomes sliding toward the edge of a cliff, each scrambling to halt the momentum that had been built up by their fall. One by one, they grabbed at the smooth stone beneath them and used their augmented strength to come to a halt a mere few feet from the precipice.  
 
      
 
    However, I weighed more than them and thus had a greater momentum. I tried to dig my elbows, hands, and feet into the ground, sending sparks flying as my steel limbs and armor scraped across the stone. Despite my efforts, I wasn’t slowing down fast enough. I crashed into the gnomes who must have been thankful that they hadn’t fallen over the edge of the cliff so close to them, and I felt sharp elbows, knees, and their hard armor hit me as I bowled the gnomes over and continued past them. The edge of the cliff got closer and closer, and then I had a flash of insight. I activated the Ice Shoes integrated into my feet. They popped out with a snap, and I bent my knees, digging spikes into the floor while spraying a shower of sparks into the air. It was finally enough to arrest my momentum, and I came to a full stop inches away from the edge of the cliff. Even if it didn’t hurt me, I could feel the heat coming from beyond the edge. I peeked over the precipice and saw red hot magma bubbling twenty feet below.  
 
      
 
    I wanted to sigh with relief at having avoided a messy ending. Had I been flesh and blood, I would have been sweating buckets in the heat as I lay on my back and stared up at the stalactite-filled ceiling. I carefully scooched back from the edge and then when I had enough room turned and got to my feet.  
 
      
 
    The gnomes were picking themselves up, their armors dirty and scratched from the slide and crash.  
 
      
 
    “That was too dangerous!” Gnominkin said with a scowl as I approached them. 
 
      
 
    “It wasn’t exactly how I wanted to proceed either, Researcher Gnominkin. I could have fallen to my death. Why did you all follow after me?” Mary asked as she dusted off the scratched knees of her armor. 
 
      
 
    Ragnomrok tapped the badge on his armor, the one that we’d been given by the prince’s counselors. “I thought we’d be transported away if we got into trouble and got hurt.” 
 
      
 
    There were nods from the other gnomes. Mary shook her head and pointed to the glowing magma beyond the cliff they stood upon. “Do you think that we’d be teleported fast enough to avoid being melted by the lava?” 
 
      
 
    The other gnomes looked at each other with concern. Apparently, they hadn’t considered that. And to be honest, I hadn’t either. “It doesn’t matter, does it? Whether it's facing environmental hazards, monsters, or the other teams, we all came with an understanding that we’re risking life and limb to win this competition.” 
 
      
 
    Gnomez clapped his hands. “Well said, Mr. Repair.” 
 
      
 
    “But let us still be aware of the danger,” Gnominkin said as he started to sweat and fanned his face with one hand, “and the heat.” 
 
      
 
    Mary looked annoyed but didn’t say anything. Instead, she glanced around the cavern we had ended up in. She shook her head and said, “I don’t see any way off this ledge. Does anyone else see any path to proceed?” 
 
      
 
    As the other gnomes each started searching, I mentally called out to Parker, ‘Go take a look around and search the walls and ceiling, buddy.’ The mechanical spider’s legs clicked as he released his grip from around my chest and climbed down. Parker went off silently, and I moved away to get a better look for myself.  
 
      
 
    The light from the lava below us was enough to show that the rough stone walls stretched up to dozens of feet above us. It was littered with stalactites that cast shadows so deep that it was hard to tell just how far the ceiling was in places. I easily could have believed that there were hidden passages or tunnels secreted there somewhere. The cavern itself was a hundred feet long, though only half that wide, and the only safe place I could see was the ledge that we were standing on, a relatively thin sliver of rock and dirt that had survived the hot molten earth around it.  
 
      
 
    I felt a pull of curiosity from Parker and searched for where he’d gone. He was up among the stalactites on the ceiling, and the light I’d attached to his body was enough to illuminate a square plate with a symbol on it.  
 
      
 
    “Parker has found something above us. Does anyone recognize the symbol on the plate there?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    The gnomes peered up at the ceiling, and I mentally ordered Parker to lean in toward the symbol so the light on his back illuminated it better.  
 
      
 
    “Is that the han character?” Ragnomrok asked. 
 
      
 
    “I believe it is. Are there others up there?” Mary asked. 
 
      
 
    With a mental command at Parker, the mechanical spider continued his search, and the gnomes used what tools they could to help. Mary summoned a spirit bat that searched the dark crevices of the ceiling, and Gnominkin used his metal to grasp his lamp and stretched it up to the ceiling to search while Gnomez and Ragnomrok wrote down the symbols the others found on a bit of paper and a pencil they had.  
 
      
 
    “We have hen, han, ha, na, ai, lo, xu, ti, toh, and ui,” Ragnomrok noted as he looked over what they’d written. “Hmm . . . Do you think they’ll find dou and nan?” 
 
      
 
    “Why do you ask that?” I inquired.  
 
      
 
    “Well, all the characters are part of the language that mages use,” Ragnomrok answered.  
 
      
 
    “Are those all the characters? Just ten-or rather twelve--if they find the last two you mentioned?”  
 
      
 
    Both gnomes laughed, but Gnomez answered, “No, there are over ten thousand characters in that language, and those are just the ones we know about. Each has a specific sound and corresponds to a specific symbolic idea. They combine to form more complex words and concepts until they gain power from the world and become magic. It's the same set of symbols that I use in magical engraving.” 
 
      
 
    I’d never considered that the words I’d heard mages mutter had a language system attached. I thought they were specific keywords for those spells. It made me curious about who’d developed the language and just how powerful they were that even speaking created magic. 
 
      
 
    “I’m not as good at all this as Gnomez, but every gnome child has to learn the characters as part of their secondary education, even if they don’t have the talent to become mages.” Ragnomrok looked down at the symbols on the paper. “And if I remember my lessons correctly, these are the digraph characters.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, I bet your magical language teacher would be proud of you for recalling that,” Gnomez said with a chuckle. 
 
      
 
    Even through his green-dyed helmet, I could see Ragnomrok blush.  
 
      
 
    But I hadn’t grown up with their education system and asked, “What is a diagraph character?” 
 
      
 
    “It’s digraph characters, Mr. Repair,” Gnomez said, emphasizing the s on characters. “The s on the end there is needed because all of these characters only have meaning when they’re paired up with one another. They’re the only ones like that, so they’re easy to remember.” 
 
      
 
    I’d never heard of anything like that, but then again I wasn’t a language expert or mage. I mean, I cast infusions, which were magic-like. But they were an almost mechanical version of copied spells--no incantations needed, just the appropriate spell components and some preparation time. I’d never had to study anything like magical languages. The Metalman OS that was part of the frame that my soul was bound to did all the technical work.  
 
      
 
    I paused my train of thought. If the Metalman OS did all that technical work, did that mean that it had a database of magical characters that it pulled from? Or was there some other resource pool it was drawing from? The thought merited an inquiry. 
 
      
 
    “Inquiry: Do you have a library or database of symbols that you use to cast infusions?” 
 
      
 
    Processing Inquiry... 
 
      
 
    Infusions are created after scanning and analyzing a spell form. Inherent components are translated into Core Coding and processed for Metalman use. A record of all arcane symbols, incantations, material components, and rituals are recorded and shared with the Metalman Network for future use.  
 
      
 
    It was a lot of information to unpack for just a couple of sentences. I’d figured that the Metalman OS that ran this body did something to make observed scans useful, but I’d never guessed that there was a specific code used. I should have though. After all, every computer or artificial intelligence on Earth had its own specific programming language that determined how it worked and interacting with other programs often meant a kind of translation or interface of those systems. But this was something beyond anything that had been developed on Earth. The process of spell scanning was more like a deep-level analysis of an observed behavior by artificial intelligence. And then, not only was it a nearly instantaneous understanding of what was observed but also a translation and adaptation of that behavior for personal use. The sheer amount of data processing it must take was mind-boggling, and yet the Metalman OS did it seamlessly---so much so that it was indistinguishable from magic itself. 
 
      
 
    “Oh dear,” Mary’s voice said, a note of concern in her tone interrupting my train of thought.  
 
      
 
    “Something the matter?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    “We found four more symbols,” she said, wiping her sweating brow. 
 
      
 
    “Make that six more,” Gnominkin added.  
 
      
 
    Gnomez shook his head. “That can’t be possible. There are only twelve digraph characters.” 
 
      
 
    “Yet, that is the reality we face, Researcher Gnomez,” Mary said with an annoyed shake of her head. 
 
      
 
    “Is that everything you found?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    Mary closed her eyes and looked up at her shadowy flying summon. After a moment, she answered, “I think so. At least, there isn’t anything else my soul bat can sense. Does Parker see anything else?” 
 
      
 
    I relayed the question to the mechanical spider through our thought bond, and he replied with a feeling of emptiness which I took for a ‘no’ which I conveyed to the group.   
 
      
 
    Gnominkin peered at the paper. “Well, we have the clues, even if they don’t make sense. But what are we supposed to do with them?” 
 
      
 
    “We know at least twelve of the eighteen characters are paired. Is it possible we’re supposed to pair up the last six correctly to leave?” Ragnomrok asked. 
 
      
 
    Gnomez shrugged. “It’s a good theory. How do we test it?”  
 
      
 
    “What are the first two paired characters?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    “Hen and ai,” Ragnomrok answered while pointing to the characters on the paper in his hand. 
 
      
 
    I conveyed instructions to Parker, who was still on the ceiling. He climbed to the characters and placed a leg on the first character, hen. It glowed faintly, and I had him repeat the action with the second character, ai. It too glowed faintly for a moment, and then the two glowed more brightly. “Success. What is the next one?” 
 
      
 
    “I believe it is han and toh,” the alchemist answered, again pointing to two characters that he’d written down.  
 
      
 
    I had Parker touch the two characters and while the first, han, glowed as gently as the others had, the second character didn’t light up. Instead, all the others turned red, and the ground started to shake with a low rumble. 
 
      
 
    “What was that?” Mary asked worriedly, her head turning left and right for the source of the sound. 
 
      
 
    Gnomez looked around the cavern. “I’m not sure, but we must have done something wrong.” 
 
      
 
    “Uh-oh. I think it’s worse than that,” Gnominkin said as he peered over the edge of the cliff we were standing upon. “Wasn’t the level of the lava much lower before?” 
 
      
 
    We all moved to the edge and peered over. The magma, which had been twenty feet below us, had risen over ten feet. 
 
      
 
    Mary shook her head, her eyes wide with concern. “If the lava rises ten feet every time we get this wrong, that means that we only have one more attempt at this. If we get something wrong again, we’re finished.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 53 
 
      
 
      
 
    “It’s all my fault,” Ragnomrok said with a choked weary voice as he shook the paper in his hand. “I mixed up the characters toh and ti. I’ve killed us all. There’s no possible way we can perfectly match everything in one try when there are new characters none of us know about.” 
 
      
 
    Mary wiped the sweat from her brow and scowled at the alchemist. “Yes, it is your fault, Researcher Ragnomrok,” she snapped. Then, after taking a deep calming breath, she continued, “We all know how similar those two characters are, and with this terrible heat, we should have double-checked the answer before.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s right,” I added. “We need to figure out how to make sure we can get this puzzle right.” Then an idea popped into my mind. “Or at least that we can extend the number of tries we have.” 
 
      
 
    I needed to test to see if my idea was even remotely possible and activated my deconstruction tool. My left forearm split open, and when the cylindrical tool popped out, its light was already seeking a target. I used it on the stone below our feet and found that, unlike the super-dense stone that comprised the maze’s walls, the smooth stone below us was natural stone and that the Metalman tool had no trouble breaking it down quickly.  
 
      
 
    “What are you doing, Mr. Repair?” Gnominkin asked irritably.  
 
      
 
    “I believe I have an idea about how to buy us just one or two more tries at this puzzle. I want to build something, either a stand or a platform, to raise us above the ground, something that won’t be submerged if the lava level rises.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s a fine idea,” Gnomez agreed. He looked around the cavern and suggested. “Would it be possible to build it into the walls? Like some shelves? It would eliminate the need to construct something and it would be above the ground.” 
 
      
 
    I considered the suggestion. “Yeah, I think I could. I just have to build it all. I’ve never been properly trained on building with stone outside simple bricklaying.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll help you figure it out while the others work on the puzzle. It won’t do us any good to build something only for us to get the puzzle wrong.” 
 
      
 
    “Right, let's get started.” 
 
      
 
    Gnomez and I started to discuss and scratch out a possible design for what would work given the tools and materials available to us. The tools weren’t that big an issue. I’d stored a fair number of just about everything I could in my Portable Workshop. I’d never thought about picking up masonry tools, but I’d never really seen the need before either. After all, my Deconstruction tool was much faster and more accurate than any stone-working tool.  
 
      
 
    We discussed the idea of building a scaffolding that extended out from the wall, but the lack of wood was the real killer of that idea. I had wood in my internal storage, but it was meant for repairs on myself when I was damaged. Even if I’d volunteered its use, it wouldn’t have been enough anyway.  
 
      
 
    Instead, we switched to ideas using the stone in the walls themselves. Cutting through the stone wasn’t a problem, and I could hypothetically cut into it indefinitely. The problem was that it would take more time than I thought my teammates had. While it wasn’t uncomfortable for me, not having sweat glands or a thermoregulation system, it had gotten hotter when the magma level had risen. The gnomes had all taken off their helmets and hung them from their belts, and they were regularly wiping sweat from their reddened faces.  
 
      
 
    No, I’d have to cut just enough into the stone to provide a space for my smaller teammates to rest quickly. I could survive the heat just not the lava itself.  
 
      
 
    Gnomez and I quickly agreed upon a simple idea. Almost the exact one he’d initially suggested: shelves--specifically cut-in shelves with a bit of a stone overhang. I knew it would be dangerous for me while I worked. One slip and I’d take a dive into the lava below. No need for the puzzle to do the work for me. So, I activated my Mobile Workroom and felt my chest split down the middle as my blue core was exposed. A list of all the tools that I’d stored in the internal space appeared in front of me. I selected the tools I thought I’d need, and blue light was emitted from my chest as the tools were reconstructed and deposited on the floor in front of me: rope and steel bolts. 
 
      
 
    With the materials ready, I got to work breaking down the stone wall near the chute that had dropped us here. There was enough space along the wall that I could work safely, so I secured the rope to the wall and wound it around me for extra safety and then started by cutting small alternating steps a few inches deep into the stone. It was more of a way to climb up than anything. It was only a few minutes of work, but it got me up a few feet where I started to work in earnest.  
 
      
 
    It would take more than 6 hours to deconstruct enough of the wall to cut away an alcove for a single gnome. From the way they were sweating and how labored their breathing had become, I know that was too long to expect my teammates to last. Instead, I cut out a rectangular insert in the stone and then fabricated a rectangle stone step that I then inserted into the cutout. When I tested the step with my weight, the stone snapped. On my next attempt, I made the step thicker and cut deeper into the wall, but it still snapped when I put my full weight on it. I fell forward, and the safety rope snapped taut as it took on full weight, stopping me from crashing down to the floor. My third attempt was a success when I recalled that floating staircases used supports to help bear weight, and simple steel supports bolted beneath the steps solved the issue. After fabricating and installing the parts, I jumped on the stone step, though it was more of a little hop, and found that it fully supported my weight. 
 
      
 
    I repeated the design eight more times, creating steps that led to a platform that hung twenty feet above where we’d been initially deposited. It took almost an hour of work and ate up my reserve of steel, but I figured I could reclaim the metal if we solved the puzzle and left.  
 
      
 
    “Have you guys figured out how to solve the puzzle?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    “We have a couple of good guesses,” Gnominkin said, his hair soaked through with sweat. 
 
      
 
    I held out a hand to him. “That’s just about all the time we have. Climb up here, and we’ll give it a try.” 
 
      
 
    The gnomes used the cut-in hand and footholds I’d cut into the stone wall to climb up the steps and platform. I’d sized them for the gnome's height, so they didn’t have any trouble reaching me. But as Ragnomrok reached the mid-steps, his foot slipped. Quick reflexes and enhanced clockwork strength saved the alchemist as Gnomez grabbed the alchemist by his armor’s collar and hauled him back up the shelf.  
 
      
 
    “Thank you,” Ragnomrok panted as he gripped the edges of the shelf. 
 
      
 
    “We’re pretty sure we can solve this,” Gnomez said with a shake of his head, pointedly ignoring the alchemist’s gratitude. He pulled out and tapped out a piece of paper with the paired characters the gnomes had agreed upon. Communicating via our link, Parker tapped the symbols, and each of the digraph characters lit up with white light. When we reached the new sequence of characters, we waited with bated breath as Gnomez pointed out the next character pair. Parker crawled across the ceiling, tapping first one character and then the next. The entire series of symbols flashed red and both my teammates and I groaned in disappointment. The cave rumbled more intensely than last time, and the lava popped audibly as it rose, sending little bits of magma into the air. Drops of molten stone landed on Ragnomrok’s arm, melting away his armor. 
 
      
 
    “Ouch!” Ragnomrok yelled as he tore a burning clockwork vambrace from his arm. The molten rock didn’t stop melting the gnome creation, and he dropped the armor and it bounced off the stone platform once before dropping below, bobbing in the bubbling lava before it melted into nothingness.  
 
      
 
    The magma rose above the level of the ground they’d been standing on, and the smooth rock fissured and cracked as it was engulfed in the hot molten material. The heat in the cave increased as the tide of lava rose, but thankfully our guess about just how much it would rise was correct, and it stopped increasing after rising to the level of the floor. 
 
      
 
    “Well, that’s one of the combinations eliminated. Progress will push forward,” Mary said with forced enthusiasm. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, the question is if we’ll be pushed into the lava first though, isn’t it?” Gnominkin asked worriedly. 
 
      
 
    “We knew it would be unlikely to succeed on the first try,” Mary said with an anxious shake of her head. “What’s the next combination?” 
 
      
 
    Gnomez listed out the confirmed pairings of characters then hesitated when it came to the new pair. “What if I’m wrong?” 
 
      
 
    Mary reassured the gnome as she put a hand on his shoulder. “Don’t give up now; we’re here. We have the badges the prince gave us. We’ll just activate them before the lava gets here if we need to.” 
 
      
 
    “But that would mean that we’d lose the contest,” I reminded them. Perhaps they could afford to lose this, but I couldn’t.  
 
      
 
    “Better that than losing our lives if that lava reaches us,” Gnominkin added. 
 
      
 
    “Right,” I agreed, “but we have two more chances if the rate that the lava rises remains the same. Don’t give up until then.” 
 
      
 
    With a nod, Gnomez pointed out the next proposed combination. When the paired characters lit up, the gnomes cheered. But the next pair was incorrect, and the cave shook again. This time, the quaking was strong enough that some of the stalactites along the roof cracked and dropped into the magma below, sending up splashes of hot lava. The handholds I’d carved into the wall were obliterated as the molten rock level rose, but the magma tide subsided a bit less than ten feet below us. Waves of heat rose enough that the gnomes stood back as far as they could from the edge of the platforms. 
 
      
 
    “Quick, quick. Next choices, before we become baked gnomes,” Ragnomrok yelled. 
 
      
 
    Gnomez yelled out the ordered pairs again, not hesitating this time as they reached the unconfirmed characters. We had a fifty-fifty shot at getting the last characters right, and the gnomes wheezed as Parker touched the last pair of characters. The entire ceiling flashed white and the cave rumbled. But instead of the lava rising to engulf us all, a hole opened up in the ceiling with a powerful updraft of hot air. Parker was too close to the opening, and he was pulled into the draft and floated in mid-air for a moment before being shot through the hole in the ceiling.  
 
      
 
    “Quick! Jump before the opening closes or something else happens!” I yelled, almost entirely sure that this was part of the maze and not just some trap.  
 
      
 
    Mary leapt first and was caught in the updraft. Like Parker, she was whisked away through the opening in the ceiling. Then, one by one, the other gnomes took the leap and were sent to the floor above. I jumped last just as the platforms I’d so carefully created started to buckle from the heat. The hot air seemed to struggle to support my weight for a moment, and I worried I’d be dropped. But then an extra gust hit me, and I was thrown upwards after the gnomes.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 54 
 
      
 
      
 
    I landed with a thud, and my metal plating creaked as it hit the ground. The hot air that had blown me up disappeared, and as I rolled to my feet, I caught a glimpse of the hole in the floor shrinking down until it disappeared entirely. Taking a look around me, I found piles of broken stone littering the room that appeared to have come from collapsed walls and destroyed statues. The stone tiles beneath my feet were cracked and pitted with age, and there were stone walls around me that ended at about ten feet. Above that, everything was open to the cavern-like ceiling hundreds of feet above us, where glowing yellow crystals provided light for the dungeon floor.  
 
      
 
    Groans from the gnomes that lay sprawled across the floor told me that they were alive but I couldn’t see Parker. I sent out a mental inquiry and asked if he was okay. I got an impression of wariness back and I traced the direction of the message until I found Parker peeking out from a pile of rubble that was taller than the walls around us. I climbed the rubble and got a view of the rest of the dungeon floor. We weren’t in a maze but the ruins of a city. I recognized the regular rectangular shapes of houses with flat roofs that had collapsed inward. Broken cobblestone streets wound their way around groups of homes, and far off in the distance, I could just make out a web-like pattern of streets that led to a tall tower at the center of city ruins. I was already willing to bet it was the end of the dungeon. 
 
      
 
    The sound of metal on stone made me turn around to see the gnomes getting to their feet.  
 
      
 
    “Oww! That was a bit too close for my comfort,” Gnomez said, brushing dust and small bits of stone off his armor. 
 
      
 
    Mary nodded as she rubbed her back. “Yes, but it beats roasting to death in that lava room.” 
 
      
 
    “Or losing the contest because we guessed the wrong answer to that puzzle,” Gnominkin added. 
 
      
 
    “Where are we?” Ragnomrok asked as he looked around. 
 
      
 
    “I think we’re in some ruined city,” I answered. The gnomes turned at the sound of my voice and looked up at me at the top of the rubble pile.  
 
      
 
    “There you are, Mr. Repair. I was wondering where you were,” Mary said with a small smile. “What do you mean we’re in a ruined city?” 
 
      
 
    I shrugged as I climbed down the rubble and joined the gnomes. “Just what I said. As far as I could see, it's like we were dropped at the edge of a destroyed city. There are toppled buildings, broken streets, and far off at the center of it all, is some kind of open area.” 
 
      
 
    “Does that mean we’ve reached the dungeon center? The end of the test?” the young alchemist asked. 
 
      
 
    Gnomez nodded. “Perhaps. Or it could just be another level of the test. Either way, we should get moving.” 
 
      
 
    A voice spoke loudly enough that it could be heard over the entire dungeon floor. “Congratulations to the Mage’s Guild for being the first to reach the center of the dungeon maze. There are only two spots left.” 
 
      
 
    Mary sighed with frustration. “There, we took so long running through this dungeon that someone else had beaten us to the finish line. Let’s move!” 
 
      
 
    Gnomez growled an agreement. “We need to make up for lost time, researchers.” 
 
      
 
    I didn’t like the idea of moving without a plan, but the gnomes were already moving toward the street. Thankfully, it seemed pretty clear that our goal was the tower that was tall enough to be seen from anywhere on the level. It was a perfect landmark, and it made sense that the contest organizers would use it for the end of the test.  
 
      
 
    I followed the gnomes out of the roofless room with Parker at my heels and my rifle in my hands. I thought I heard a noise far off in the distance and turned in that direction to see if I could make out the sound when the remnants of the building in front of us exploded, sending chunks of stone and brick in all directions. The rubble knocked us all off our feet, and I heard yelps of pain from my teammates as they were thrown through the air and onto the ground. I rolled onto my knees, and through the dust cloud that clogged the air, I could see several of the gnomes on their backs reeling from the explosion. Mary, who had been the closest to the blast, was lying motionless with her red helmet cracked where a stone or brick had hit it. I did a rapid self-assessment of myself and Parker. Although we were down a few hit points, we were otherwise uninjured save a few new dents in our armor plating.  
 
      
 
    There was a rumbling and groaning sound from the site, and then what was left of the building shifted and bulged, rising from the ground until it was ten feet tall.  
 
      
 
    I used Inspect on the object. 
 
      
 
    Boulder Slime 
 
    Level 10 
 
    HP 130/130 
 
      
 
    A boulder slime? I’d never heard of such a thing. But that didn’t matter. What did matter was that the ten-foot-tall creature was covered in head-sized rocks like it had absorbed the rubble around it and that it was reaching out with one stone-covered tendril toward my gnome teammates. I yelled a telepathic message to Parker, “Distract and constrict the monster!” and my mechanical companion leapt to obey as I sent my rifle to my Internal Inventory and ran to save the gnomes.  
 
      
 
    The stone- and brick-covered tendril of the slime wrapped itself around Mary’s leg and began dragging her back towards its body. I grabbed her underneath her arms and started pulling, but the tendril would not release her. Instead of pulling her away, I found myself being dragged toward the stone-covered slime body, sparks flying as my feet scraped against the cobblestone street. More brick-covered tendrils shot from the heaving slime body, reaching out for me, and my mind raced as I dropped Mary and retreated from the creature. I could not out-pull the monster without playing an injurious game of tug of war with Mary’s body. I doubted my rifle would be much use against the boulder slime, and Parker, though he valiantly ran across the body of the monster and webbed and stabbed with his stinger, could not even get its attention. The only saving grace was that the monster was an ambush predator and was so heavy that it did not seem to move, only its tendrils reaching out to snag prey. Yet, even if it was slowly, Mary was being cocooned by the monster and pulled towards it.  
 
      
 
    Ignoring the reaching tendrils, I ran toward Mary and tugged and pulled on the stony tentacles that had her. She groaned and stirred slightly but remained unaware. I heard a shout behind me, and turned to see the other gnomes finally back on their feet.  
 
      
 
    “Help! Help me!” I yelled. “It has Mary!” 
 
      
 
    The others were by my side in an instant, trying to unwind the tendrils that had wrapped themselves around Mary. The stone-covered protrusions didn’t care for our efforts, and one knocked Ragnomrok violently backward. Yet, even the strength-enhancing clockwork armor couldn't budge the slime.  
 
      
 
    “Rancid gear grease! We need tools,” Gnomez said after he tried to snap the stone tentacles with sheer strength and failed. “A good chisel and hammer would cut these off.” 
 
      
 
    My first thought was to fabricate the tools but I’d used up all the metal I’d brought and had not found a new source to replace it. But my next thought was that I already had tools stored and brought up the list of supplies in my Mobile Workroom. There, I had chisels. They were meant for woodworking, but they’d have to do along with my heaviest blacksmith hammer. My chest split open and my blue core was exposed as I drew out the tools from my workroom. A light slowly materialized the tools needed and once they appeared I quickly shut off the program as it left my vital components dangerously exposed.  
 
      
 
    “Here, here. I’ll hold the chisel and you hammer,” I said, holding out the heavy blacksmith hammer to Gnomez.  
 
      
 
    He grabbed the hammer and we ran back to Mary who was being held back from the slime thanks to the efforts of Gnominkin and Ragnomrok. The two strained to keep her from the monster’s main body where she would have undoubtedly been digested.  
 
      
 
    “Hold it there!” Gnomez ordered, pointing to the place the stone tendril came out of the slime.  
 
      
 
    I held the chisel in my hand, the tapered edge against the end of the tentacle. Before I could even say I was ready, Gnomez swung the hammer down, his clockwork enhanced strength making the tool almost whistle as it passed through the air and came down on the chisel. There was a crack as the stone that covered the tendril broke, but the tendril itself was still intact. Gnomez did not wait though and the hammer came down again, and again. Each blow chipped away the stone armor until a grey stretchy goo was exposed. Then the next blow cut cleanly through the tendril and it snapped like a broken rubber band.  
 
      
 
    The boulder slime did not like that and let it be known as it rumbled and quaked. Its body shifted, and the entire monstrosity, which was several times the size of the gnomes, rolled toward us.  
 
      
 
    Mary woke then and started to scream incoherently as she slowly realized her predicament, but her teammates ignored her as they continued to pull against the monster trying to pull her in. Gnomez and I worked frantically, moving from tendril to tendril while chipping away at the stone armor until the slime beneath was exposed and then cutting it from the monster. New tendrils sprouted from the main body attempting to recapture Mary or grab another one of us as we cut Mary free but Ragnomrok and Gnominkin defended us with metal spells and potions. 
 
      
 
    The last tendril was cut with a mighty blow, and Mary and the two gnomes pulling on her fell backward having won their tug of war.  
 
      
 
    “Move!” I shouted at the trio as the slime rolled towards them, mere feet away from steamrolling over the gnomes.  
 
      
 
    Even with the tendrils cut off from the main body, they still contracted and clung to Mary, restricting her ability to move. Gnominkin and Ragnomrok dragged her away from the rolling slime, and it passed by them and crashed into the building across the street. The monster, like an out-of-control steamroller, crushed through the remnants of the ruined building until it came to a stop in the center of the building. Then the stone monster seemed to melt into the ground. When it was finished, its brick- and stone-covered body was perfectly camouflaged by the debris around it.  
 
      
 
    “Dumb boulder slimes,” Mary complained with a heavy breath as she pulled the still-squirming tendrils off of her legs. “Now we’ll have to slow down to avoid any others that are around hiding around here,” 
 
      
 
    “At least the other teams have to deal with the same problems,” Ragnomrok agreed. 
 
      
 
    While the monster wasn’t beyond our team’s capacity to kill, it wasn’t the focus of the contest, only an obstacle. We agreed to avoid the monsters and moved through the remnants of the city, carefully throwing at the buildings as we passed. Twice, we found Boulder Slimes, but we were far enough away that their explosive ambushes didn’t catch us, and we worked our way around them.  
 
      
 
    We moved through the streets when we could and when they were blocked by rubble or a house that had collapsed into the road then we went around or even through the destroyed home.  
 
      
 
    I got a feeling of danger from Parker as he walked along the ground next to me, and then I heard a whoop and a clang as something hit me in my back hard enough to send me tumbling forward. I hit the ground awkwardly but managed to keep hold of my rifle as I tried to roll with the fall. I failed and ended up on my back, and it took a second to get to my feet. When I was back up, I saw that the other members of my group were also under attack. Small fist-sized stones were shooting toward us, hammering into the gnomes. It felt like we’d walked into a trapped room, and I scanned the area for some kind of mechanism but came up empty. It wasn’t until I used Inspect on one of the ‘stones’ that I got a clue. 
 
      
 
    Stone Sling Slime 
 
    Level 9 
 
    HP 50/50 
 
      
 
    “They are monsters!” I yelled. 
 
      
 
    “We know!” Mary yelled back. She was trying to summon a spirit creature but kept getting interrupted as stones pelted her, disrupting her concentration.  
 
      
 
    Gnomez was having an easier time. His armor was the heaviest, the creatures barely seemed to disturb him as they bounced off the walls and floors. He took an attack, and then as the slime hit, he’d try to grab it and kill the creature with his bare hands. 
 
      
 
    Gnominkin raised a metal barrier around him and Ragnomrok, and the two worked together to kill the monsters attacking them. Gnominkin used his enspelled metal to repel and then capture the Stone Sling Slimes, and Ragnomrok poured neon green acid on them, melting through their rocky armor to get to the soft gooey slime inside.  
 
      
 
    I decided to try out a more direct approach. Ignoring the constant ping of the monsters hitting my steel plating, I planted one of the Claymore’s I’d prepared and stored in my Internal Inventory. I pointed the blast area away from me and towards one of the walls the creatures were using to launch from. With a shout of “Fire in the hole!” I activated the Claymore mine, and it exploded the infused spell iron balls that it held. The explosion rang out as loud as the attack by the bigger slime, but the devastation to the enemy was even greater than had been done to us. The corner of the room I’d aimed for was peppered with small holes where the rounds had impacted, and the half-dozen sling slimes fared no better. Then I yelled, “Minor Acid Globe!” which activated the infused spell, and a flash of green flooded the corner, covering everything in a minor area of attack acid spell. The spell wouldn’t have done much on its own, but the overlapping spell coverage meant multiple stacks of acid all impacted the monsters. Not only did the rocky armor break away with harsh sizzling sounds, but their slime flesh did too, feeding me a small flood of notifications about their deaths. An unfortunate side effect of the technique was that any monster cores or other loot were also destroyed.  
 
      
 
    With the majority of the attacking creatures killed, the others had a chance to fight back once they weren’t constantly being hit from multiple angles. Mary set a sticky spirit trap using her magic along the floor, immobilizing the sling slimes long enough for Gnomez to grab the monsters with his clockwork-enhanced hands and crush them. Goop oozed and popped from them like monstrous zits. Gnominkin shaped his metal into a fine mesh net and caught the rock slimes as they zipped through the air, and then Ragnomrok poured a generous amount of acid onto them to melt away their armor and the slime beneath. Parker had a grand time webbing the slimes and halting them mid-flight before dropping them to the ground where I used my heavy blacksmith hammer to crush the monsters.  
 
      
 
    “Pheew,” Gnomez said as he smashed the last stone sling slime. “Those little guys are fast. Anyone injured?” 
 
      
 
    There were negative answers from everyone. Though everyone’s armor had a few new dents, it did its job and protected them from the bulk of the attack power of the monsters. Only I bothered to collect any of the small monster cores that survived our fight. It was mostly because I needed them to power my magical bullets, but I also thought it was wasteful to leave any resource behind.  
 
      
 
    We moved through three more buildings to get around the blocked road, and as we left the building, the magical light from the ceiling shining high above us, we heard a low growl. We turned almost as one with our weapons raised and found ourselves facing not one but two other teams. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter 55 
 
      
 
      
 
    We didn’t have the luxury of moving cautiously and having Parker scout ahead as usual, and we rushed through the city along the roads, barely taking the time to throw rocks and check for slime monsters. Even then, we only did that much because we knew that fighting would stall us.  
 
      
 
    I had just chucked a stone at a rock pile up ahead when I crashed into the back of the gnomes, who’d suddenly come to a halt. I sent Ragnomrok sprawling onto the street, and he quickly crab-crawled backward to hide behind the remnants of a building wall.  
 
      
 
    “What is it?” I asked. Then, peering over the gnome's head and around the corner, I saw two research teams fighting. 
 
      
 
    A building collapsed ahead of us, sending up a plume of dust around the combatants. I caught sight of a minotaur charging forward horns-first directly toward a blonde woman. The lady tried to back away and flee, but the minotaur struck her in the chest and she was hurled back a dozen feet through the air. I expected her to come crashing to the ground, but she twisted mid-air and landed with so much force the paving stones cracked beneath her feet.  
 
      
 
    The minotaur pushed the stones, that had fallen from the house he’d crashed through, out of his way before roaring like an enraged bull and charging at the woman again. The lady bowed her head, clutching at something around her neck, and then a thick beam of light shot out from the woman’s hands just before the minotaur reached her. The minotaur was flung back by the force of the mystical ray of energy into the ruins of the building he’d just exited.  
 
      
 
    The woman turned slightly, and I saw a yellow sunburst on her robes. That symbol meant that she must be from the Sisterhood of the Sun House. The only minotaur I’d seen amongst the researchers was with the Smithson Company. I knew nothing about either team except their names and general descriptions and had little knowledge about our chances of sneaking around their fight or adding to their opposition.  
 
      
 
    “What do you think we should do? Fight or flight?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    “A succinct way to phrase our choice, Mr. Repair,” Gnominkin said with a nod. “But you are correct. We can either slow and try to maneuver our way through side streets and crumbling buildings to get around their battle, or we push through the most direct path to our goal and risk getting involved in their fight.” 
 
      
 
    Gnomez looked down the street at the fight. “It’s a good chance to knock one of them out of the competition. I only see the minotaur and none of the rest of his team. Perhaps he’s the last one?” 
 
      
 
    “The Sisterhood of the Sun House all have healing spells and artifacts, so I doubt they wouldn’t be able to take a single opponent, even if he is a minotaur. They must be somewhere else, perhaps fighting the rest of the Smithson Company,” Mary added. 
 
      
 
    A feeling of danger from Parker made me twirl around, and I hefted my rifle, ready to fire at something behind us. I didn’t see anything for a moment, but a rock tumbling from the roof of a building a block down the street gave me a target as I saw the top of a bushy black head of hair. A whomp of air was the only sound as I sent a silent round out of the rifle, and then a bullet cracked against the building, sending whoever was watching scrambling.  
 
      
 
    “We have people behind us. A man, I think,” I said. 
 
      
 
    Mary turned and looked at where I’d shot. “That would be the Smithson Company. The sisterhood is all women, and they aren’t the type to hide.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, that decides it then,” Ragnomrok said. “If one side already knows we are here, we keep hiding.” 
 
      
 
    “That doesn’t mean we have to try to eliminate both teams. I say we rush through and only fight if we have to. The point of the test is to get to the center. Anything else is a delay,” Mary said.  
 
      
 
    The gnomes nodded in agreement. I’d found that it wasn’t really in their nature to fight if another option was presented. It was one of the reasons so few of them took warrior classes.  
 
      
 
    I added, “I have a few surprises to cause some havoc and give us a better chance to get through.” 
 
      
 
    “Good. Then it’s settled. What else can we do?” Mary asked. 
 
      
 
    The gnomes spitballed ideas on how each could contribute, and we quickly decided on a plan. The clockwork armors that Gnomez had created were capable of great speed but they didn’t offer quite enough protection for this type of fight. We needed something to distract the two groups once they saw or heard us; otherwise, we’d get caught up in the fight. Ragnomrok passed a special potion that he’d used to great effect in our training against the Formids. Along with an added spell infusion, it would give us the distraction we were looking for.  
 
      
 
    The gnomes got into formation, something they’d practiced with Niala but that I had little experience with. Gnomez took the lead with Gnominkin behind a bit and to his left, Ragnomrok behind and to his right, and Mary directly behind him a group of shadowy spirit birds summoned and waiting on her shoulder. They formed an arrowhead with me trailing behind.  
 
      
 
    “Run!” Mary ordered from her position and the gnomes ran forward. Each held their weapon ready just in case, but the plan was to focus on speed rather than fighting. I trailed behind as the gnomes’ clockwork armor increased their speed beyond what I could produce with Parker on my back with his orders. The sound of metal boots and feet thudded against the cobbled street we raced down it with the distance to the cross streets where the fighting continued coming ever closer.  
 
      
 
    “By the grace of the righteous sun goddess!” a dark-haired woman in the sisterhood's robes yelled from ahead. A moment later, twelve golden rays shot across the street into a building with enough power to collapse what was left of it. There was a scream and then a flash of light as someone’s teleportation badge took them out of the contest.  
 
      
 
    We reached the intersection where the battle between the teams was taking place, and as we entered, we heard a roar from our right. The minotaur we’d seen fighting earlier swung a golden double-headed axe at a dwarven sister of the sun. His blow split the sun-embossed shield a dwarven sister was carrying, sending up a spray of blood as the axe severed the arm behind it. The dwarf grimaced in pain but didn’t scream and instead responded by kicking the minotaur in the knee. 
 
      
 
    “Veer left,” Mary called out, and the gnome formation shifted as the road divided into multiple paths.  
 
      
 
    On the left, two Sun House sisters were chanting while holding their sunburst necklaces but they weren’t able to complete whatever spell they’d cast as arrows hit them from above, disrupting their prayers. The women cried out in pain as they scrambled for cover, and I turned to look behind them to see a youthful blonde man with slightly pointed ears holding a repeating crossbow. I thought I saw a satisfied smile on his face before he leapt off the roof to avoid a golden burst of energy.  
 
      
 
    A sense of danger from Parker pulled my attention away, and then there was another roar from the right as the minotaur from the Smithson Company charged us.  
 
      
 
    “Throw!” Mary yelled and sent her summoned shadow birds at the minotaur. In near unison, the three glass vials that our young alchemist had created and that I’d enhanced were thrown by my team. They hit the paved street with a clatter, and as the liquid inside was exposed to the air, it oxidized and expanded into a billowing gas. In the same instant, the infused spell Echo activated, sending the sound of breaking glass out in different directions. I’d initially wanted to create a flash grenade effect but could never replicate the deafening and disorienting light and sound. I'd settled on a smoke grenade that also misled with echoing sounds created from different directions around it. 
 
      
 
    The minotaur charged through the smoke, and the combination of it and birds pecking at his face obstructed his vision enough that tripped over the destroyed street. I almost laughed at the powerful minotaur being taken down by such a simple trick when I stumbled over a loose cobblestone and almost fell too. I regained my balance but then an explosion from the left sent me flying. The world spun around me before I slammed into a wall and fell to the street.  
 
      
 
    “Mr. Repair! Where are you?” Ragnomrok yelled. The smoke that clouded the air and the Echo spell redirected the sound, making it hard to pinpoint the direction of my team. But the concern in the voice was clear.  
 
      
 
    “No! Keep going! We can’t afford to get caught up in this. You go ahead; I’ll catch up,” I yelled. I got to my knees and searched around for the rifle that had flown from my hands. I did a quick self-assessment as I searched and found everything working, though my steel plating was dented in several places. I sent out a mental inquiry to Parker and got a danger response from a few feet to my left. I crawled ahead, hoping to avoid the fighting I heard around me, and found Parker huddled behind a chunk of broken-off wall with one of his legs bent at an unnatural angle. I wondered what danger Parker had sensed and was hiding from, but then a hulking horned shadow shifted in the smoke, and I had my answer. I froze, hoping that I wouldn’t be caught out crawling on the street floor virtually defenseless.  
 
      
 
    Then the shadow broke through the smoke, cutting down the shadow birds that had been harassing it. The seven-and-a-half-foot-tall minotaur stared down at me and Parker with an inhuman grin on his face as he lifted his golden axe and yelled, “Asterion has found new prey!” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 56 
 
      
 
      
 
    Parker reared up, waving his front legs threateningly as the minotaur raised his golden axe above his head to strike down at me. Then, an instant before he brought it down, a sticky web hit his snout and eyes. The delay was just long enough for me to scoop up Parker and roll to the side before later the heavy double-bladed axe slammed down onto the street, cracking the cobblestones and sending shards flying. 
 
      
 
    “Thanks, Parker,” I said as I rolled to my feet and ran. I left Asterion grabbing at the sticky white webs covering his face and eyes, knowing that the webbing would only delay him a few seconds at best.  
 
      
 
    And as if on cue, the minotaur roared, “Your cheap tricks will not save you from the hunt!” 
 
      
 
    Parker climbed up and around me, resting on my back and freeing up my hands, as I used the smoke around us to race around the corner of a building unseen. I wished that I had more of the smoke potion that Ragnomrok had made, but while I’d scanned the potion, I lacked any of the materials to fabricate it.  
 
      
 
    The city rubble worked in my favor, providing plenty of obstacles to put between me and the minotaur. At least, that’s what I thought until the minotaur appeared around the block ahead of me. I came to a skidding halt and back-peddled.  
 
      
 
    Asterion smiled and said, “A maze is just another hunting ground for a minotaur.” 
 
      
 
    Parker shot another line of webbing at the axe wielder as he ran toward us, but he nimbly dodged to the left, avoiding the sticky string.  
 
      
 
    “Your tricks won’t work on me twice!” Asterion shouted, quickly closing the distance between us.  
 
      
 
    I turned and ran as fast as I could, considering what options I had. I didn’t have many tools for a fight. I’d lost my rifle in the smoke during my fall, and while I had a few integrated tools, there wasn’t anything that would even make that minotaur pause, much less put him down.  
 
      
 
    I turned another corner and found the street in front of me blocked off by rubble. I could hear the clack of Asterion’s hooves on the cobbled street behind me, and I dove into a building, hiding behind the doorway. 
 
      
 
    The sound of running hooves slowed as Asterion came around the corner, and I heard him snorting as if he were trying to catch my scent. As he walked past the open doorway where I hid, I could see that he was searching left and right, looking for his prey. For me. I had the advantage of being able to hold perfectly still and not make a single sound, but the minotaur would eventually find me if I didn’t do anything.  
 
      
 
    I considered the materials available to me and made a decision. I had one more Claymore mine in my Inventory but wasn’t sure it would be enough to eliminate Asterion. So, I added a little something extra to help. I placed the mine at chest height along the wall perpendicular to the doorway. As I backed away, I intentionally kicked a single stone, and the minotaur turned toward the sound.  
 
      
 
    “There you are. Asterion has you now!” He roared as he charged, crashing through the wall. The motion was enough to set off the Claymore, and it exploded with a loud bang, blasting out hundreds of iron balls propelled by a chemical explosion. I’d seen a Claymore mine shred wolves and other dungeon monsters to pieces, but the minotaur just stood there after taking the attack. The minotaur had reacted to the sound quickly enough to raise an arm and protect his face. He was bleeding profusely from his thickly muscled arm and chest where the iron balls had pierced his thick hide, but he must have had a high enough armor class and health to avoid major damage.  
 
      
 
    Asterion snorted as he looked over the damage. “A good try, but it will not be enough to kill me.” 
 
      
 
    “It wasn’t meant to,” I said; then I shouted, “Containment!” Thin ethereal chains sprouted from each of the small iron balls that were embedded in the minotaur’s hide. The chains wrapped around Asterion, pinning his arms to his chest.  
 
      
 
    I sent a mental command to Parker, and he leapt off my back and sprayed all the web he could at the minotaur’s hooves and legs. Asterion roared as he struggled against his restraints, but he didn’t have the strength to break free from the magical restraints.  
 
      
 
    It took a few seconds to fabricate a stone short sword, and once it was in my hand, I leapt and kicked off the wall to get more height and grabbed the bull by the horns. Asterion swung his head left and right, trying to dislodge me, but I held on and stabbed with the short sword. It took multiple tries, but the stone blade finally pierced into his right eye, popping it like an overinflated balloon. The tip of the blade scraped against the bone of his skull as it pushed further and further in until it touched something squishy. Then the badge on Asterion’s chest flashed, and then he disappeared from underneath my feet, leaving me to fall to the ground with a thud. 
 
      
 
    I scrambled to my feet and searched for the minotaur. When I didn’t find any sign of Asterion, I could only assume that I had been about to do enough damage to kill him and that he’d been teleported away. It was either that or he had some other means to escape. But if that was the case, then why hadn’t he used it before? No, it was more likely that he’d been teleported away by the prince’s forces.  
 
      
 
    I got a feeling of confusion from behind me and turned to see Parker, front legs raised defensively, twirling this way and that as if searching for something. I walked over and petted him and explained, “The minotaur teleported away. He shouldn’t be a threat to us anymore.” I thought about how tenacious Asterion had been and amended. “At least not while we’re still in the contest. We may have to deal with him again after, but for now, we’re going to head toward the center of the dungeon.” 
 
      
 
    Parker seemed to understand. He lowered his front legs and climbed up onto my back. We left the half-destroyed house, and I tried to orient myself. The tower in the center of the ruined city was the largest landmark and easy to spot. However, there wasn’t a clear path to the location. Mary had used her summoned creatures to scout the area for paths, but even then, we’d had to backtrack several times as we found waiting monsters, blocked off roads, or collapsed buildings. While Mary had a summon that worked as a long distance scout, I had no such help. Instead, I had Parker. He was a wonderful companion with many admirable qualities, but being fast wasn’t one of them. We roughly traveled at the same speed, and while he was invaluable in a fight and in preparing traps, he wasn’t meant to be a pathfinder. 
 
      
 
    Which led my thoughts back to an idea I had. I’d previously bought the skill topography from the Metalman OS in an attempt to create a mapping system. But it hadn’t worked quite as I’d hoped. I had a better sense of the land, where it rose and fell, and even when something wasn’t quite natural, but nothing more than that. I thought that I might need another skill, but instead of guessing about what it could be, I decided to ask. 
 
      
 
    “Inquiry: Can I combine my skills and OS programming to create a map that updates in real-time and appears in my vision?” 
 
      
 
    Checking for required skills . . .access to Metalman OS code . . . pass . . . topography . . . pass . . . cartography . . . fail. 
 
      
 
    Unable to upgrade vision with the integrated map function. Please acquire the cartography skill. 
 
      
 
    And just like that, I found myself one step removed from my goal. The only problem was that I’d used all my class skill points already. However, my Inventor class specialization gave me new class points whenever I invented something new. I’d mostly taken advantage of it when cooking, but that didn’t mean I couldn’t invent other things that had existed on Earth but not here. I combed my memory for something that I could reinvent quickly, and after a few minutes, something came to mind.  
 
      
 
    I entered the Metalman OS space and the world around me disappeared. I was surrounded by the infinite white space that was the default setting of the Stasis Program. I ignored the prompts that always appeared and immediately called up a table and paper materials, glue, and some sand. I’d thought about making the object I had in mind out of metal or stone but concluded it would take too long to shape, and I was already low on time. For all I knew, my gnome teammates were already approaching the center of the dungeon and were just waiting for me. I folded the sheets of paper into tubes, connecting and gluing them together until they formed a large hoop. The paper was wet and it took multiple layers to reinforce and strengthen the shape, but with a little heat from a fire I had the OS create, the object dried quickly. Before I knew it, I had a paper hula hoop in my hands. It wouldn’t win any awards for looks, and I didn’t think it would survive a rainstorm, but I hoped the system would recognize it as an original invention.  
 
      
 
    I waited, but nothing happened, and then I realized that I may have to use it. After all, the dishes I’d made hadn’t been recognized as finished until someone ate them. Perhaps whatever system ruled this world had to be shown what this was first.  
 
      
 
    I put the hoop over my body and spun it around while moving my hips. The hoop made a few rotations, and then it lost momentum and wobbled to the ground.  
 
      
 
    You’ve created a first-of-its-kind item. Because of your class ‘Inventor,’ you receive one bonus skill point for inventing a new item. Would you like to name the item? 
 
      
 
    My demonstration of the item was enough to get the system to recognize it, and I named the children’s toy a hula hoop, not wanting to bother with trying to come up with some funny or original name. Having my free class point, I immediately pulled up the list of skills I could learn from the OS. I found cartography listed among them and purchased it.  
 
      
 
    You've learned the skill Cartography. 
 
      
 
    “Command: Please create a program that reads the input information from the topography skill and outputs it as a constantly updating map using the cartography skill.” 
 
      
 
    A moment please . . . 
 
      
 
    I waited and wondered just how long it would take, and then I recalled the many times I had to wait hours and hours while code compiled. I realized I could be there for days if the Metalman OS had to figure out the complex programming to make a constantly updating map. 
 
      
 
    Program complete. Would you like to name the program? 
 
      
 
    I felt a little chagrin at my thoughts. After all, the Metalman dealt with millions of data inputs and coordinated the entire artificial structure that made up my body. Of course, it wouldn’t have a problem designing a map program. 
 
      
 
    “I’d like to name the program ‘Mini Map,’ please.” 
 
      
 
    Name accepted.  
 
      
 
    “Command: Activate Mini Map, please.” 
 
      
 
    A moment later my entire vision was taken up by wavy lines and a spectrum of colors. It was so disorienting that I tripped forward and fell over my own two feet. Thankfully, I wasn’t in the real world, just in the Metalman program. But it was still bothersome.  
 
      
 
    “Command: Please shrink the application area of Mini Map to 1/10th visual field.” 
 
      
 
    And just like that, my vision was restored with a slim selection of my field of view obstructed by a sliver of the map. It wasn’t ideal, but at least I could see around me. If this had happened during a fight, it would have undoubtedly led to my defeat, if not death.  
 
      
 
    I shook my head and started to issue parameter corrections for the program. I changed the shape of the map from a long rectangle to a square and moved it to the top right corner of my vision. I also added an attention transparency feature where the map would become more and more transparent the longer that I didn’t focus on it. It would then return to full opaqueness when I looked up at the map. Additionally, I added a quick feature to raise or reduce the scale of the image with a pinch and pull hand gesture while looking at the map. 
 
      
 
    When I was finished with my modifications, I took a look at the map itself. It contained loads of topographical information, including elevation contour lines to show the shape of the dungeon's surface presented in colors and curved lines to denote the information. When I zoomed out, I could see that it had information on the parts of the dungeon that I’d already visited. Even as it was, it would provide enough information to backtrack to where my team and I entered this level of the dungeon. Even better though was that when I zoomed in on the map, it had better details for the building I was sitting in the real world. I could only guess that the cartography skill was taking in all the information that the Metalman frame was receiving and using it to build a better map. That included all the sensory details about changes in elevation, visual data, and information about material composition. I didn’t doubt that as the cartography skill grew, the maps the Metalman OS could create would rival the best satellite images from back on Earth.  
 
      
 
    After I exited the Stasis Program and returned to the real world, I checked how long it had taken me to pull together the new map program. I found that I’d spent nearly half an hour working in stasis. I got to my feet, Parker climbed up onto my back, and we ran towards our goal, the center of the dungeon. The mapping program was an investment of time that would either prove to be the key to me catching up to my team, or it would be the thing that led to us losing out this round if someone else beat us to the center of the dungeon.  
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 57 
 
      
 
      
 
    I leapt from the rooftop with my hands extended, reaching for the edge of the roof. My chest hit the edge of the roof with a solid crunch, but my steel plating protected me from the impact, and I was able to pull myself up and over the lip. It was the fifth time in the last hour that I’d had to climb a building and leap from roof to roof rather than navigate multiple blocks out of my way because of debris blocking the road or a monster that I’d found hiding along a path. If my body had been flesh and blood, I don’t think my muscles would have endured the arduous strain of parkour pathfinding. I honestly wasn’t made for this kind of work, but thanks to my new mini-map program, and a bit of on-the-fly programming that spammed Inspect to find anything organic lying in wait, I was able to spot the worst delays and traps. I’d nearly gotten caught by a Boulder Slime who had laid it waiting between two houses, but I was able to avoid its tentacles by a hair's breadth and weave through several buildings to escape.  
 
      
 
    I’d found that taking a moment to scan my surroundings while I was on a rooftop really helped with the mapping program's accuracy. As far as I could see, there were just more and more streets and buildings between me and the tower at the center of the dungeon. I’d misjudged just how far it was to the tower as it felt like I was no closer than when I started even after hours of running around the city. As I climbed down the building I was on and returned to the street, I checked the map and saw that there were several blocks of houses that were just totaled and that I’d either have to climb through all that rubble or go around it. Three red dots appeared when I zoomed in on the rubble, making the decision for me. I’d coded a simple program, which I called Marker, that spammed my Inspect ability and then disregarded everything that wasn’t organic. If it was organic, it tagged it as a red dot on my mini-map and highlighted the object in my vision. Though I’d found rusty cast iron pots to deconstruct and fabricated a short barreled rifle, I did not want to face either monsters or another research team with just me and Parker. I decided that the long way around would be best if it meant that I could avoid a time consuming fight that could potentially eliminate me from the competition.  
 
      
 
    I dropped down from the roof, and my metal feet pounded against the paving stones as I ran. I wondered whether it would be better to travel on the left or right side of the street to spot a hiding monster. Then I suddenly had an epiphany. This part of the maze had a kind of theme. On the first level of the maze, it had been problem-solving. You had to explore the entire area, not get lost, and find all the parts of the puzzle to unlock the next level. The next area had been about code breaking, taking an unfamiliar language and puzzling out a meaning or pattern--something that would be vital in intercepting enemy intelligence. This part of the maze test seemed to be about prioritization. You could engage in every single fight and explore every nook and cranny for some rare treasure, but it would cost you your goal, which was to reach a location as fast as you could.  
 
      
 
    A sudden flurry of red in my vision brought me out of my contemplation, and I realized that my Marker program had spotted a group of Stone Sling Slimes waiting in an alley ahead of me. If I ran straight past, they’d shoot out at me like a shotgun and bounce around between the buildings, delaying me terribly while I got knocked about. If I went around the alley, it would add another seven blocks to my run. 
 
      
 
    I decided and mentally gave Parker his orders as I barreled through the alley, right past the monsters waiting in ambush. There was a grinding sound as the slimes compressed and shot out, then a small hiss as Parker sprayed his webbing ahead of me to catch the fist-sized monster. It was a tactic that wouldn’t have worked without my complete trust in Parker’s capabilities, and even then the webbing didn’t catch all of the monsters and I had to dodge and roll out of the path of several Stone Sling Slime as they cracked the stone and shot themselves at me. I was clipped by a couple of bouncing monsters toward the end of the alley and was sent spinning into an alley wall. I hit with a bang, stumbled back, and raised my forearms over my head. Another sling slime hit me, but with my guard up, I took the blow without getting knocked about. A sense of danger told me Parker had seen more of the monsters bouncing toward me from behind, so I dove forward with all my strength. It was an unplanned leap, and I landed hard on the cobbled street, but the cracking of stone behind me told me that I’d avoided a potentially devastating attack. I rolled onto my feet and dashed the last few steps out of the alleyway into the middle of an open intersection.  
 
      
 
    I looked back down the dark alleyway and heard a few more bouncing sounds as the monsters settled down into their ambush positions, hidden from casual view as parts of the wall or the alleyway street. Even knowing they were there, I had a hard time spotting them. If it hadn’t been for my Marker program, I don’t think I’d have been able to make it through. As I looked at my frame and Parker climbed down off my back for an inspection, I saw that we both had a few new dents in our armor plating but no permanent damage that would require time to repair.  
 
      
 
    Parker clambered back onto my back, the eyes in the back of my head, and I turned right as I followed a narrow street around the blocks of rubble and destroyed buildings. It was a detour around the most direct path to the center of town, which the Marker program had highlighted with a series of red dots. If the long way around saved me time fighting, I reasoned that was worth it.  
 
      
 
    There was an explosion of dirt and stone from the center path, in the center of the rubble and I caught a glimpse of a trio of the Sisterhood of the Sun House fighting two Boulder Slimes. I considered helping the slimes but dismissed the idea as time was the real enemy. My feet pounded the paved streets as I ran full tilt, trusting my Mini Map and the Marker program to help guide me down the best paths.  
 
      
 
    A flash of red in my vision was all the warning I got before I felt three arrows slam into my side. I dove to the right into an abandoned building and then pulled out two of the arrows that had lodged in my side and taken down 15% of my health. The third had hit Parker but deflected off his iron plating. The Marker program highlighted something organic on top of the buildings to my left, and I peeked out the window of the building I was hiding in for a moment to get a better look. I could just make out the heads of two people aiming down at me. One of them took a shot, and I had to duck down as an arrow broke on the window sill, inches above my head.  
 
      
 
    I was in a bad position to kill them and an even worse one to escape. Leaving the building meant leaving myself vulnerable to attack by a superior number of enemies, but staying where I was meant that the chances of my team making it to the center of the dungeon was nil. I pulled the short-barreled rifle from my Inventory, loaded it, and ordered Parker to keep an eye on the two enemies on the roof.  
 
      
 
    I knew that I needed to escape and give myself enough cover to do so without being pursued. The building I had hidden in butted up against another, and I activated my deconstruction tool and started to cut a hole through the adjoining wall. My work was interrupted by a feeling of danger from Parker, and I grabbed the rifle I’d laid against the wall and fired blindly where I’d last seen the two enemies. The buckshot round covered a wide area, and I heard cries of pain, telling me I’d at least nicked the guys trying to get me. I hoped that the round would dissuade the trailing enemy from coming to get me, and I returned to work. A few minutes later the hole was just big enough to crawl through, and I used the stone I’d deconstructed to fabricate three explosive weapons. While I had gunpowder and paper, I was out of raw steel and iron, so I had to improvise a bit with stone, but I hoped that they’d be enough to cover my escape.  
 
      
 
    I planted a Claymore mine facing the doorway of the building I was in, then crawled through the hole I made in the wall. I hoped the guys on the roof didn’t have some kind of super hearing, because it sounded awfully loud to me as my metal plates scraped against the floor and stone of the wall as I crawled through. Once through, I found myself in what once was a kid's room with a small bed in one corner and a chest of toys turned rotten by the holes in the ceiling where light streamed in. There was a window that faced the street and a door that led deeper into the home. I put the second Claymore mine in the window and angled it so that it had overlapping coverage with the other mine, and then I crept through the door and the second house as quietly as possible. The rest of the home was surprisingly intact, and it almost looked like the owners had just stepped out and would be back at any minute. I took a moment to raid the kitchen and snatched an iron cooking pot. It took a few seconds to deconstruct but it would help restore a little of my metal resources. 
 
      
 
    Once done, I fabricated my last weapon, this one full of iron balls, and prepared my last run. The door to the building was stuck tight, and it took deconstructing the hinges to get it loose. Once I could open it, I peeked out and saw one of the men on the roof starting to climb down with dual swords at the ready and the other at the roofline covering his teammate with a repeating crossbow. I leapt out of the door and was hit with a bolt just as I tossed the grenade I’d made toward the roof. Then I ran away as fast as I could. I heard a scream of panic that was cut off a second later as the timed explosion went off.  
 
      
 
    I pulled the bolt out of my chest plate as I ran and risked a glance back. The rooftop where the men had been hidden was smoking, but the man who had been climbing down was sprawled on the ground but still moving. He glared at me as he got to his feet, and I gave him a friendly wave. The wave really must have pissed him off because he activated some ability and shot forward along the street faster than I could track. I had my rifle in hand, a buckshot round loaded and aimed in his direction, but my worry was for naught. For a moment later, two explosions went off as the Claymore mines I’d placed activated.  
 
      
 
    Through the dust and smoke from the mine it was hard to make out, but a gust of wind cleared it long enough for me to confirm that the second man had not made it through the dozens of ballistic balls that the Claymore’s shot out. There were fragments of the man’s swords and blood everywhere but no body. Which meant that he’d been transported away to save his life.  
 
      
 
    It was good enough for me, and I continued my run through the ruined city.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter 58 
 
      
 
      
 
    The drive to reach the center of the maze became an obsession for me. I started ignoring the dangers of the city ruins in my efforts to reconnect with the gnomes and be one of the teams to advance to the final test of the competition. In my mind I kept repeating, ‘Just make it there quickly and you’ll be free’ and ‘Be quick and you’ll be free.’ 
 
      
 
    The words pushed me to cut through a half-collapsed building because going around would add half an hour to my travel time according to the mini map. It was a risk as I knew that the boulder and sling slimes tended to lurk amongst the rubble of such places, but a half-hour extra travel time was just too long.  
 
      
 
    I entered the three-story building and let the mini map do its work to chart the landscape. The path wasn’t clear as several passageways to the main hall were too dark. I activated the efficient clip-on lantern that I’d copied from Gnomez, and a beam of light shot out and illuminated the hallway. The floor and walls looked remarkably intact, though the ceiling was sagging in places. I ignored the doors that lined the hallway. They could have contained any number of treasures, but they weren’t as important as getting to my ultimate destination quickly. My feet clanged against the tiled as I ran, turning left and right and often climbing rubble to the floor above when progress down the hall was blocked by a collapsed ceiling. The Marker program spotted a group of slinger slimes in an open room that had a mound of glittering silver jewelry in the center. I paused for just a moment, thinking just how much the silver would help my plans after being set free, but pulled back before I could be tempted to try to collect the treasure. Instead, I jumped out of the window and crawled along the ledge outside until it ended, then broke another window to get back inside once I was past the trapped room. It cost some time but less than if I’d been knocked about by the slimes.  
 
      
 
    I just made my way along the floor and was forced to the roof, which was riddled with holes and fully collapsed in sections. As I got to the edge, I got my closest look at the center of the city. I was only six or seven blocks away, and I could see an open plaza with statues, fountains, benches, and what once must have been a beautiful green hedge maze. At the center of it all was a massive tower that stretched nearly to the dungeon cavern roof.  But that beauty was long gone. Much like the rest of the city, the center was in ruins. The statues were cut in half, the fountains had run dry, and the trees and green maze had all withered and died. All that was left of the maze was a dark brown, almost-black bramble. Flashes of light and dust that were being thrown up told me that there was already conflict there.  
 
      
 
    I leapt off the three-story roof, mentally ordering Parker, who had very sensibly stayed on my back, to shoot out a web string. I felt the rush of air as I fell, and had I still possessed a heart, it would have been beating out of my chest as the ground raced to meet me. Then the pull of the sticky web that Parker shot out went taut, and we slowed, slowed, and slowed, until we reached the street. I hung in the air a foot off the ground and squirmed, trying to make it the last bit. Then, with what I could best describe as a small mental chuckle, Parker cut the line. I dropped in the most inelegant landing you could imagine, with me losing my balance and my feet flying in the air just as the webbing snapped. I landed face first, making quite the clatter as I hit the stone street.  
 
      
 
    I looked around as I got to my feet, glad that I’d traveled alone and no one saw me. Then there was another mental laugh from Parker. Of course, the mechanical spider would be a critic of such things. I shook my head and ran on, only momentarily wondering if there was a way to purge Parker’s memories of the incident.  
 
      
 
    I sprinted the last six blocks, thankful that I could push my metalman frame without worrying about getting tired. I reached the outskirts of the open courtyard and my Mini Map marked two dozen red auras as it registered the organics. I was confused about how there were more dots on my map than research team members.  
 
      
 
    A flash of light from a rooftop across the courtyard was my only warning as something hit me. I felt a harsh burning in my chest and received a mental yell of danger from Parker as I dove to the side. A stream of red digits flew from me as my body lost health, but I ignored the information and scrambled for cover behind a half-destroyed statue.  
 
      
 
    Looking down at my body I saw that the armor plating along my left pectoral and shoulder was red hot, and I realized that the attack, whatever it was, would have roasted a normal person. I popped my head out for just a second, scanning the roofline where the attack had come from. Five red dots appeared on the map there and started shuffling along in a line, moving like little red ants. Then there was a blast of blue and yellow light from the roof, and it finally clicked that whoever had attacked me was also under attack.  
 
      
 
    I sprinted from my hiding spot toward the hedge maze that surrounded the tower, but I couldn’t see an entrance to the massive maze. There were so many circling red dots on my mini map that it became virtually useless trying to spot a direct threat. Most were inside the maze, but the Marker program picked up enough outside of it to know that danger lurked everywhere.  
 
      
 
    I finally reached the outside of the hedge maze. I briefly thought about cutting through, but my deconstruction hardly made a dent in the walls. I took a closer look and realized that the maze walls were not made of normal plant matter but rather some kind of super-dense stone material that had been shaped to look like a thick bramble. I couldn’t imagine the skill it would have taken a sculptor to make it, but then again, the dungeon was a magical thing that grew monsters. Why couldn’t it also grow walls? Regardless of how it got there, I wasn’t going to be able to cut my way to the center. I tried to have Parker climb the wall, but the brambles were sharp enough to slice through his metal casing and reduce his health. Even worse, the brambles cut through his webbing, making it impossible to climb over the walls.  
 
      
 
    I ran along the outside of the maze until I found the entrance. Unfortunately, I wasn’t the only one who found it. Right outside the entrance, two groups were fighting. Five men in brown-and-gold outfits with puffy pants and calf-high leather boots were facing off against the dwarves from Anvil Works in their metal armor. The five men were standing shoulder to shoulder at the entrance of the maze with a shimmering translucent sphere surrounding them. A dwarf in chainmail ran toward them, swinging his two-handed axe at the globe. The weapon struck with a bang, but the dwarf was thrown back several feet and landed on his back. When he sat up, his curly brown hair was standing on end. 
 
      
 
    The humans blocking the entrance laughed at the sight and one shouted, “You dirty dwarves will never get through this magic shield!” 
 
      
 
    “Why are you doing this? Your team won’t win either if you can’t get to the tower,” the grey-bearded dwarf leader of Anvil Works said.  
 
      
 
    A thin blonde human laughed and replied, “We don’t plan to win. We’ve struck a deal with Mage’s Guild. We delay everyone else at the entrance to the maze, and in return, we get half of the research grant fund from winning.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, so you’ve turned lackey, have you? Typical humans,” a dwarf yelled back.  
 
      
 
    The old dwarf turned and shouted. “Bring in the Bang Tank!” The order was repeated by a series of dwarves until the shouting went around to the backside of the maze. A faint mechanical chugging sound could be heard that became louder and louder until a great metal machine came trundling around the corner of the maze. It was about thirty-five feet long, fifteen feet wide, and ten feet tall, and it had a stovepipe sticking out of it, puffing away white steam clouds as it moved towards the group of dwarves. As it got closer, I could see that it was something like a steam-powered tank. The machine suddenly sped up and slammed into the magic shield. There was another flash of light, but when it cleared, the magical tank stood unfazed and the shield shone just a little less brightly.  
 
      
 
    “That’s it, boys! Show those bootlickers what dwarven ingenuity can do!” the old bearded dwarf bellowed. The other dwarves gave a resounding cheer while the humans under the shield looked on worriedly.  
 
      
 
    I didn’t doubt that, given enough time, the dwarves would break the shield and enter the maze--likely over the broken and bleeding bodies of the humans. But that didn’t help me. I certainly didn’t want to wait around for their fight to finish and follow behind them to the finish line. No, I needed another way into the maze.  
 
      
 
    Something of my thoughts must have been conveyed to Parker, because he was the one who came up with an idea. The mechanical spider, who was based on a dungeon monster version of a giant trap spider, sent a mental image to me of himself underground lying in wait for prey to come near. It was a grand idea. If we couldn’t go in the normal entrance, couldn’t cut through the walls, or go over, then why not try to go under the walls? 
 
      
 
    I snuck back around the corner I was peeking around and retreated so that my efforts wouldn’t be heard. While my deconstruction tool had trouble with the extra dense walls of the maze, it worked perfectly well on the floor tiles in the city square breaking them down and depositing the material in my Inventory. Once the dirt was exposed, Parker was more than happy to help as digging was one of his inherent skills. His two front legs transformed into shovels and he got to work. The wall extended a few inches underground but we chose a spot that avoided any of the footings, and Parker tossed dirt left and right like he was digging for gold. When it came to digging, my mechanical companion far eclipsed even the speed of my deconstruction tool. As I dropped the dug-up earth into my inventory to avoid any indication of our activity, however, I noted that cleaning up was much easier with my tools.   
 
      
 
    A few minutes later, Parker popped back up with a coat of dirt on his body, a sign that he was finished with his tunnel, and I dropped in after him and made my way into the final phase of the test, the maze. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 59 
 
      
 
      
 
    I climbed out of the hole and knelt between two walls of the maze before wiping the dirt off of my frame. I could hear the shouts of the two research teams from the direction of the entrance, but I just ignored them for now. The dwarves would eventually get through whatever magical shield the Tetra group had, and I needed to get as far away as possible. I didn’t know where the rest of my group was, but knew that I hadn’t seen them in the courtyard.  
 
      
 
    Parker climbed up my body to rest on my back, and I followed the path forward. I knew I was at the edge of the maze and that I needed to get to the center. The pathways seemed to turn left and right at random, and while I didn’t doubt that anyone else would have quickly gotten lost, no one else had the mini-map tool that I did. Though I still took wrong turns as I roamed through, the mapping program recorded each path, and I never covered the same ground twice.  
 
      
 
    Steadily, if slower than I wanted, I made progress towards the center. Then, as I approached a t-intersection of two paths, a familiar waist-high figure ran through the intersection and disappeared around a corner. The Marker program had recognized it as organic, and I thus got a flash of red as it came across my vision. “Mary? Ragnomrok? Is that you?” 
 
      
 
    I ran after the figure, hoping that I’d finally found my team. The light from the dungeon ceiling cast long shadows which made it difficult to follow the nimble person as they ran around each turn in the path ahead. A glance at my mini map told me that I was running around in circles. Then the path dead-ended, and the figure I’d been chasing stopped and turned. It was then that I saw Mary in her clockwork-power armor gripping her staff in her hands. But as she turned, I could tell something was off. In my time in this world, I’d come across poisons that could drain the life of a healthy person and magic that could transform a man into a monster. I worried that some spell cast by another research team had affected her. 
 
      
 
    “Mary? Are you okay? It’s me, Repair,” I said.  
 
      
 
    She gave no answer, but Parker sent a vague warning of danger. Before I could do or say anything else, she charged and swung her quarterstaff at me. I was so surprised by the attack that I didn’t even raise my hands to defend myself as the five-foot-long pole hit me in the head. My vision shook as another blow landed, and I raised the rifle in my hands to intercept the third attack. Mary and I had sparred when the gnomes were training, but never while she was wearing the speed- and strength-enhancing armor. The difference was staggering, and I was barely able to block or deflect every other strike of her staff. My frame, though well-armored, could only protect me from so much damage as the plates started to bend and dent.  
 
      
 
    I mentally ordered Parker to restrain Mary with his webbing, and he followed orders, leaping off my back and throwing webbing at her. But she was too quick for him and backpedaled away. It wasn’t what I had wanted, but the distance was still to my advantage as I finally had room to bring up my short-barreled rifle. The whomp of the air-powered round was all the sound that was made as the buckshot was fired from the rifle. I’d hoped that I wouldn’t have to fire on Mary, but the woman was doing too much damage. Even if I hit something vital, at least she would be teleported away.  
 
      
 
    I didn’t wait to see how much damage I dealt before reloading, knowing that the narrow path meant that I was guaranteed to hit with the buckshot spray. Mary tried to charge again, using the length of her weapon to her advantage, but more webbing sprayed by Parker forced her to step back or be restrained by the sticky white substance. Whomp! Another shot, and she staggered back a step. Reload, whomp, she was hit in the legs. To my surprise, she took the hit without flinching. I paused, surprised at her lack of reaction. I knew that Mary had increased protection from the clockwork armor, but there should have been some damage from my shots. Some blood or some cries of pain. Instead, she stood facing me, partially covered in shadow while trying to work out some way to get past the webs that blocked her path to get at me.  
 
      
 
    “What’s wrong with you?” I asked. Mary had never been a frontline fighter, even after the training she received. Her role was to act as support and be ranged damage, but she was doing neither. I wondered if whatever made her attack me also affected her ability to cast magic? 
 
      
 
    Before I could ask another question, Mary reached up with an armored hand, grasped the side of the maze wall, and climbed up and over with more speed than I ever would have expected her to be capable of. It was almost magical, and I wondered if she’d cast physical enhancement spells on herself, though I’d never seen her do so before.  
 
      
 
    I turned and tried to backtrack to where she’d disappeared, but even with my mini map, it took three more turns and several long to reach where she’d gone. By the time I got there, there was no trace of her. “Damit, she’s gone,” I cursed. “What the hell is happening with my teammates? Where did they go? Have they all become like Mary?” 
 
      
 
    Of course, the answers didn’t magically materialize. Parker returned to his resting place on my back, we returned to our task of reaching the tower. Thanks to my mapping program, I made rapid progress through the maze and had nearly reached its center when I caught a glimpse of a shimmering in the pathway and slowed down. I’d already fallen victim to traps set in the dungeon and didn’t want to repeat the mistake, so I did a quick scan of the environment, carefully watching for any people that may be waiting in ambush.  
 
      
 
    When I didn’t find anything, I approached where I’d seen the shimmering. As I got closer, I could see that it wasn’t just a part of the path that was shimmering but the entire space above it. I reached out with a hand and was met with resistance. I pushed harder but stopped when I received a small shock and pulled my hand back. Looking straight on, it was hard to see that anything was there, but by changing my viewing angle by crouching and looking up at the same space, I could just make out a slightly curved and nearly transparent bubble blocking the path. I guessed it was the same type of shield that the Tetra Research group used to block the main entrance.  
 
      
 
    I activated Magic Spell Scanning and I targeted the shimmering shield. 
 
      
 
    Spell scan complete. Spell: Shield of Alcanorat. Components: 0.04 lbs Piece of Metal Shield, 0.1 lbs of Powdered Silver. Shield of Alcanorat schema recorded and added to the database.  
 
      
 
    Shield of Alcanorat - Creates a protective dome that covers the ground and protects what is under it from damage. Reflects 30% of damage back. Amount of damage absorbed based on mana used in spell. Components: 0.04 lbs Piece of Metal Shield, 0.1 lbs of Powdered Silver. Base mana cost: 50, Shield Absorption = Additional Mana Used. 
 
      
 
    My guess had been correct. It was the same spell that I'd seen at the maze entrance. The spell description told me that I was facing a magical defense spell that could not only take a ton of damage but also dish it back out. I couldn’t wait to experiment with it myself. It seemed like a brilliant spell if I could only get around the massive mana cost somehow. My mind swirled with possibilities, and I had to shake my head to clear it of all the theorizing it was doing on how the spell could be utilized.  
 
      
 
    I examined the spell description again and saw a glaring weakness. The bubble only extended over the ground. It must have been an inherent limitation since, for it to protect you below ground, it would need to cut through stone and earth, and that was even more area to cover.  
 
      
 
    “Let’s get digging, Parker,” I said, conveying the details and direction of the tunnel I wanted. It would take too long to dig all the way under the magical shield since its diameter was so long. Parker climbed down off my back, walked up to the dungeon wall that ran perpendicular to the barrier, and then his two front legs transformed into shovels as he got to work. Dirt flew as he dug, and I helped move it to the side so it wouldn’t fall back into the tunnel.  
 
      
 
    As I deconstructed a rock that Parker had hit, there was a loud boom from behind us. When I turned around, I saw a plume of smoke from where my mini map told me the entrance to the maze was. I could only assume that the dwarves had finally gotten through the magical shield there and were on their way. 
 
      
 
    Parker and I redoubled our efforts, and we soon popped up under the wall into the next section of the maze. My mini map told me that we were only a dozen feet away from the center, but there were still several walls between us and the tower. I figured it would take too long to dig under them all, and after Parker climbed onto my back, I ran for all that I was worth, trusting the mapping program to help guide me to my destination.  
 
      
 
    Finally, I saw the exit. I had a perfect view of the massive tower that stretched from the floor to the dungeon ceiling high above. It was cylindrical in shape and had six-foot-tall images carved into its length that depicted a battle between strange twisted monsters and the races of men, elves, dwarves, goblins, trolls, and every other species I’d seen in the city along with several others I’d never laid eyes on before. But chief among them, with beams of energy shooting forth from their arms, were the Metalmen.  
 
      
 
    I wanted to run to the tower and examine every single image carved into its stone surface in detail. I stepped out of the maze, and a flash of red in my vision told me something organic was to my left. I turned and immediately dove to the left as a soccer-ball-sized fireball came hurtling at me and exploded where I’d just stood. I realized then that I’d walked into a massive battle. 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 60 
 
      
 
    I threw myself to the ground as an errant spell flashed by, and a sizzling sound flew over my head. I glanced back at the wall behind where I’d just been standing and saw the blackened, thorny brambles melting from whatever magic had hit them. I hurriedly crawled to a nearby pile of overturned ground and looked at what I’d gotten myself into.  
 
      
 
    The open area around the tower was a chaotic scene. Flashy spells were being cast, guns were being fired loudly, and individuals were roaring as they charged toward one another with melee weapons. A mage floated in the air, casting magical spells that rained down on the others, and there were craters left in the ground marking where previous attacks had landed. Other figures, obscured by the acidic smoke that filled the air left gunfire and the small fires that peppered the ground, fought with spells and swords against small groups or one on one throughout the space. I heard the crack of a rifle shot, and the shimmering magical shield surrounding the floating mage turned red as the round hit. My Marker program counted at least thirty people running around, which didn’t make sense as there were less than that many people total in the research groups in this round of the competition.  
 
      
 
    Calmly standing in front of a shimmering portal that was adjacent to the tower, there was a single individual cloaked in a robe so dark that they seemed to melt into the shadow cast by the tower.  
 
      
 
    I spotted Gnomez charging a robed mage who had his hand outstretched, and for a moment, I thought the clockwork mechanic was going to reach the mage before he finished whatever spell he was casting. But a fraction of a second before he was hit with Gnomez’s halberd, a bolt of lightning was cast from the mage's hand. The spell slammed into the gnome, flinging him backward and away from the caster. The mage sagged as the cost of the spell was taken from him, but my attention was on the unmoving gnome form. I stared in disbelief and horror. Surely, if the gnome had been seriously injured, he should have been transported away. But there he laid, a smoking charred mass.  
 
      
 
    A cry of pain drew my attention back to the mage, and I turned and saw him holding his bleeding side with one hand. The other was outstretched as he tried to fend off another attacker with a hastily cast shield spell. But it was the attacker that surprised me, for it was the same gnome that I’d just witnessed turned into a charred husk, wielding his halberd as he frantically slashed at the mage’s defenses.  
 
      
 
    I didn’t understand how the gnome had escaped the spell, but I was glad that my teammate was alive and had a temporary advantage. I took a knee and aimed my loaded rifle and fired. The sound of the gunpowder exploding was added to the cacophony of sound around me, but the round found its home in the exposed mage’s back. The wound wasn’t enough to kill him, but the painful distraction was enough to disrupt his spell, and the shield he’d cast disappeared. Gnomez rushed forward, and his halberd came down in a mighty two-handed attack, cutting into the mage's shoulder and nearly severing the man’s right arm. A second later, the mage disappeared in a flash of light as he was teleported out of the dungeon.  
 
      
 
    “Gnomez!” I shouted as I ran towards the clockwork mechanic. The gnome turned at my shout, but instead of the friendly wave I expected, he raised his weapon and charged at me. I was so taken aback by the attack that I froze for a moment, which was enough time for the gnome to close more than half the distance to me. In the next second, just as I dropped to a knee and started to reload my rifle, a large black figure flew into the gnome knocking him off his feet.  
 
      
 
    “Repair! This way. Come this way!” a voice from my left shouted.  
 
      
 
    I turned and saw Mary gesturing from a deep crater about sixty feet away. I sprinted toward her, but before I had gone more than twenty feet, a magical rune flashed on the ground as I stepped on it. I flung myself to the side just as the rune burst into flame. My left leg was engulfed in flame, but I was able to quickly douse the fire as I rolled across the ground. A glance at my leg as I got to my feet showed the steel plating was singed but that was all, and I could only imagine what damage the fire would have done to someone made of flesh and blood. I dashed the rest of the way to where Mary crouched in a crater, leaping over the edge and landing in the dirt next to her with a thud. 
 
      
 
    A beam of energy cut across the edge of the crater as I landed and fired blindly toward the beam’s origin. The beam cut off, and I ducked in case of return fire, and a flurry of questions escaped my faceplate, “Mary, is it really you? Why did you attack me in the maze? What’s happening? Why did Gnomez attack me?” 
 
      
 
    Mary had lost her helmet somewhere, and her dirt-smeared face had a confused expression as she answered, “I didn’t attack you, Repair. This is the first time I’ve seen you since we split up in the ruined city.” 
 
      
 
    “But you did. I even shot you but you leapt over the maze walls and ran away,” I argued. 
 
      
 
    “I’m telling you, Repair. It wasn’t me. It was one of them,” she said with a shake of her head, pointing to where her tiger-sized spirit cat had pinned down Gnomez. 
 
      
 
    “Gnomez?” I asked bewildered. “Is he under a spell or something?” 
 
      
 
    “No! Or at least I don’t think so,” Mary answered. “Look at the battlefield. Really look, and you’ll see that everyone has copies of themselves out there. I’ve had to shoot and kill at least two things that looked exactly like me. I only knew it was you because I saw you enter the battlefield.” 
 
      
 
    Close to the center of the battle now, I peeked my head above the edge of the crater and saw exactly what Mary meant. The figures, once too far from me to make out through the smoke, were copies of each other. I saw another Mary and two more gnomes attacking a mage who had conjured a jagged stone wall to protect himself. Then mages were harder to make out as they all wore similar robes, but there were multiple copies of the same blonde sister of the Sun House running around attacking with her spiked mace. 
 
      
 
    “How do you tell them apart?” I asked as I dropped down back next to Mary. 
 
      
 
    “I can’t,” Mary said. “I only attacked that copy of Gnomez cause he attacked you. Otherwise, I’m targeting everyone taller than a gnome.” She followed up her statement by charging a spell, popping up, firing a thin black ray at the nearest target, and then dropping back down. 
 
      
 
    “I guess that makes sense. But let me see if I can help us out a little more,” I said.  
 
      
 
    I watched all of the red dots on my mini map running around but couldn’t readily see the difference between a genuine person and one of the copies. I peeked over the edge of the crater and observed the scene. I quickly noted that the copies were identical to the originals, down to the tears in clothing, but when it came to how they fought, there must have been some limiting factor. I watched as a group of brown robes mages attacked one of their own with staffs until he blasted them off of him with a cone of red energy.  “The copies can’t use magic,” I hypothesized out loud. 
 
      
 
    I dove into the coding for the Marking program and had it tag anyone that my Inspect ability showed didn’t have mana with a yellow dot instead of a red one. After confirming the new code, the map in my vision blinked out of existence and reappeared a moment later. The color of half the dots changed from red to yellow. “It worked!” I said excitedly.  
 
      
 
    “What worked?” Mary asked with a look of confusion. I explained what I’d done, and she nodded in understanding. “Good. Now, we can avoid the copies of the others. Can you also help find our researchers?” 
 
      
 
    We ducked further down as something exploded just outside the crater, sending dirt and rock raining down on us. 
 
      
 
    I thought about what she asked and realized I could identify our team. I added a new line of code to the program, designating any gnome that had mana with a green dot. The program reloaded again, and when it reappeared, there were three types of dots: red, yellow, and green.  
 
      
 
    “Done. The nearest gnome is in that direction,” I said pointing northward.  
 
      
 
    Mary and I peeked up over the edge of the crater and looked north. It was difficult to make out clearly, but three identical Ragnomroks were fighting each other. One threw a potion at the other two, but they avoided the glass concoction, which spilled acid everywhere as it broke. Another threw something in return, and the last tried to tackle the first but tripped on a shard of the broken potion glass and fell flat on his face. 
 
      
 
    “Which of the clumsy idiots is Ragnomrok?” Mary asked.  
 
      
 
    I could understand her confusion. Not only did the copies look like him, but they even seemed to have the same attacks. I pointed out the one that had thrown the potion and was currently running away from the other two. “That one, the one fleeing.” 
 
      
 
    I didn’t know what Mary was going to do, but I raised my rifle, infused a special round, and fired. The shot went a little wide of the place I’d aimed, but pinpoint accuracy didn’t matter as the spell I’d infused activated. The green circle appeared on the ground a few feet in front of the pursuing figures, and a half-dozen Earth Spikes erupted out of the ground. One of the chasing gnomes was almost able to arrest his momentum, but the one behind him plowed into him from behind, sending both forward onto the spikes where they were skewered. 
 
      
 
    “That’s it! You show those frauds!” Mary shouted in triumph. Then, more calmly, she added, “I’ll get the real Ragnomrok.” She sat down on the ground, closed her eyes and muttered an arcane phrase. Seconds later, a shadowy bird flew from her outstretched hand. “Go get Ragnomrok’s attention and try to lead him back here.” The spirit bird flew off to complete its task, and Mary turned to me. “Who’s next?” 
 
      
 
    I pointed out the other two members of our team, who were trading attacks with a group of mages attacking them with their staves. I watched as Gnomez fired his rifle, and a mage was blown back with his head missing. Gnominkin was maintaining a defensive wall that he’d created with the metal he controlled, occasionally sending out a thin spike of metal to stab someone that got too close.  
 
      
 
    Before I could suggest what we do next, something crashed into me, sending me tumbling to the ground. As I rolled and came to my feet, I saw the blonde Sister of the Sunhouse that I’d seen before. She was wearing the group’s robes with the sunburst symbol on the chest, chainmail visible beneath through gaps in the clothing, and held a spiked mace in a two-handed grip. By herself, she would have been a challenging opponent, only she wasn’t alone. Four identical copies of her approached me from the south. 
 
      
 
    “Run!” I yelled at Mary as I mentally ordered Parker to ‘spray and pray’. I ejected the spent cartridge and pulled another from my inventory as I backed away from the sister. As soon as I stepped away, Parker sprayed a sticky stream of webbing all over the crater. The closest enemy avoided contact with the webbing and swung her mace from below. The weapon hit me in the chest, and I felt my steel plating there buckle with a crack before I was thrown backward. I landed with a thud, and red double-digit numbers floated away from my supine body. A glance down showed that my chest plating was cracked and crumpled inward. I finished reloading and locked the barrel of the rifle into place, and then without bothering to aim properly, I fired in the direction of the enemy. She was too close to miss, and the mass of buckshot hit her legs with enough force to knock them out from under her, sending the blonde woman face down to the ground.  
 
      
 
    I got to my feet, and Parker resumed spraying webbing as I turned and climbed out of the crater.  
 
      
 
    Thankfully, I saw that Mary was already up and out of the hole. As I ran, I reloaded my rifle, and quickly caught up to her. “Follow me,” I told her as I veered right.  
 
      
 
    Mary’s strength and speed-enhancing armor let her easily keep pace as we headed toward Gnomez and Gnominkin. We ran past a mage that was overwhelmed by a half-dozen gnome clones that showed as yellow dots on my mini map. We ran past just as he was torn apart, and his screams followed us as we fled. Then we were suddenly thrown forward off our feet a moment later by an explosion and a flash of light. We scrambled to our feet, and when I looked back, the only thing left of the mage or the clone gnomes was a six-foot-wide crafter and bits of charred cloth and burnt earth.  
 
      
 
    “Where are you going?” a voice from my left shouted. I turned with my rifle raised and ready to fire when I saw Ragnomrok running toward us with the shadowy spirit bird flying ahead of him, leading the way. He showed up on my map as a green dot, and I lowered the rifle.  
 
      
 
    “To help the others,” I said. Then, with a thumbs up, I added, “Glad you made it, Ragnomrok.” After he caught up with us, I explained the program that I was using to differentiate the clones from the real things and where we were heading.  
 
      
 
    The three of us raced across the battlefield, firing at and cutting down the few copies that tried to attack us. The clones had found a breach in the metal wall Gnominkin had created, allowing them to surround the two gnomes, and we arrived just as they were about to be overwhelmed. 
 
    Three rifle shots cut into the closest foes, and the overlapping spread of fire dropped one outright and turned the other three toward us.  
 
      
 
    “Researchers, we are here!” Mary shouted as she reloaded her short-barreled rifle.  
 
      
 
    At the sound of the shout and gunfire, Gnomez and Gnominkin looked in our direction. Their backs were pressed against the wall, and there were a half-dozen mage clones swinging staves at them. Gnomez swung his rifle like a baseball bat at their ankles, knocking three down as the butt end of the rifle cracked bone. It pushed them back enough for the two gnomes to use the strength-enhancing nature of the clockwork armor to leap up and over the metal barrier, leaving the enemy trapped inside. Gnominkin waved a hand, and the metal walls produced hundreds of spikes that impaled everything inside of it. 
 
      
 
    “How do we know it's really you and not one of those things?” 
 
      
 
    Mary paused for a moment before she frowned and said, “Researcher Gnominkin, your thesis on the transubstantiation of the spirit of metal was so full of holes that you could have poured goblin whisky through it. Researcher Gnomez, when you proposed your clockwork armor as the standard for the team, I told you ‘it would be the highest form of self-aggrandizing to think your clockwork toys could give us victory in a contest of magic and martial might.’” 
 
      
 
    The two gnomes looked at Mary, then at each other, and nodded as Gnomez said, “That’s her alright. No one can critique your research like a member of the Gnogniton family.”  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 61 
 
      
 
    The five of us finished off the surviving mage copies caught in Gnominkin’s metal trap, our rifles blowing chunks of flesh from the fakes with each shot. The gnomes we rescued turned to Mary and me with smiles on their faces.  
 
      
 
    Gnomez reached out and patted me on the back. “Good to see you again, Mr. Repair. Our alchemist here was right worried that we’d lost you.” Ragnomrok’s raised his helmet, and I saw that he had a blush on his cheeks that confirmed the clockwork machinist’s words. 
 
      
 
    “Mary! I never thought I’d be so glad to see your judgmental expression again,” Gnominkin said with a smile and a hug for the woman.  
 
      
 
    Mary hugged him back but shook her head as she pulled away. “Good to see you all again too. I’m more pleased that Mr. Repair here figured out a way to tell you apart from the copies and that we didn’t accidentally shoot any of you.” 
 
      
 
    A blast of stray magic hit the metal wall and sent up a cloud of dust and shards of shrapnel at us, reminding everyone that they were in the middle of a battle and greetings would have to wait. Both the gnomes and I checked for damage, but collectively, we had lost only a few health thanks to our armor. Gnominkin muttered something and gestured toward the shards and what was left of the trap he’d made. The metal melted and returned to cover his armor where it solidified again.  
 
      
 
    A rumbling noise caught my attention. I turned toward the sound and saw a dozen red dots light up on the mini map. I yelled, “Incoming!” as the figures broke through the dust cloud that had been kicked up from the stray magic blast. It was a mixture of fakes that I’d seen before, brown-robed mages, chainmail-wearing sisters of the Sunhouse, and the copies of the gnomes.  
 
      
 
    “I’ll take the fake gnomes, you guys handle the rest,” I shouted as I mentally ordered Parker to attack a scary Mary clone to my right. The mechanical spider leapt off my back and onto the head of the Mary-clone, his steel plated body slamming into her and knocking her off balance. My attention shifted as two staves hit me on my left side, and I was knocked back a step. Single red digits flew away from me as much of the attack force was absorbed by my armor plating. I took one step back as I reloaded my rifle with a buckshot round and then took another step back as I locked the barrel into place, raised the rifle, and pulled the trigger in one smooth motion. The two mage clones were too close for the buckshot to spread, and the closest got the majority of the blast, going down in a heap as the shot punched right through his gut and out his back. The second fake mage didn’t even pause to glance at his downed companion but continued to charge me as I reloaded.  
 
      
 
    A shout from the side was the only warning I had as Gnomez charged the man rushing me. The clockwork armor clad gnome bashed the knee of a brown robed mage clone with the butt of his rifle, cracking the bone so badly that the sharp end burst through the skin and through the robe. As the copy collapsed, the gnome turned the rifle around and pulled the trigger, blasting the man’s face clean off along with a good portion of his head. “I believe my ‘clockwork toys’ have been very instrumental in our team’s progress, haven’t they, Researcher Mary?” 
 
      
 
    Mary leapt backward, narrowly avoiding the swing of a spiked mace. “Yes, Researcher Gnomez,” Mary said with a sigh as she fired a slug into the stomach of a copy of the blonde sister of the Sunhouse. “I was just recounting my initial assessment of your proposed research project to prove my identity to you. I’ll be happy to amend my comments officially if we win this competition.” 
 
      
 
    A glance around me as I sent my spent cartridge to my inventory and infused my next round showed me that the other gnomes were holding their own well. Gnominkin used his magic metal to skewer the legs and feet of his targets to slow them while he finished them with shots from his rifle. Ragnomrok’s potions melted his enemies while he used the speed enhancing ability of his armor to stay away from the enemy. Even Parker was handling his target, using the spade transformation of his front legs to dig through the Mary-clone’s armor to get through flesh and bone. 
 
      
 
    I targeted the nearest red gnome on my mini map and fired. The solid slug thudded against the Gnomez-clone armor, creating a spiderweb crack through the chest plate. “Heat Metal!” I shouted, activating the spell I’d infused in the round. The spot where the bullet had impacted started to glow as the metal there heated up. The fist-sized area of armor went from a dark red, to cherry red, to bright orange in a matter of seconds, and the fake gnome staggered as he was cooked by the burning metal armor that encased him. 
 
      
 
    I was taken aback by the effectiveness of the spell I’d purchased from Evanora Everwoods. I’d originally thought to use it for smithing if I found myself without a forge and hoped it would be effective against an armored opponent. But I’d never guessed that the metal would be affected so quickly or effectively.  
 
      
 
    The fake Gnomez screamed as it tried to slap the heated metal, but the effort was futile. I quickly reloaded and put a second round into the armor, another infusion of Heat Metal cooking the fake until it collapsed onto the ground. By the time the dopple-Gnomez stopped moving, I could see that Parker and the gnomes had finished their fights. I realized that the gnomes were starting to look a bit tired from the consecutive fights.  
 
      
 
    Now that the immediate threat was put down, Gnominkin panted, “I’m glad we’re all together, but I don’t know how much longer we can last. It seems like there’s no end to the number of enemies and the magical cores in these suits are going to start running low soon.” 
 
      
 
    “I agree. We need to make a play for the portal and win this,” Gomez agreed. I noticed that the glowing core in the center of his chest armor was glowing less brightly.  
 
      
 
    The glowing portal that marked the end of the dungeon was nearly two-hundred feet away, but between us and it were more mages, battling it out with clones, spells being cast in such ferocity that the ground was pockmarked with scars and craters and the air was thick with smoke and thrown up dirt.  
 
      
 
    A great rumbling sound and then a roar and a crash sounded from behind us. I turned and saw a dwarven tank just as it broke through the last wall of the maze, sending stone hard brambles chunks flying everywhere. The tank’s wheels caught on the rubble, and the hatch of the vehicle opened. A black bearded dwarf appeared and shouted, “We’re here, brothers!” Over a dozen yellow dots appeared on my mini-map near the hole in the maze as armored dwarves poured through the opening. 
 
      
 
    “More competition,” Gnomez said with a shake of his head.  
 
      
 
    “We move then. Head towards the portal and don’t let anything stop you,” Mary shouted firmly. With nods from the other gnomes and me, we turned and. The gnome’s clockwork armor let them move faster than their short legs would normally allow, literally covering ground in leaps and bounds as they ran towards the tower. We swerved around magical mines that I spotted and fought when we had to but our goal remained the same: the portal that would mark us as the winners of this competition.  
 
      
 
    It was only when we were within fifty feet of the tower that Parker sensed extreme danger. “Dive, quickly!” I yelled. Following my own advice, I leapt into a nearby crater left by magical bombardment. I hit the dirt with a thud, followed by my four companions.  
 
      
 
    “What is it, Mr. Repair?” Ragnomrok asked. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know. Parker sensed danger, and he’s never been wrong.” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t see anything,” Gnomez said as he peeked above the edge of the crater.  
 
      
 
    I popped my head up next to him, and for a moment, I began to think that perhaps Parker had gotten it wrong. After all, there was a first time for everything. Then the shadows around the tower moved, and a new yellow dot appeared on my minimap as a figure emerged from the ground. It took the form of a tall thin man wearing a black robe with a hood that hid his face. Though the minimap tagged him as yellow, I did not recognize him from any of the competitors I’d seen before. I used Inspect. 
 
      
 
    Doppelganger Slime 
 
    Level 9 
 
    HP 50/50 
 
    MP 32/50 
 
      
 
      
 
    “That’s weird,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “What is it? Is it one of the mages laying more traps?” Ragnomrok asked. 
 
      
 
    I shook my head. “No, it’s a monster. Something called a Doppelganger Slime. But it has such little health and mana that I’m surprised it’s survived this long.” 
 
      
 
    "What in the world is a Doppelganger Slime?" Gnomez asked. 
 
      
 
    "It's not in any bestiary I've ever read,” Mary said.  
 
      
 
    I shrugged. “I don’t think we have much to worry about. This thing only has fifty health, so I don’t think it will be hard to kill. I mean, a couple of shots from us would probably take it out, and then we can make a run for the portal.” 
 
      
 
    The gnomes nodded at the plan, and each loaded a solid slug cartridge round into their rifle. I regretted losing my Whitworth Break Action Sniper Rifle when fighting the minotaur, and I wished I’d had enough steel to make another. But the rifle I had would have to do. I loaded a round infused with the Heavy spell in case we had to take more shots at the creature and activated Careful Aim. The shadowy figure seemed to expand in my vision as I sighted down the rifle barrel. The simple iron sight wavered slightly until just the right moment when it was dead center on the figure. Then I pulled the trigger and fired the round with a bang. Four more shots followed, and through all the smoke, I saw the Doppelganger stagger back as four of the five shots hit it.  
 
      
 
    Parts of its cloak had visible holes in it, and when I refreshed Inspect, I saw that the Doppelganger's health had dropped to 12/50. It was a bit tougher than I had expected, but another volley should end it. The creature turned toward us, and for the first time, I could see the flat featureless face beneath the hood. Though it had no eyes, I could almost feel its gaze as it looked over us. Then its head turned, and it raised an arm and pointed toward the mass of creatures that had tried to swarm the mages huddled behind a barrier. A dozen broke off and ran toward us, while two others sprinted toward the Doppelganger.  
 
      
 
    “Incoming from the right. I’m using buckshot to open with,” I warned, mentally ordering Parker to intercept the enemy with a spray of webbing to slow them down. I reloaded as the fake gnomes, mages, and sisters closed the distance between us. My mana was running low and I knew that I wouldn't be able to cast many more infusions, so I slid a normal round into the rifle barrel. To my left, I caught a glimpse of both Mary and Gnominkin preparing spells and the other gnomes reloading.  
 
      
 
    I carefully aimed, and as the clones reached within sixty feet, I pulled the trigger. My silent round was eclipsed as two other rifles were fired, and the closest three fakes went down as three overlapping patterns of buckshot hit. There were so many pellets being fired that one’s creature’s legs disappeared, completely cut out from under it. Mary sent a flight of spirit birds to harass and distract the enemy, and Gnominkin released the bronze metal he controlled along the ground.  
 
      
 
    As my hands worked the catch on the barrel of my rifle to reload, I saw Parker’s spray of webbing hit the ground in front of the remaining clones, catching three as they ran into it. The other six either leapt over the webbing or maneuvered around their trapped companions and pressed onward. Mary’s spirit birds swooped in and out, pecking the enemy's faces. They didn't do much damage, but they slowed the creatures down.  
 
      
 
    Gnominkin muttered an arcane phrase, and the metal he’d sent out rose up in the form of jagged spikes, impaling two clones’ feet. They stumbled forward as the metal pierced through their skin, and their momentum carried them forward into even more spikes that were waiting for them. The bronze weapons punctured bodies and legs, dishing out damage without actually killing anything. 
 
      
 
    I finished reloading and raised the rifle to my shoulder, carefully aiming to avoid hitting Parker who was on the periphery of the enemy trying to web those that had been slowed by the spirit birds. I aimed for one of the two that was still charging forward and fired, but the shot missed when the clone of the sister dove forward at the last moment. She came up from a forward roll, raising her spiked mace to strike as she reached the edge of the crater right in front of Mary. I didn’t have time to reload, so I swung the rifle like a club and hit the sister’s knee as she brought the mace down. The spiked mace merely clipped the female gnome across her face instead of bashing her head in, as the sister went toppling away to the side. Mary staggered back from the hit, but Gnominkin grabbed his loaded rifle from the ground and fired it point-blank into the fallen sister. Despite the chainmail protecting her torso, Gnominkin’s shot blasted a fist-sized hole through her torso.  
 
      
 
    Before the gnomes or I could follow up for a kill shot, dark tendrils shot from the Doppelganger Slime and struck and impaled clones. The copy’s forms paled and rippled as the tendrils wrapped around them before completely breaking apart and turning into a dark grey jelly-like substance that retained its shape for a moment before being absorbed by the tendrils. 
 
      
 
    I was shocked by the sight, and when I turned to look at the cloaked figure, it was no longer as thin as it had been before nor did it appear injured. If anything, the figure looked taller and fuller than when I’d first seen it. I cast Inspect on the monster again. 
 
      
 
    Doppelganger Slime 
 
    Level 9 
 
    HP 70/70 
 
    MP 70/70 
 
      
 
    “It’s absorbing the other clones for health and mana,” I shouted at the gnomes. 
 
      
 
    “It’s worse than that,” Gnomez said. 
 
      
 
    The cloaked doppelganger raised his arms, and the sleeves of his robe fell back to reveal black arcane tattoos on his pale skin. The faceless creature’s cloak seemed to pull in the shadows around the tower, molding them like they were clay to form mocking bipedal bodies. Another dozen copies formed and stepped out of the shadows, but this time, instead of mages, there was a mix of armored dwarves and copies of myself.  
 
      
 
    I found it odd to see myself as others saw me: a machine in human form made of wood, stone, and steel on the outside. The dwarf copies and dopple-Repairs walked toward us with rifles held in their hands as their steel feet stomped in near unison. The sight gave me flashbacks of scenes from the Terminator movies where the robots were exterminating the human population, and I almost expected the copies of myself to shout, ‘For Skynet!’ or something. 
 
      
 
    “Kill the clones before the slime can absorb them again,” Mary ordered. 
 
      
 
    The sound of her voice and the gunfire as the gnomes obeyed the order was enough to break the trance-like befuddlement I’d found myself in. I raised my rifle and shot into the now-charging line of clones. The shots hit but didn’t seem to do much to slow down the metalmen or armored dwarves. Parker shot webbing, but the copies seemed to have learned from the previous clones’ mistakes, and they avoided the sticky white stuff by rolling or running around the patches. Two dwarves broke off from the group, axes and swords raised, and ran at Parker whom I mentally ordered to retreat. Gnominkin tried to repeat his spike trick, but the bronze spikes could not penetrate either group's armor and they merely stomped the spiked down before continuing their charge.  
 
      
 
    A final volley of shots rang out from my team and then the monsters were on us.  
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 62 
 
      
 
    A wave of dwarf clones leapt over the edge of the crater toward the gnomes, and my rifle went flying from my grasp when two metalmen tackled me. It was a chaotic tangle of bodies and limbs as our position was overrun by the enemy. My head hit the dirt, and I felt a crack as a steel fist slammed into my already-damaged chest plating. My left arm was pinned down by one of the metalmen, but I was able to swing a punch with my right into the head of one of the two that had attacked me. There was a clang as steel fist met steel head, and I expected some reaction to my attack, whether a flinch or a reflexive reaction, but the enemy didn’t even pause as my fist hit him again and again. He returned the attack by punching me just as I did him, and it quickly turned into an act of two machines wailing on each other as he did not let up and neither did I. 
 
      
 
    I saw single-digit red numbers float away from both of us as we fought, and I realized that it was either going to be a stalemate or a slow loss if I didn’t do something to change the dynamics. Instead of continuing the slugfest between two people that didn’t feel pain, I lifted my knees toward my body, interposing them between us, and then planted my right foot on his chest. I kicked out hard, and the Metalman clone was pushed back off my chest, and the punching metalman was knocked back. It was only a moment’s respite, and I still had another of the machine men holding down my left arm, but it afforded me the freedom I needed to deal with him.  
 
      
 
    If the second enemy had been a flesh and blood man, I would have yanked him by his hair or reached to claw at his eyes. Instead, I activated Integrated Items, and the parts that made up my right hand split apart, twisted, and folded as it transformed into a hammer. I swung wide as I brought the hammer down on the arm joint of the machine man that was holding down my left arm. The joint crunched as the thin plating crumpled and the framing beneath shattered and bent backward. There was no cry of pain from the creature, but he did lose the support that held him up and fell forward. More importantly, the weight pinning my left arm was gone, and I was able to slip it out from under his grasp as he lost his balance. 
 
      
 
    With my left arm finally free, I thrust my knees up and rolled backward, coming to my feet in a crouched position. I had a fraction of a second where I was free and saw that the gnomes had been overwhelmed by other metalmen and dwarf clones. As I watched, Gnomez ripped the arm off one of my clowns but was then immediately tackled by two dopple-dwarves. Mary was fighting next to her spirit cat, but the summoned creature was being hacked by dwarven axes. Ragnomrok was curled up in a ball on the ground, relying on his armor to protect him from being stomped by a dwarf and a metalman, but then Gnominkin covered the poor alchemist in a protective dome of metal that shot spikes from it, piercing the attackers’ the feet and legs. The maneuver left the metal mage vulnerable, however, and he took an axe to his back. His armor cracked underneath the powerful blow, but it saved his life. 
 
      
 
    I transformed my integrated hammer back into my right hand as I realized that my team would be lost if the tides of this fight didn’t turn, and a desperate thought crossed my mind. If the metalmen had my advantage of not feeling pain, did they have my vulnerabilities too? I leapt upon the back of the metalman with the broken arm, relying on my weight to press him down and keep him prone, and activated my deconstruction tool. My left forearm split apart, and a cylindrical tool with the glowing blue tip extended. I target the Metalman clone, and a blue beam of light shot out of the tool. I half-expected to receive a notification telling me that I couldn’t use the tool on my target, and I was thrilled when the beam of light cut through the back of the metalman’s head like a hot knife through butter, removing a cube-shaped chunk of his plating and the wooden structure beneath in a fraction of a second. Even if he couldn’t feel pain, he must have sensed that something was terribly wrong because he started bucking his hips and writhing around, desperately trying to dislodge me. I leaned forward and used my free hand to press down on his neck and him still as the beam of the deconstruction tool cut away at his head casing. The outer steel plating took the longest, but the bean quickly sliced through the wood, copper, and other unknown materials beneath, leaving a neat rectangular groove through his skull. Then something vital must have been severed because the frame of the metalman-clone spasmed once and then lay still. 
 
      
 
    Something kicked me in the side, and I tumbled off the now-prone figure, protecting the deconstruction tool as it deactivated with its target out of range as I rolled. As I looked up from the ground and saw the other metalman. I pushed myself to my feet and lunged forward, already targeting and activating the tool as I charged the copy. The tool flared to life, and the blue beam shot out as I side-stepped a punch and grasped ahold of the clone. I brought the tool down like a laser sword, hoping that it would cut through the metalman’s arm, but the too-swift motion only cut through the thin plating around the elbow joint, exposing the wood structure beneath. The metalman tried to pull his arm back, but I swept my left foot around to tangle up his leg while yanking on the arm with my right hand, throwing the machine man off balance enough for me to stab down with the deconstruction tool. The beam, now focused on the exposed joint, cleanly cut through both it and the underlying mechanics, destroying the elbow joint and nearly severing the arm. The metalman copy pulled back, and the tug of war between the two of us was more than the already-damaged arm could handle. It instantly snapped underneath the pressure, letting the metalman tumble back away from me.  
 
      
 
    The machine’s metal faceplate couldn’t move, but I could almost sense a confused horror from its body language as it touched the stub of its right arm. Part of my mind was troubled by the notion that this creature could feel such emotion, but the greater part understood that it and its brethren stood between me and victory in this contest. I would crush it and anyone else to gain my freedom. 
 
      
 
    The metalman tried to backpedal as I charged it, but it was too late for the creature. I wielded my deconstruction tool more like a rapier than a saber or fine instrument and used it as a piercing knife rather than a slashing weapon or detail-oriented instrument. The metalman tried to block my next attack with his remaining arm, but the tool cut through the limb and then sliced it off at the wrist with only a slight adjustment of the beam’s angle. He tried to turn and run, but I swept his legs out from under him and sent him tumbling into the dirt crater with a clatter. It took a moment to pin the desperately squirming copy down, but then only a few more seconds to stab down through its neck and deconstruct it until the creature’s head was severed and the blue lights in its skull dimmed before permanently darkening. 
 
      
 
    I longed to fix my cracked and broken plating and clean the soot, dirt, and blood that was caked on me, but a cry of pain from one of my teammates drove me to move. My knees creaked as I got up, but I immediately charged into the fight. I quickly reached Gnominkin, who was standing over the prone form Ragnomrok and desperately trying to use his controlled metal as a shield to keep the dwarven clones at bay as they chopped at him with axe and hammer. Using the steel material I’d deconstructed from the metalmen copies, I fabricated an Excellent Steel Knife of Sharpness, a pattern I’d copied from Master Deanly, and held it tightly in my right hand. The two seconds it took felt like an eternity as I watched my teammates struggle for their lives. 
 
      
 
    Excellent Steel Knife of Sharpness 
 
    12-13 damage 
 
    Weight:1.3 lbs 
 
    Durability: 15/15 
 
    Special: Knife deals 15% more damage to unarmored flesh 
 
      
 
    I switched from fabrication to deconstruction as I reached the dwarf clones attacking Gnominkin and Ragnomrok. The closest had its back to me, and I targeted the steel gorget along its right side without hesitation. The steel plating disappeared as the tool deconstructed it through, and a moment later, the knife in my right hand slid through the gap and stabbed downward into its neck. The master-forged knife was honed to such a fine edge that it sliced through the skin, muscles, and veins in the dopple-dwarf neck with ease. There was a spurt of blood as the vein was severed, and the dwarf’s head rolled to the right as the neck muscles there were no longer able to support it. He half-turned with a confused expression on his face as he tried to right his head, before collapsing in the dirt, no longer interested in attacking my teammates.  
 
      
 
    The other three other dwarf clones stopped their attacks on the bent-and-battered bronze walls that Gnominkin had thrown up. Without the element of surprise or some other advantage, I didn’t see how my deconstruction tool could come into play, so I withdrew it back into my forearm rather than risk damaging it. Then I retreated as the three creatures turned and charged me, but almost immediately paused when a waist-high blur came in from my right and tackled the lead dwarf. It only took me a moment to recognize that Parker had arrived and used his iron-plated body to disable one of the attackers, leaving me with two others to deal with. I kicked out at the next dwarf, and my foot clanged against the enemy’s chest plate. The kick didn’t knock the dwarf clone back as I’d hoped, and the cloned creature chopped down at my extended leg with his axe. The axehead cut into the steel plating along my thigh, and the already-damaged plate cracked as my leg absorbed the force of the blow.  
 
      
 
    I’d only lost a few health as the armor took most of the damage, but I didn’t think I’d be able to take another in the same spot. I stabbed out with the knife in my hand, aiming for the thumb-thick eye slit in the dwarf’s helmet, but as the tip of the blade entered, the dwarf dropped his head, snapping my blade against his visor slit. I cursed my stupidity. Master Deanly had forged the blade as an example of adding special traits such as sharpness, but he’d also said that it meant that such tools were extra brittle.  
 
      
 
    I dropped the ruined weapon and transformed my right hand into a blacksmith’s hammer. It finished transforming just in the nick of time, as the dopple-dwarf slashed horizontally with his axe, and the blade struck the heavy hammer’s head instead of me. The two weapons caught on each other, and the axe’s curved back caught on the hammer’s head. The dwarf and I tugged for a moment before I realized my advantage. With a thought, the deconstruction tool in my left forearm activated, and the blue beam of light from it deconstructed a chunk of the wooden axe handle, neatly severing it. The sudden separation of the axe head from the handle sent the tugging dwarf tumbling backward into his clone companion, who had been trying to angle his way into the fight. The two were a jumble of short limbs and heavy armor as they tried to detangle themselves.  
 
      
 
    Gnominkin standing over a woozy Ragnomrok, cast his hands out with a shouted arcane phrase causing the bronze walls that he'd raised to melt, and the liquid bronze metal rushed out to engulf the enemy. The metal seeped in between gaps in the dwarf-clones' armor and through the slits in the helmets, and then with a hard hand slash from Gnominkin, the magically controlled metal hardened into hundreds of sharp points. The spikes ripped through the soft flesh beneath the armor and punctured through from beneath. The dwarves collapsed to the ground, shuttered, and gasped, grasping at their armor while trying to pull it off in some desperate, last-ditch death throw. Finally, they lay still with blood leaking from the punctures and gaps in their armor. 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 63 
 
      
 
    “Get up and help the others!” I ordered the two gnomes as I searched for my dropped rifle. I found it a few feet away, half-covered in dirt. There were scratches on the stock and barrel but no serious damage. I checked the firing mechanism and cleared it of dirt before loading a new round and locking the barrel into place. 
 
      
 
    Both Gnominkin and Ragnomrok were on their feet by the time I’d finished reloading, and we cleared away the remaining enemies threatening our teammates. I put a round into the helmet of the dwarf-clone that Parker had engaged, and the round bounced inside and shredded its contents before the clone dropped to the ground. Parker bounced around in place while sending a mental impression of happiness through our connection. I patted him and said, “Good job, Parker.” The mechanical spider climbed up on my back and we returned to the fight. 
 
      
 
    The two other metalmen clones fell to my deconstruction tool as I severed their heads after the gnomes pulled them down. The last of the dopple-dwarves fought back-to-back in a circle, but five rifles used at close range and Gnominkin’s metal dispatched them all in quick order.   
 
      
 
    After the fight was over, I took a moment to assess my injuries. My armor plating had lost its luster and was caked with a mixture of soot, dirt, and blood in several areas the plating had cracked and even broken away exposing the mechanical parts beneath. All told my health had dropped to 23/66. I wasn’t in the best shape but a glance at my teammates told me that they were in worse condition.  
 
      
 
    “That was the worst fight so far. I don’t think we can handle another,” Mary said after a cough. She was bleeding from a gash on her head, and blood was dripping from beneath her chestplate. 
 
      
 
    The other gnomes had their own injuries, and the glow of their cores powering their armor had dimmed significantly. “Then we push for the win,” I suggested. 
 
      
 
    There were nods of agreement from everyone as they reloaded the last of their ammunition and prepared. Ragnomrok pulled three vials out of the reinforced pouches at his waist and said, “This is the last of the liquid smoke. It should be enough to provide some cover for us.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll add an Echo infusion to add to the disorientation, but it’s the last of my mana too,” I said, taking the vial in hand. Once the infusion was finished, I handed it back to Ragnomrok and turned to the group of battered gnomes. “No matter what, we can’t stop. Make the run, get past the dungeon boss, and through the portal. We don’t need to kill him, just get past him.” 
 
      
 
    There was a blast of energy from the mages, and the clones that had been surrounding them flew backwards as a fire and heat engulfed them. It seemed like the mages had the same idea that we did and were making a run for the exit. They were farther away than we were, but the spell casters blurred as a spell was cast, and then they sped up. We heard a roar from behind us, and when I turned I saw that the dwarves were charging toward the portal in a wedge-shaped formation, knocking down and stomping anything that tried to stop them. 
 
      
 
    We shared a silent look between us. We knew that this was it. With so many of us approaching at once, it would be impossible for the Doppelganger Slime to stop us all. The gnomes and I climbed over the edge of the crater, and Ragnomrok threw the vial. It arced through the air before breaking at the feet of the dungeon floor boss, and the Echo infusion activated, sending sounds of breaking glass in a multitude of directions. The liquid inside bubbled and transformed as it was exposed to air, transforming into a billowing cloud of obfuscating white gas.  
 
      
 
    With our cover in place, the gnomes and I charged. We were the closest to the portal, but the other teams seemed to be catching up quickly.  
 
      
 
    The Doppelganger Slime saw the three teams charging and raised its arms, sending out dozens of tendrils that latched onto the clones that it had sent out. The monster became hard to see as the cloud of liquid white smoke expanded around it, and the gnomes and I focused on our run until we were no more than twenty feet away from our goal. The portal’s bright light seemed to shine in a welcoming gesture. “We’re going to make it,” I thought to myself.  
 
      
 
    Then a blast of energy hit us, and I went flying to the side crashing to the ground. I felt the heat of fire on my body but got to my feet and saw a single mage some thirty feet away, holding out a smoking staff aimed at us. The rest of his team was already entering the white smoke that had engulfed the dungeon boss and the surrounding area, and the silver-haired mage smiled before turning away and running after his teammates.  
 
      
 
    A dwarven battle cry echoed behind us, “For the forge!” before the charging group of dwarves followed.  
 
      
 
    My teammates were slow to get to their feet, but they did. Before we ran into the smoke, I checked my minimap and saw nearly two dozen yellow dots in the cloud, although they were only vague, shadowy shapes to my normal vision. In the middle of it all, there was a red dot that seemed to grow larger.  
 
      
 
    The next second, there was a roar and another explosion of energy as a four-armed figure appeared in front of the tower and began growing, rising above the smoke. The Doppelganger had turned into some kind of giant with four long arms with hands each the size of a dwarf. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, by Henma’s all-knowing book. It’s transformed,” Mary said as she stared at what the Doppelganger Slime had become.  
 
      
 
    “It must have absorbed all the clones it made,” Ragnomrok observed.  
 
      
 
    The gnomes looked shaken, and their expressions grew worse as the creature reached into the smoke with its four oversized hands and picked up two dwarves and the mage that had fired the spell at us. I thought for a moment that the monster would crush the people, but then arms stretched back and it flung them forward like fleshy-catapults, hurling through the air to land forty or fifty feet away. 
 
      
 
    The smoke and echoing sounds distracted the boss enough that several of the dwarves and mages were able to sneak by, and the portal flashed as they made their way through.  
 
      
 
    I waited, fearful that the other teams had won. But no booming voice echoed through the dungeons declaring victory for anyone, and I realized that victory must require that all of the team members in the dungeon get through the portal.  
 
      
 
    “They haven’t won yet! Go! Go! Go!” Mary shouted as she came to the same realization I had. The team sprinted through the billowing white cloud, their low bodies making the most of the smoke to evade the enemy and the other groups. Mary leapt out of the way of a Doppelganger hand, avoiding being snatched by the narrowest of margins, and kept sprinting toward the portal without so much as a glance back. Gnominkin fired his rifle at a dwarf that slashed at him, and the shot sent the Anvil Work’s member spinning back into the white cloudy smoke. 
 
      
 
    The portal flashed again and again as more of the other teams passed through until there were only a handful of contenders left, including those that had been flung back by the Doppelganger. 
 
      
 
    “We’re there!” Mary said as we made it to the portal. The gnome looked back once, and I glimpsed a wide smile on her face. The portal flashed as Mary made it through, then again as Gnomez passed, and once more for Gnominkin. The flashing portal had caught the Doppelganger’s attention, and he turned and reached into the smoke with surprising speed.  
 
      
 
    For a moment, I thought I’d been caught. The creature's hand came straight for me, but I desperately dove to the side and landed on the ground with a thud. I felt a mental yelp as my weight landed on Parker, but I ignored it. The Doppelganger Slime’s hand withdrew past me again, and saw Ragnomrok in its grasp, held upside down by a single leg. The poor gnome looked terrified as he was lifted high into the air.  
 
      
 
    I glanced back at the portal that was only a few feet away and then back at Ragnomrok. If the alchemist was tossed away, we’d lose our only shot at winning the competition. It would be impossible for him to ever make it back to the portal before another team went through. I raised my rifle, aimed down the barrel, and activated Careful Aim. My target expanded in my view as if I’d zoomed in, and I pulled the trigger. There was a loud bang as the round fired, and Ragnomrok’s head snapped forward as the bullet struck him. I pushed myself to my feet and turned away, not wanting to see any more than I already had. The last member of the Mage’s Guild, a silver-haired man, had gotten past the Doppelganger and was running toward the portal. I leapt for the portal just as the last mage made the same jump, and the dungeon disappeared around me in a kaleidoscope of color.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 64 
 
      
 
      
 
    For what felt like an eternity, my existence was one of twisting and turning through an explosion of light and color. Then, with an audible pop, the momentum of my leap through the dungeon portal felt as if it were compounded, and I found myself flying through the air before finally landing on wood on a hard floor with a crash of metal.  
 
      
 
    A fraction of a second later, a thud next to me announced the presence of someone else. As I sat up, I discovered the silver-haired mage who had thrown the fireball at my team and had been the last of his group through the dungeon portal. He was lying on the ground with one hand on his head while staring up at the ceiling, clearly disoriented.  
 
      
 
    “And we have the last member of the winning research team!” a voice boomed. 
 
      
 
    A raucous cheer went up from around me--much louder than I would have expected had I been teleported back to the royal abode. It was only then that I looked up and saw that I was sitting on the floor of a wooden stage and that there was a shining magical mirror not six feet from me. The two-tier stage took up most of the massive market in the center of the city, and the merchant stalls and adventurers that usually crowded it were gone. The first tier was nine 9 feet above the ground, and the second was a dais raised another five feet. The gnomes were standing on the western side of the stage along with members of the Anvil Works and the Mage Guild who participated in the contest. Behind me, the prince and his counselors were on the second level with the sun shining brightly overhead, looking out over the cheering crowd. Throngs of onlookers had filled the four wide streets that led outward from the center of the city to the various districts, and they were currently being held back by wooden barricades and guards wearing royal black and gold armor.  
 
      
 
    A group of mages, all of whom were wearing robes of the same color scheme as the guards, stood within the courtyard and chanted while dancing around a six-foot-tall crystal set in a silver brazier. Beams of light shot outward from the mages into the crystal and were then refracted and projected into the sky above, where images of the final run past the dungeon boss were being replayed.  
 
      
 
    The crowd was hundreds of rows deep and a mixture of every race I’d seen in the city: human, elf, dwarf, gnome, troll, goblin, minotaurs, and even ones that I didn’t have a name for. It felt like everyone in the city was there: the rich from the southern district in their expensive and magically flashy clothes, the tradesmen from the western district, the factory workers and laborers from the northern district, and even the store owners and adventurers.  
 
      
 
    A minotaur guard on the stage snorted, and his grip on his halberd tightened as he stared down at the weapon in my hands. Not wanting to appear as a threat, I sent my rifle to my inventory.  
 
      
 
    “Please stand,” the booming voice said, and I turned to see Counselor Tia’monton holding a glowing hexagonal device to his mouth that projected his voice over the cheers of the city.  
 
      
 
    I got to my feet, and the silver-haired mage unsteadily did the same while shaking his head. Despite the discomfort usually associated with teleportation, there was a small smile on the man’s face.  
 
      
 
    “Please give a round of applause for the Mage’s Guild, who fought hard against overwhelming odds, right to the end, making this a close contest.”   
 
      
 
    The mage raised his fists high in the air. and the crowd cheered in response. The mage’s sleeves fell as he bathed in the attention of the crowd, revealing arms covered in scars. It took me a moment to realize that scars were actually complex shapes and lines carved into the man’s flesh. The idea that someone would perform such a painful procedure on themselves was initially surprising. Even if it gave them some sort of magical power it seemed like an extreme measure. But then again, men on Earth had done much worse in the quest for power and the expansion of knowledge. Perhaps it is a common ritual for mages and that’s why they always wore long-sleeved robes. 
 
      
 
    “However, the winners of The Ultimate Research Warrior Competition are none other than the Gnomish Research Institute!” 
 
      
 
    The silver-haired mage looked startled. As if it had never occurred to him that he had not won. He opened his mouth, no doubt to object to the announcement, but one gesture from the royal prince had guards moving towards the mage. The mage turned and scowled up at me and angrily said, “This isn’t over, Metalman. We should have won, and I won’t stand still while what is rightly mine is taken from me.” Two minotaur guards flanked the mage, and the man gave me one last dirty look before his expression shifted to a strained smile. He waved to the crowd as he joined the rest of his research team on the west side of the stage. 
 
      
 
    The crowd's cheers turned into a cacophony of adulation as the images projected into the sky replaced my and my team’s actions throughout the contest. Clips replayed from each test, depicting each frustration, every close call, and even the last rifle shot that had taken out Ragnomrok. It was like a well-edited Super Bowl highlight reel, and the crowd loved every image.  
 
      
 
    I’d known that information about the contest was being disseminated--after all, Stan the Goblin Ninja had gathered so many details. But I’d thought that it was going to be through newspapers or special announcements. I had no idea that there was any kind of magical technology like what I was witnessing. Although, it made a sort of sense. Even if it was a prohibitively expensive endeavor, as I judged from the expensive-looking equipment and the number of mages needed to cast the magical display, if you could control light through magic, why couldn’t you project images? The rest was just a matter of scale.  
 
      
 
    “Here we have the rest of the gnome research team,” the counselor said.  
 
      
 
    Mary, Gnomez, and Gnominkin came up onto the stage and the crowd cheered. The gnomes looked beaten to hell. The cores of their clockwork armor were dim, and the armor itself was spotted with blood and dirt, and the plating in several locations was broken, showing the mechanisms beneath. Thankfully, they must have received some kind of medical treatment as their wounds had stopped bleeding. They stood beside me and bowed to the prince, and I hastily followed their example after realizing that I might have insulted the guy who was going to award us a victory. 
 
      
 
    Prince Thallan rose from his throne, and his advisor handed over the voice-projecting device. He looked out at the crowd, and I expected him to smile and play to the audience like a seasoned politician. Instead, the prince’s visage was serious and grim as he spoke. “The Ultimate Research Warrior Competition was devised by me and the royal family to encourage research and progress throughout the kingdom and reward the most outstanding innovators. Though the core cities like Divitiae have only known peace since the end of the second Dungeon War, the borderlands of our kingdom our under constant threat from bandits, monsters, wild magic, and aggressive tribes that live in the untamed lands.  
 
      
 
    “The tests that these groups have gone through have proven not only the viability of their research but also its usefulness to our kingdom. I encourage you to give them your respect.” The prince paused his speech while the crowd cheered again. After a moment, he raised a hand, and the crowd became silent. “But it was three of these competitors that stood out above the rest. The dwarven research group, Anvil Works, with their enchanted armor and honed weapons made quick work of every foe that they found. But more, their amazing Dwarven Bang Tank proved just how well it could break through even magical fortifications.” The crowd cheered as the dwarves stood and bowed to the prince and then turned to the crowd.  
 
      
 
    “The Mage’s Guild is no doubt disappointed that they did not win. But they should feel proud that their advancements in spell research will be carried forward and that they will be granted research funds of 10,000 gold and a place on the royal magic advisory committee to apply the spells they displayed, including Phase Step, Mass Communication, Ray of Disablement, and Shield of Alcanorat. 
 
      
 
    “Lastly, the Gnomish Research Institute. Not only did they prove the strength and speed improvements of the core clockwork armor they used, but they also demonstrated the efficacy of both their individual magical research and the firearm advancements they used to overcome the challenges of the contest. They proved that their research could multiply the force of even the weakest race in the kingdom. Moreover, they showed, through the intelligent application of knowledge and logic, that they were willing to make the big sacrifices to seize victory.” The clip of me aiming and shooting Ragnomrok replayed above us, and risked a glance to my side. Gnomez and Gnominkin’s expressions tighten, though Mary just gave me a sad but understanding look. “And these acts led them to victory. I have awarded them the grant of 100,000 gold as well as full military contracts to further develop and produce each of the technologies brought forth by the Institute for the entire army.” 
 
      
 
    The crowd cheered, and the royal advisor gestured for us to step forward while the prince was handed a leather case. The gnomes kneeled before the prince, and I followed suit as the prince opened the case and held up one of five gold medallions hung from red silky ribbons. He placed a medallion around each of our necks and then raised the last medallion high in the air after.  
 
      
 
    “This last award will be presented to Researcher Ragnomrok once he recovers from the injuries he sustained in the competition. I’m told that it may take months for the wounds to his head to heal, even with magical intervention, but he will make a full recovery,” Prince Thallan said. 
 
      
 
    The crowd murmured their approval, and I felt a weight lift off my shoulders at hearing that Ragnomrok had been teleported away as I’d hoped. A glance at my gnome teammates showed that they looked relieved at the news.  
 
      
 
    The prince continued to speak about the issues the kingdom faced and that investments like the competition helped, but I zoned out as it finally hit me. After hundreds of hours in the dungeon, training, expanding my skill and magical knowledge, and after all the trials and tribulations that I’d faced, it was done. It was really done. I was thrilled that the contest was over. That it was won. That I would soon be a free Metalman. I’d really done it. 
 
      
 
    The sound of explosions brought me back from my reverie, and then the screaming started. 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 65 
 
      
 
    BOOM! 
 
      
 
    BOOM! 
 
      
 
    I turned at the sound of the explosion and the screams to see chaos. Smoke and fire streamed from the south. The stone buildings and wooden barricades there had been destroyed, and there were broken and bleeding bodies of the rich strewn about like discarded ragdolls. Cheers had turned to screams as the crowds that had surrounded us pushed one another to the ground as they pressed to escape in every direction. The royal guards had closed in to surround the prince, and his counselors while they were trying to locate the source of the explosions through the smoke. 
 
      
 
    BOOM! 
 
      
 
    BOOM! 
 
      
 
    There were more explosions and several flashes of light from the east. I brought my rifle out from my internal inventory and checked my minimap, which was a sea of shifting yellow dots as the previous programs were still running. It was immediately distracting, and I would have turned it off if not for the dozen red dots that were mixed in with the yellow. “There are a dozen somethings out there,” I said as I gestured to the east.  
 
      
 
    There were twelve figures there from the dark races, including tall trolls, hobgoblins, kobolds, snake-like nagas, and goblins. They weren’t wearing any clothing, their limbs seemed oddly proportioned, and they were covered in strange, patterned white scars. I could even see bony protrusions through their skin. They shouted with ear-piercing loudness and they moved strangely, with jerky, quick movements with uneven strides. But regardless of how oddly they moved, they were fast.  
 
      
 
    “Protect His Royal Highness!” an elven voice shouted from behind me, and the wooden barriers that had held back the crowd lit up with arcane magic and a blue wall of energy.  
 
      
 
    Unfortunately, more of the red dots appeared on my minimap. The original dozen became three, then four, and five. I lost count of how many there were as more and more of the jerking figures poured out of uncovered manholes in the cobbled streets that surrounded the marketplace. They ignored the fleeing crowds as they ran directly toward us. A group of adventurers attacked the charging figures, but the monsters hardly noticed the swords that were thrust into them, and they tore apart any of the adventurers and city guards that got within arm’s reach to attack.  
 
      
 
    “Something is preventing direct teleportation away from here!” an elven voice behind me yelled. I turned and saw that it was one of the elven councilors.  
 
      
 
    The prince scowled and shook his head. “Whoever has prepared this has prepared well. What are those creatures?” 
 
      
 
    An elf guard standing near the prince peered out at the figures battling the minotaur guards, who had moved to intercept the mass of attackers as they neared the state. “They appear to be some kind of monstrous group of goblins, trolls, and other members of the dark races.”  
 
      
 
    Councilor Tia’monton scowled at the answer. “I knew they would betray us eventually. I argued then to kill the remnants of the dark armies, but no one listened. Now, we have a rebellion.” 
 
      
 
    Another counselor started to argue, but the prince held up a hand as he stood up and was handed a narrow sword in a scabbard. “An investigation into what is happening can take place later. Escaping will need to take precedence.” The prince shifted his gaze from the counselor to the shimmering mirror on the stage. “If your teleportation spells aren’t working, what of the artifact? We could escape to the dungeon it was connected to.” 
 
      
 
    Councilor Tia’monton shook his head. “That connection was severed after the last of the contestants was recovered. We could realign it with the teleportation artifact at the Royal Abode in the city, but that would take time.” 
 
      
 
    “Then do it!” Prince Thallan ordered as hundreds of twisted and frenzied people ran into the blue magical barriers that surrounded the stage. He dismissed the counselor with a glance and the elf bowed, turned, and shouted to the black and gold robed light spell casters that had been chanting around the large crystal. The mages gathered around the counselor, and the group started to perform some ritual.  
 
      
 
    Prince Thallan unsheathed the sword in his hands revealing a glowing blue blade with a gold guard. He turned to the research teams below him. “I find myself in the unusual position of asking for help.” The members of the research teams on the stage, Anvil Works, The Mage’s Guild, and the Gnomish Research Institute looked up at the prince. They listened intently as he continued. “I don’t know what has happened or who has arranged this, but I promise to bring down the wrath of the royal household on our enemies and blessings on those that aid us. Each research team will protect us from the enemy approaching from one of the cardinal directions. You need to push the enemy back long enough for the royal mages to link the teleportation mirror to a safe location.” 
 
      
 
    There was a sharp cracking sound as the magical barrier began to fail as the scarred and twisted creatures pounded on it. “Make haste to your positions and what preparations you can.” 
 
      
 
    “Dwarves, steel formation!” the leader of Anvil Works ordered, and the dwarves around him moved with practiced ease. The more heavily armored members of the research group moved to the westernmost part of the stage, arranging their shields in an overlapping pattern. Behind them, a line of dwarves positioned themselves with long spears and halberds. Behind those,  dwarves began preparing large, heavy-looking crossbows.  
 
      
 
    “Mages, to me,” the silver-haired spellcaster ordered his guild members. The surviving research group huddled together on the eastern side of the stage and argued even as the wave of creatures rushed forward.  
 
      
 
    “Move to the southern end!” I yelled at the gnomes who were standing in place, eyes glazed over with fear as they stared at the surge of people clawing and pounding against the magical barrier with wild frenzy. I realized that their numbers had grown into the hundreds and they had surrounded the stage. 
 
      
 
    I clapped my hands to get the gnome's attention, and they turned toward the sound. “I know it's frightening, but we have to get ready. Gnominkin, cut their legs and slow them down with your metal magic. Mary, hit them with whatever long-ranged spells you can when they break through, but have any of your spirit pets focus on distraction and knocking them down. Gnomez, charge up the armor cores while we can and when the fighting starts use the solid ammunition until they get within sixty feet. Then we all switch to buckshot.” 
 
      
 
    The gnomes nodded solemnly, and while fear was still evident on their faces, their tasks gave them something to focus on aside from the still-growing force hundreds of feet away. I gave mental orders to Parker to spray as much webbing as he could without engaging with the approaching enemy and then used the spent shell casings and whatever material I had in my Internal Inventory to fabricate more ammunition for my teammates along with a single claymore mine. I passed out the ammo and affixed the claymore to the outward-facing edge of the stage.  
 
      
 
    It was all I could do before a series of loud cracks caught my attention as the barrier fell. The pieces of magical shielding shattered like shards of glass before dissolving into motes of light and disappearing. The mob of naked and scarred people screamed with piercing shouts, and the sheer weight of the pushing crowd was enough to break through the now-inert wooden barriers. 
 
      
 
    The minotaur guards along the perimeter of the stage moved faster than I could track, and their forms blurred as they moved to intercept the threats. The guards and the approaching figures collided like a storm crashing on a rocky shore. The guards slashed with their swords, punched with fists, and even tried to gorge the figures with their horns. The scarred people seemed to have an almost preternatural sense of danger and dodged and twisted out of the way of most of the minotaur’s attacks. But the level difference between the guards and the figures showed when one of the guards was able to land a blow and the figure was cut in half by a sword. Another of the mob lost its head as a Minotaur horn gored it through and then pulled its body off its horn with a pop. But quantity had a power of its own, and the elite guard was swarmed by dozens of the figures. Like before, the pale creatures seemed unconcerned with their safety or the injuries they suffered, and they slashed with clawed hands and bit at the guards until they started to not rise again.  
 
      
 
    I used Careful Aim, and my vision zoomed in on my chosen target. The rifle butt against my shoulder kicked as I fired at a troll that tried to strangle one of the minotaur guards. The troll's head snapped back as the round entered its head, and then the bullet exited with a spray that covered the creatures behind it in brain matter and blood.  
 
      
 
    As I reloaded, I saw Gnominkin’s face strain as he sent out all the bronze he’d brought at the charging people. Thin streams of liquid metal rushed along the ground and then shot up as they reached their target, solidifying into sharp thin blades that stabbed through calves, thighs, and groins. Blood streamed from the wounds, and the twisted creatures stumbled as muscles were cut and tendons were severed. But they hardly seemed to notice as they continued their charge. Even those that could no longer walk crawled forward persistently on elongated arms and mangle limbs. 
 
      
 
    Dwarven crossbow bolts punched through chests and beams of magic burned the mob as I raised my rifle and fired again. My shot missed the lizard man that I’d aimed at, but the mob was so tightly packed that the projectile punched a hole in the chest of the hobgoblin to the right of it. The hobgoblin staggered for only a moment before it continued its mad rush, ducking below an axe and rushing past a royal guard.  
 
      
 
    It wasn’t the only one to get past the guards. Despite their high level and powerful equipment, and despite their ability to cut through two and even three people with each attack, there were just too many for them to stop.  
 
      
 
    “Wait to fire until they get within sixty feet!” I ordered as the wave of the enemy ran toward us. I reloaded, raised my rifle, and aimed at the tallest gnoll that led the charge. At this distance, I could see that the creature had gone through some kind of modification. Its bare legs were engorged with twice the amount of muscle they should have been, and its upper body was crisscrossed with white scars that wouldn’t have been amiss on a dissection project. Worse, its eyes stared vacantly, its mouth hung open, and its sharp teeth gleamed between black gums.  
 
      
 
    The instant it reached sixty feet from us, I shouted, “Fire!” and pulled the trigger. My target shifted with such speed that I thought it might actually avoid my attack, but the buckshot I’d fired spread out as it flew through the air and caught the gnoll in its legs, cutting through the thick flesh with enough force to make the creature tumble. The gnomes beside me fired their rifles, and while the mob’s zig-zag path towards us made it hard to predict where they’d be next, buckshot didn’t care. The gnomes’ overlapping shot patterns meant that everything in front of us was hit. The entire front row was cut down, and some of the creatures were cut in half when they were hit by a center spread of buckshot.  
 
      
 
    In the seconds it took to reload, I risked a glance at how the other research teams were doing. The dwarves were pushing the enemy down with their shields and returning every attack with one of their own using spears and halberds to slash and pierce downward over armored dwarven shoulders. But they were outnumbered ten to one, and despite their best efforts, they were being pushed back as the horrors climbed the stage.  
 
      
 
    Three of the mages held out their hands, and a visible stream of energy flowed between them to create a shimmering barrier that was holding off the enemy directly in front of the stage. Two other mages cast spells that shot beams of energy at creatures that tried to break through the magical barrier. The remaining members of the research group were sitting cross-legged, eyes closed, and chanting some arcane words in unison. The mage’s sending mana seemed like they were straining to maintain the barrier, but it was still holding firm. 
 
      
 
    It only took a few seconds to click the barrel closed after loading the next round, but during that time, the mob had closed the distance to our position. Parker’s webbing had slowed down a dozen of the charging creatures, but the rest reached the edge of the nine-foot-tall stage, and our group fired down into the crowd. They were packed so tightly together that it was impossible to miss with our buckshot rounds, and the heads of several virtually dissolved as they were blasted apart. The mutilated people behind them leapt over the bodies of those that had been killed, and my group did not have a moment to reload.  
 
      
 
    I yelled, “Explode!” The trigger word I’d programmed into the claymore mine, and the gunpowder in the device ignited, shooting out hundreds of small stone balls in a fan-shaped pattern. The leaping enemies took the blast midair and were thrown back into the charging mob behind them. Their bodies hit with a wet thunk, and I noticed that their legs and lower torsos were little more than shredded bleeding bits of meat. 
 
      
 
    With the last line of defense spent, it became a frantic battle. Gnominkin cut at the grasping hands of tall trolls trying to grab at us, and Gnomez drew his halberd and slashed down at the mob trying to climb up the stage’s walls. Mary’s spirit cat attacked the back of the mob, drawing away a few of the attackers, while her summoned spirit Formid dug up through the ground, creating potholes that caught individual monsters. Mary looked drained from the expenditure of magic, but she worked as quickly as she could to reload her rifle and then fired down into the crowd of slashing, snapping, and grasping foes.  
 
      
 
    I reloaded and fired as quickly as my metal hands would move. Each shot blasted at least one enemy, but it felt like two more took its place for every foe I killed, and despite our best efforts, the abominations climbed onto the stage.  
 
      
 
    A lanky troll pulled himself up first using one grotesquely swollen arm that had layers of exposed muscle grafted onto it. Mary screamed as the horror grabbed her by the hair and lifted her into the air. 
 
      
 
    Gnomez turned at the sound and shouted, “Let her go!” then swung his halberd with enough force to cleave through the troll's arm, severing it at the elbow.  
 
      
 
    Mary dropped with a yelp, the hand still grasping her hair. The troll looked down at its amputated limb stupidly for a moment as blood spurted from the wound. Then the blood slowed to a trickle as the troll's regeneration kicked in. The troll tilted its head and smiled, revealing multiple rows of shark-like teeth in its mouth. With a swift movement, the troll kicked Mary over the edge of the stage.  
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 66 
 
      
 
    “Mary!” one of the gnomes beside me yelled as the spirit mage flew screaming through the air and into the crowd below. She was enveloped in an instant, and I lost sight of her. I thought about firing into the mob for a moment, but I feared that I’d hit her with my scattershot. Instead, I leapt off the stage to the place I’d last seen her and landed on top of the monstrosities hunched over her. I could hear her screams as she was punched, clawed, and stepped upon, and I responded by striking with the butt of the rifle in my hands until a gap was created in the crowd, and I fell through.  
 
      
 
    Mary, face bleeding, lay on her back, screaming as she kicked and punched at the hands and feet attacking her. She was being pulled by her hair deeper into the crowd. I sent the rifle to my Internal Inventory space and grabbed her feet. It became a case of tug o war between me and the modified mob. While I tried to pull Mary, the abominations around me stuck with fists, claws, and in one case sharp teeth. My steel armor plating and high armor class repelled many of the blows but enough got through that my health was slowly draining. There were too many hands attacking and pulling against me, and I lost my grip on her leg. I thought Mary was done for as she and I both fought desperately to free herself. Then I heard a roar behind me, and a body flew through the air to crash amidst the pulling mob, causing them to release their hold on Mary. 
 
      
 
    “Leave my Mary alone!” Gnominkin yelled at a gnoll. Gnominkin punched at the gnoll, and his right first slammed him in its stomach. The gnoll stopped his attack on Mary and looked down at his stomach just as its belly burst apart with metal spikes growing out from it. Gnominkin withdrew his fist, and the metal flowed back down his arm. He then turned and muttered something, and the liquid metal shot out toward the surrounding mob, skewering them as they solidified into thin spikes. Gnominkin looked like a porcupine with metal quills, but he successfully dropped the four closest attackers and disabled another two with metal spikes directed through their legs and knees. 
 
      
 
    I heard a heavy grunt next to me and saw that Gnomez had jumped off the stage as well, his clockwork enhanced strength letting him cut through the knees of the taller mob and the bodies of the attacking goblins. 
 
      
 
    I recalled my rifle from my inventory and pulled the trigger the moment it reappeared in my hands, blowing to pieces an attacking goblin and cutting the naga next to him in half. 
 
      
 
    A panting, frenzied-looking Mary scrambled back to her feet, but she’d lost her rifle somewhere after being kicked off the stage. Her armor had protected her from many of the blows she’d received, but she was cradling one arm to her chest. Despite her injuries, she gathered the concentration to bring her summoned spirits to her side, immediately sending them to attack the mob. 
 
      
 
    Yet, despite our best efforts, the mob continued to press us, and we were forced to take one step and then another until we were back to back and pressed on all sides by the enemy. The mob seemed endless, and both the gnomes and I showed signs of the many attacks we’d taken: broken plates, exposed clockwork workings, and worst of all the fading light of the clockwork armor. If the suits ran out of magical power, the gnomes would be stuck inside the suits unable to move.  
 
      
 
    Just when I thought we might be finished, glowing spinning blades shot out and cut off the heads of the closest twisted abominations, who collapsed in a bloody heap. I dropped to the ground just as more blades appeared and cut through the pressing mob. I looked behind me and saw Prince Thallan standing behind a diced-up troll with the glowing blade outstretched. His counselors were at his sides, stabbing the modified mob that was still trying to climb the stage. The path back to the stage was briefly clear, and the gnomes dashed toward the prince, using their clockwork enhanced strength to leap up onto the stage.  
 
      
 
    I sent the rifle back to my inventory and jumped after them but barely got onto the edge of the stage when I felt hands grabbing for my legs and feet. My gnome teammates grabbed my hands and tugged, but several of the twisted mob had gotten a hold of my left calf. The gnomes heaved backward, and I felt like I was going to be pulled apart for a moment. Then there was a groan of metal and a pop and I was yanked the rest of the way up the stage. As I got to my feet, I saw that I was missing the armor plating on my calf and that the swirling gears were exposed. 
 
      
 
    “Retreat! Retreat!” one of the counselors yelled.  
 
      
 
    A glance around the stage told me why the call had been made. The mages’ magical shield had collapsed, the mages that had been maintaining it were being torn apart by the mob that climbed up. The remaining mages fled as they abandoned their side of the stage. Half the dwarves were gone, and the rest were leading an organized retreat, with groups of three or four falling back to a new defensive position to cover the rest.  
 
      
 
    The fight seemed like it was lost. The prince and the other elves were fleeing to the center of the stage where the throne and the magical mirror were situated with royal mages in black and gold sitting in a circle around the mirror.  
 
      
 
    The prince shouted, “Retreat to the mirror. Give the mages time, and we’ll escape together!”  
 
      
 
    I felt worry from Parker through my mental connection with him, but I gave him his orders and surveyed my allies. The surviving research team members circled the royal mages, the mirror, the prince, and his counselors. Gnomez looked haggard and tired after our near-demise, and I handed out the last fabricated rounds. Gnominkin openly stared worriedly at Mary, whose left arm was cradled to her chest, and only had the Formid spirit summon left. Mary looked on stoically, though she must have been in incredible pain if her arm was broken. Still, they readied themselves behind the remnants of the Dwarf guild who positioned their shields out in front of themselves as the defensive line. The three mages from the guild were behind us next to the elves. They all had determined expressions with worried lines at the corners of their eyes as the mob of monstrous attackers climbed up the stage.  
 
      
 
    Gnominkin grabbed Mary's uninjured hand and squeezed it for a moment before the screaming monsters came at us in full force. The Dwarves shouted, “For the forge!” in unison an instant before the abominations crashed into their shields. The dwarven line was pushed back half a step, but they held and stabbed with practiced efficiency. The first line of attackers were blasted into chunks as they took a full volley of buckshot from me and the gnomes, and then we were out of ammunition.  
 
      
 
    I flipped the rifle around and swung the butt like a club, bashing the taller trolls and gnolls that reached over the dwarven shields. Gnomez slashed with his halberd, sending bones and blood spraying in arcs as he chopped the enemy like they were dried driftwood. The summoned spirit Formid used its mandibles to bite at the enemies’ legs, while Mary tried to bash the attackers one-handed with her quarterstaff. Gnominkin created a ring of thin stabbing spikes around us all, forcing the mutated enemy to impale themselves if they wanted to get within striking distance. The prince’s ethereal blades spun through the air in front of us, and through the abominations’ scarred flesh. Burning magical rays and balls of cold blue energy flew over the gnomes’ and dwarves’ heads into the enemy, spreading death. 
 
      
 
    Then one of the dwarven shields snapped as something that looked like a half-giant with a single curled horn in the middle of its forehead smashed into it. The brown-bearded dwarf gave a startled yell and stared at the remnants of the shield in his hand until he was yanked forward by the half-giant, and the mob ripped him apart. The gap in the formation was closed by the remaining dwarves, and their slashes and stabs regained fervor as they shouted curses and pushed back against the pressing foe.  
 
      
 
    The half-giant seemed to laugh at the dwarves’ anger. He stepped backward, raised his arms, balled up his fists, and smashed down in an overhead chop. But he never quite got them up as the wooden floor beneath his feet collapsed, and his leg fell through into the empty space beneath. The half-giant fell toppled backward, crushing the abominations behind him.  
 
      
 
    I sent a mental ‘good boy’ to Parker, who I’d ordered to dig under the stage to collapse sections of the floor in front of us. The half-giant flailed against the pressing mob while struggling to right itself, and then the floor beneath him completely gave in, dropping him to the ground beneath. The hole in the floor became a kind of barrier from the mob and gave us a moment of relief, and more of the abominations fell through holes that appeared in the wooden stage floor, but it wasn’t enough. 
 
      
 
    No matter how many of the enemy we felled, it seemed like there were always more to replace them. The strain of the day began to show on the researchers as their last energy reserves ebbed. The swing of their weapons and the number of cast spells slowed. I lost my rifle as it bashed the head of a two headed goblin that tried to climb over the dwarf shields, and the butt was grabbed by four other creatures and yanked away from me. 
 
      
 
    “It’s done, my Lord!” a voice shouted from behind me. 
 
      
 
    The prince responded, “Good! Fall back through the mirror!” 
 
      
 
    “Your Royal Highness, you must go first!” 
 
      
 
    Prince Thallan sent his spinning magical blades back out through a clawing, biting monstrous mob, cutting through necks, slashing at eyes. The veins of his neck stood out, visibly straining, as he controlled the blades. He gritted his teeth as he answered, “No, I will not abandon the researchers. I must hold them back with the dwarves, or we’re all done for. Now hurry! The longer you argue, the longer it will take for me to follow.” 
 
      
 
    Councilor Tia’monton bowed and turned to yell at the other elven counselors and royal mages to go through the glowing mirror. The elves walked through the portal one at a time while the researchers and the prince continued to fight. I sent a mental message to Parker to dig through the floor and go through the mirror while I fabricated a poor quality spear from the wood and iron in my Internal Inventory. The seconds it took to make the weapon seemed like an eternity, but by the time I was done, the elves had gone through the mirror.  
 
      
 
    “Researchers, fall back! Go through the portal,” the prince shouted. 
 
      
 
    At the prince’s word, the abominations gave a roar and a great push as if they knew their prey was escaping. The prince’s eyes began glowing with power as more of the ethereal spinning blades appeared and joined the others in cutting through the front line of the creatures. It gave the dwarves enough space to withdraw, and I thought it was the perfect chance to make my escape. I turned toward the mirror and saw that the gnomes were already falling back and that Mary was already halfway through the portal. A small hole appeared in the floor, and Parker climbed up and through the portal. The Mage’s Guild ran through the portal next with my gnome teammates right on their heels.  
 
      
 
    I was next, and it was only a few steps away from the glowing mirror that would take me to safety when the floor beneath my feet groaned and cracked. A hand that seemed to be made of the fused bodies of goblins, kobolds, trolls, and other creatures punched through the floor beneath Prince Thallan’s feet and grabbed hold of him. 
 
      
 
    A glance down the length of the arm showed the shining red eyes of the half-giant looking up at me from beneath the single horn protruding from his forehead. The half-giant had fused with the other abominations that had fallen through the holes in the stage, somehow becoming an amalgamation of flesh and bone that glowed with sickly green energy. I was dumbstruck for a fraction of a second as recognition struck. The flesh magic was unmistakable. Whatever was happening was related to Harrison Freud. 
 
      
 
    The realization and whatever implications it meant were pushed from my mind as the prince screamed. Sharp bony spines erupted the bodies that made up the giant’s palm, and the monstrous hand squeezed. The protruding spinal cords and grotesque fingers made of goblin flesh enveloped the prince’s body. I dropped the spear, ran and leapt onto the hand, grabbing at the fingers wrapped around the Prince. I heard shouting all around me but pushed the sounds out as I leaned back, trying to leverage my weight to pull at the giant’s thumb. But it would not budge. I activated my integrated tool, and my right hand transformed into a heavy blacksmith hammer that I immediately slammed down while using the special ability Bone Breaker. It was an ability that I hadn’t used in a long time--not since I’d switched to the rifle as my primary weapon. The hammer’s metal flashed as it connected with the fused flesh that made up the thumb, and the bones there finally broke with a sickening crack. I wasn’t sure if I would have been able to break the bones of the giant hand if it had been one solid piece, but the fact that it was a mixture of smaller, weaker bones worked in my favor. I slammed the hammer down again and again, repeatedly activating Bone Breaker each time it came down.  
 
      
 
    Finally, the bones that made up fingers on the hand broke enough and I was able to pry Prince Thallan free from between them. In the time it had taken me to free the prince, the battle had shifted and the stage had become a free for all. Dwarves cut and slashed at abominations and the protruding giant hands that were breaking through the stage floor.  
 
      
 
    A shout caught my attention, “Leap! I’ll guide you!” and I saw it was from the silver-haired leader of the Mage’s Guild. He was standing by the mirror holding out his hands. Then a magical black flame exploded from his palms, engulfing the monsters on the stage. For the first time in the fight, the creatures seemed to care as their flesh caught fire and they fell to the stage, trying to put out the black flames burning their flesh. 
 
      
 
    The wide attack had set the stage on fire, but had at least thinned out the monstrous mob below. I leapt away with the bleeding prince in my arms, and landed on the burning body of a troll with three arms. His body was already charged and burned to a crisp, and I worried for a moment that I’d burn too, but the black flames only licked at the metal plating of my body and then seemed to retreat. It was almost as if it did not care for anything but flesh. I slid off the now-unmoving troll body and rushed for the glowing mirror. I felt burning hands grab at me, but I curled in to protect the prince and leapt through the mirror into the swirling nothingness. 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 67 
 
      
 
    My vision was blinded by a bright light and then a twisting sensation as motes of light that looked like swirling galaxies blurred around me. Then, with a pop, it all ended, and I crashed into the stone floor of a room I did not recognize. I looked around and realized that we were in a medical ward with numerous injured participants in the contest in beds against the walls, including Ragnomrok, who was surrounded by the other members of our team.  
 
      
 
    “Take his royal highness from the Metalman!” an elven voice yelled.  
 
      
 
    The prince groaned in pain as he was pulled from my arms, and I was immediately tackled by Parker when I sat up. “I’m okay, buddy,” I said, giving him a reassuring at as I got to my feet.  
 
      
 
    The portal flashed as someone else came through the glowing mirror, and the silver-haired leader of the Mage’s Guild’s team stumbled out of the portal. He heaved as medics reached him and helped him to the side. The mage pushed them aside and pleaded, “Close the portal!” 
 
      
 
    Before anyone could move, the mirror flashed again and bulged as the giant’s arm and hand pushed through. The hand blindly grasped for anything in reach and brushed against a priest then turned and snatched up the white-robed elf and crushed him into a bloody pulp before the elf could even utter a scream. The giant hand released the mangled body and returned to blindly searching for another victim. 
 
      
 
    Minotaur guards leapt forward, slamming their axes into the extended arm, and their double-bladed axes cut through the abomination’s flesh. The royal mages rushed toward the glowing mirror and grabbed its side. They began chanting in unison, and then the glow around the portal cut off. The mirror seemed to shrink in on itself as the swirling blackness in its center shifted to a shiny reflective surface. The parts of the giant’s arm and hand that were on this side of the portal stiffened and then fell to the ground as it was severed as the portal closed.   
 
      
 
    “We can not heal the prince,” one of the priests said. 
 
      
 
    “What? Why?” Counselor Tia’monton asked, 
 
      
 
    “The holy spells are not working. Something is interfering,” a priest with a heavy gold chain around his neck answered. 
 
      
 
    The prince writhed on the bed that they had placed him on, the veins in his exposed chest standing out like cords, and a green pallor was spreading across his skin.  
 
      
 
    “It’s corruption. It must have been imparted by that thing,” the mage guild leader said as he gestured towards the severed giant’s hand. 
 
      
 
    “What can we do? The prince will die if we can not heal him,” the priest with the gold chain asked. 
 
      
 
    “Here, I have an idea,” the mage guild leader said as he knelt next to the prince. The mage closed his eyes as he started chanting and then touched a finely cut glowing emerald that just peeked out from beneath his robe and with one hand and with the other he touched the prince’s exposed chest. Black and silver smoke rolled down the mage’s arms like a living snake until it reached Prince Thallan, and then it spread out over the elf like a blanket with occasional flashes of green lightning flashing in the dark magical cloud. The mage’s vitality seemed to drain from him as he chanted. His skin became pale and thin, and his healthy-looking flesh melted away until he looked like he hadn’t eaten in a month. Despite the emaciation, the mage continued his incantation. The prince convulsed as the black and silver smoke gathered around the green energy that had invaded his highnesses’ body, and I leapt to hold the thrashing elf down.  
 
      
 
    Then the mage shouted, “It is done!” The smoke that had been roiling around the two dissipated, and both the mage and the prince collapsed. For a moment, I thought that both of them had died. Neither was moving even so much as to take a breath. Then Prince Thallan took a great heaving breath as his eyes shot wide open. Yet, the head of the Mage’s Guild did not stir, and I used Inspect to see that he had no HP left and had indeed died. 
 
      
 
    Prince Thallan reached up and touched the glowing emerald that was embedded in his chest, and I thought I saw a smile on his face for a moment. But the next, it was replaced with a concerned expression, “What has happened, Counselor Tia’monton?” 
 
      
 
    The royal mages and the councilors all started to talk at once, explaining their roles in saving his royal highness’ life. The prince listened attentively as the white-robed priests knelt next to him, cast their magic, and repaired his body. “So, the dwarves and this selfless mage gave up their life to save me from this ‘corruption’ that the kingdom’s best mages know nothing about?” 
 
      
 
    The white-robed priests casting healing spells lowered their gazes. A priest wearing a heavy gold chain hanging from his neck answered nervously, “That is correct, your royal highness. We have been granted the power by the Nantocull'ea to heal any wound short of death, but whatever this ‘corruption’ is, it is something I’ve never seen in my long life.” 
 
      
 
    His broken bones and other wounds healed, the prince nodded as he got to his feet. “I was not criticizing your efforts . . .” The prince paused, and his confused expression made it clear that he didn't know the priest’s name. 
 
      
 
    “Head Priest Rathrathil, your royal highness,” the priest with the necklace supplied. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, of course, Head Priest Rathrathil. I’m sure you and the others did their utmost to deal with whatever was interfering with your healing.” The prince glanced at the abomination’s giant hand. “Obviously, this is something that none of us have seen before. I was just confirming the events after I lost consciousness. This human mage knew something about this affliction that no one else knew about. It speaks to our lack of knowledge of a threat to our kingdom.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s not entirely true,” I said. 
 
      
 
    The prince turned at the sound of my voice. “Oh? What do you know about this?” 
 
      
 
    I gestured to the giant hand. “I have memories of something like this--something that the Metalmen fought a long time ago in a great war.” 
 
      
 
    “You fought in this war?” 
 
      
 
    I wasn’t sure how to explain to the prince that I wasn’t the original inhabitant of the Metalman body but a soul from another world or even universe. “This frame did, and I have access to those memories.” 
 
      
 
    Murmurs broke out among the elves and the people in the room.  
 
      
 
    I explained as best I could about the memories I’d seen, about the Metalmen fighting against abominations that were made from the fused flesh of monsters and men and that even the giant Metalmen had trouble with the creatures but that the technology they had let them burn and destroy the monsters they faced.  
 
      
 
    Everyone listened to my description, and when I finished the prince turned to his councilors. “Quickly, send a message to city guards and any of their mages. They’ll need to use fire to kill those things in the city--fire as hot as the sun if what the Metalman is telling us is the same enemy. Be sure to tell them to also burn any of the corpses, and to be careful not to let themselves be hurt or risk ‘corruption’.” The prince turned back to me. “Unless you have some way to deal with this condition?”  
 
      
 
    I shook my head in the negative, and the prince continued to shout out orders organizing a counterattack against the creatures that we’d fled from. I had nothing further to add and wandered toward the other gnomes and the moans and groans of pain coming from the other patients in the room. 
 
      
 
    Before I could reach them, a red-headed dwarven woman with bandages covering her left eye intercepted me. I recognized her as a member of Anvil Works, one of the competing research teams in the competition. “Is it true that none of the dwarves survived?” 
 
      
 
    “I’m sorry, but we’re all that came through. The dwarves held the line against the creatures that attacked us. Without them, none of us would have survived.” 
 
      
 
    She nodded in acceptance. She glanced once at the commanding prince and then turned and went back to her bed. I wasn’t sure what the woman would do now, but I could see from the stumbling steps, her far off stare, and the tightness around her eyes she was quite shaken by the confirmation that she and the other injured members of their research group were all that was left of her team. 
 
      
 
    I walked the rest of the distance to the gnomes that surrounded Ragnomrok’s bed. He was surrounded by not only the members of the research team but also Professor Gnominsky, Gnomerad, and Tognomey. Part of me felt bad as I saw how pale the young gnome alchemist looked. He was lying motionless under white sheets that came up to his armpits, and his head was surrounded by a glowing yellow aura.  
 
      
 
    Professor Gnominsky looked up at me with sadness in his eyes. “Was it really necessary to injure Ragnomrok to win? We would have still come out ahead in our contracts, even if we had not won the competition.” 
 
      
 
    “I warned you, Professor, that the Metalmen were unfeeling monsters that would sacrifice others for their own interests,” Gnomerad said with an accusing sneer. “Just like when this creature dropped me into a mineshaft just to avoid justice. The creature only thinks of himself and not the best interests of the Institute.” 
 
      
 
    I crossed my arms. “What is best for the Institute is not what is best for me. Would you have released me from your ownership if we had not won?” 
 
      
 
    The Professor shook his head as the other members of my team grumbled about their disagreements or agreements. “Quiet!” he hissed, and the gnomes went silent he continued with a disappointed tone. “It's all done now. What would have been the best actions for the Institute could be argued all day and night. The Metalman is correct that the agreement was that he would be granted citizenship if we won the competition.” 
 
      
 
    “We won, so Repair should be freed,” Tognomey said with Mary and Gnomez nodding in agreement and mutters of ‘free him’. 
 
      
 
    “No! He almost killed Ragnomrok. He should not be rewarded for attempted murder. He should be disassembled and studied to further the Institute’s research,” Gnomerad argued. 
 
      
 
    “That is too much,” Gnominkin said. “I don’t agree with what Mr. Repair did, but he does not deserve to be taken apart.” 
 
      
 
    “I have fulfilled my end of the bargain, Professor. Will you fulfill yours?” I asked, tired of being discussed like I wasn’t standing there. I didn’t know what recourse I had if the gnomes reneged on the deal they’d made with me. I’d seen the system verify other contracts but wasn’t sure if there was some loophole that they could take advantage of.  
 
      
 
    The gnomes started to argue. Mary, Gnomez, and Tognomey pressed for my release, but Gnominkin maintained that I had broken the spirit of the competition if not the letter of the law and should face some penalty. Gnomerad continued to argue that I was a criminal for attacking a gnome and that the interests of the Institute would not be served by freeing me. I appreciated that three of the five seemed to be on my side despite the fact that their coresearcher and teammate had ended up in the hospital due to my actions. While I had expected Gnomerad’s vitriol, I was surprised at just how badly he wanted to see me punished.  
 
      
 
    Despite the arguments, I focused on the real decision-maker. It would be Professor Gnominsky who would decide. But the Professor looked out at something then held up his hand for silence. The gnomes quieted after a moment. “The terms of our agreement said that once your debt to us was paid off, we would sponsor your citizenship. Never that it would be guaranteed. It could be argued that, by harming one of the members of the Institute, it would be reasonable to withhold that sponsorship until we see fit that you wouldn’t be a danger to gnomekind.” 
 
      
 
    I was shocked. I’d fully expected the professor to honor his deal and that the system would ensure it. I pulled up the quest agreement we’d made.  
 
      
 
    Pay back your Debt 
 
    You have accepted a debt owed to the Gnomish Research Institute. Pay back 27,541 gold to complete the quest                                                         
 
    Reward: Freedom from debt and sponsorship to be a free citizen of the country. 
 
     
 
    “Professor, that was not the spirit of the agreement,” I argued, my temper rising as I realized that the terms of the agreement always had this kind of loophole. 
 
      
 
    “Yet, it is the terms,” the professor said with a superior tone. “Repair will still get his sponsorship, just not today. He has not actually paid the debt for we have not received the funds from the competition. Even after that, as long as sponsorship is eventually given, we will have fulfilled the terms of the quest and will receive no penalties. Repair will just have to wait a few more years to prove his worth with more information about the Metalmen. A probationary period in which he might establish his fitness for free agency by more thorough examination and tests. I’m sure he would agree that is reasonable.” The professor turned toward me and asked, “Don’t you, Repair?” 
 
      
 
    “I. Do. Not. Agree,” I said angrily, my hands curling into fists. 
 
      
 
    “Well, it’s a good thing that we do not need your agreement,” Gnomerad said haughtily.  
 
      
 
    “But you would need mine,” a voice behind me said. I turned and saw Prince Thallan standing behind me with Counselor Tia’monton beside him. “From what I have overheard, you are considering holding this Metalman in bondage despite his fulfilling an agreement with you?” 
 
      
 
    “As is our right,” Gnomerad said. And then under the prince’s gaze, he quickly added, “your royal highness.” 
 
      
 
    “That may be so. The law does give you those rights and that the glorious world law has not struck you with malady shows that you have not explicitly breached whatever terms you made.” Gnomerad grinned maliciously until the prince turned to his counselor. “Do we as a kingdom have to immediately give the Gnomish Research Institute the funds for winning the competition? I do not mean that we never have to give it, but is there any definition of when we would have to hand over the funds?” 
 
      
 
    “No, your royal highness. Much as the gnomes pointed out in their agreement with the Metalman, there are no terms defining when the competition funds would be given to the gnomes. We could give it to them today, or in twenty years, or in a hundred years. As long as they received the funds eventually, the terms of the contest agreement would be fulfilled.” 
 
      
 
    Professor Gnomerad paled, and Gnomerad stuttered angrily that it wouldn’t be fair. The other gnomes stayed silent, though their expressions ranged from quiet fear of the prince to shared annoyance that he would interfere.  
 
      
 
    “I think there is some misunderstanding, your highness,” Professor Gnominsky said with a small bow. “We were only discussing the possibility of extending Repair time with us as a consequence of a valued research member’s injury. We would never delay the fulfillment of his quest longer than needed. But the terms have not been fulfilled as the debt he owes has not been paid.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, then that is easy.” The Prince was handed a silver booklet and pen. After writing something, he tore a page out of the booklet and handed it to Professor Gnominsky, who stared at the paper in utter astonishment. 
 
      
 
    “This is the entire prize. I’d thought it would be distributed over several years, not all at once.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, if we did that, then you’d be well within your rights to keep the Metalman under your ownership. We wouldn’t want to delay his release after he helped save my life, would we?” 
 
      
 
    The question was asked calmly, but the look in the prince’s eyes held a dangerous glint.  
 
      
 
    Professor Gnominsky quickly shook his head. “No, your royal highness.” The professor turned to me and said, “Your debt has been paid and as a representative of the Gnomish Research Institute, we formally sponsor you for citizenship.” 
 
      
 
    “Excellent. Now, normally, the paperwork to grant citizenship might take as much as a year to process, and your sponsor would be responsible for your actions in that time and it would be within their rights to withdraw their support for any reason.” The prince gave a small but cold smile as he looked down at the professor. “But seeing as you already have a representative of the ruling family of the kingdom here, I can expedite things.”  
 
      
 
    Counselor Tia’monton paused for only a moment before he took out his own silver booklet and wrote a lengthy script then handed the booklet to the prince. He made a shallow cut on his thumb and pressed the blood onto the paper. “I formally grant Repair the Metalman full citizenship with the rights, privileges, and all responsibilities that entails.”  
 
      
 
    He held out his hand to me, and I shook it gladly. A notification flashed in my vision, but I ignored it. I was too happy to deal with some quest completed notification or message about gained XP. “Thank you, your highness.” 
 
      
 
    “No, thank you, Repair. I would not be here right now if you had not carried me through the portal here. All the plans I’d made for a long and productive life would have been for naught without your help. It is the least I can do to make sure you are made a citizen.” The councilor coughed into his hand and when the prince turned toward him, he whispered something in his ear. Prince Thallan turned to me. “I must go. Those creatures are on a rampage and must be dealt with.” Then, to the gnomes, he said, “Thank you for your service today. The royal armorers and the military will be in touch on the matter of producing your research.” 
 
      
 
    The gnomes and I bowed as the prince walked off with his counselor. As soon as the prince was out of earshot, the gnomes started talking amongst themselves, excited about the great windfall in research funds and the prospect of seeing the research used by the kingdom. While I got a few dirty looks from Gnomerad, I was otherwise ignored. I didn’t know if it was that I’d hurt Ragnomrok, that the competition was over, or that they’d been forced to release me before it was convenient to the Institute, but I was not one of them anymore.  
 
      
 
    While I was ecstatic that I was free from my debt from them and a free citizen of the kingdom, I also felt a bit sad that the people that I’d spent these last weeks training for the competition wanted to shun me. Without another word, I mentally ordered Parker to come to me. Then I walked out past busy nurses and priests in white robes tending to injured contestants. I looked back toward the gnomes and saw Tognomey and Gnomez give me a quick nod before the Professor and Gnomerad said something to them and they turned away.  
 
      
 
    I left the medical ward and found myself in an ornate stone building with carved reliefs of people on their knees worshiping different deities floating in the sky. I realized that I was in a church or something equivalent, and though my metal feet rang on the stone floor, I tried to be as quiet as possible as I made my way out. I walked through long hallways with closed rooms where I heard chanting and praying, and then through a courtyard with immaculately manicured grass and flowers. Finally, I left the property through black metal gates flanked by guards who watched me as I left.  
 
      
 
    Once outside, I recognized the streets of the wealthy Southern District with the narrow multistory stone houses. The magical barrier flared occasionally as it burned away the soot from the city’s factories, and the extravagantly dressed men and women that walked the streets as if they were on parade.  
 
      
 
    I stood on the sidewalk facing the center of the city and watched the people walk up and down the streets. I’d planned and worked for months to win the competition, and now that it was over, now that I was a citizen of the kingdom, I wasn’t sure what to do. I considered going back to the Institute but realized that there was nothing there that I needed or even owned. Everything had been provided by the gnomes, my lab, my research materials, and all the manufacturing components. But there was nothing I needed from there. I did not need to eat or even sleep, and the weather, though occasionally rainy, didn't bother me. I didn’t know if this part of the world had harsh winters but I doubted that the cold would bother my Metalman body. I needed nothing from the Institute and anything I did need I could fabricate on my own. 
 
      
 
    No, the only thing that I wanted from the gnomes or the Institute was Niala. My feet hit the sidewalk, and I was determined to find her then my friend Greebo so that we could all make plans for what I hoped would be beautiful and fulfilling lives adventuring in the dungeons, making coins, and living well.  
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Epilogue 
 
      
 
      
 
    Grey clouds had rolled in and I could see the first snow of the year coming down lightly through the shop window. 
 
      
 
    Ding.  
 
      
 
    The bell above the door rang as it opened, and two goblin women dressed in dark woolen dresses entered the store. I could hear them chatting to themselves even though they kept their voices low. 
 
      
 
    “You sure this is the place?” the goblin with frizzy red hair asked. 
 
      
 
    “Marge said it was the place she got that washing gizmo,” the other goblin woman answered.  
 
      
 
    They meandered through the store, picking up the small iron machines displayed on the shelves, the steel knives in wooden blocks, cutlery, and other household items. They seemed to marvel at the quality of the craftsmanship, especially the intricate engravings in some of the knives. But more, they were amazed at the prices. 
 
      
 
    “Marge was right, these prices ain’t right. They’re too cheap,” the goblin with the frizzy hair said. 
 
      
 
    “Shh . . . You don’t want to tell a merchant that. They’ll raise their prices, stupid,” the other goblin said in a hushed whisper. 
 
      
 
    I couldn’t help but chuckle. I’d heard it all before, but it had never ceased to amuse me. Every item in the story was fabricated by me, and because I could design the products in the Stasis Program or by just copying an existing design, the objects’ costs were much cheaper than anything else in the city. I could test out many of my inventions, and those that worked would improve the quality of people in the Northern District. Even with the cheaper prices, I still made a healthy profit.  
 
      
 
    The two goblin women finally got to my newest invention, which was displayed on a stand in the middle of the store. It looked like a barrel turned on its side with a crank handle attached to one side that was held up in a wooden frame. It was an old-style washing machine that used a rotating drum, fixed paddles inside the barrel, and gravity to clean clothes. You could even create a small fire beneath the barrel and use that to heat up the water and clean clothes more efficiently--although, the one time I tried it, I made the fire too big and ended up singing the barrel.  
 
      
 
    The two goblin women were more than intrigued by the machine. Then tested it out and were ecstatic at how much time they’d save each week just using something like it.   
 
      
 
    Ding. 
 
      
 
    The doorbell rang again as another goblin entered the store. This one had a long hooked nose and was wearing black coveralls, another invention of mine. The coveralls hadn’t caught on as well as I’d hoped, but I’d still gotten credit for them with the System, which is all I really cared about. Moreover, these coveralls belonged to Ritchie, an employee of the shop and the corporation that Greebo and I had established. 
 
      
 
    The goblin walked up to the counter I sat behind and said, “Hey, boss, I need more of that food for the lunch crowd. I ran out a little after breakfast. You wouldn’t believe how popular those french fries and hamburgers are.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, didn’t anyone like the hot dogs?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, they did okay. But the fries were the most popular.” 
 
      
 
    I was still surprised at just what caught on in the city even after weeks of testing out various dishes with the food carts that Greebo and I had bought. We had half a dozen already and planned on buying another half-dozen more to expand into the other districts, though I knew we’d have to modify our menus a little to appeal to the higher-end clientele.  
 
      
 
    “Sure, I’ll get you more from the back,” I told Ritchie. I slipped off the stool and opened the curtain behind the counter. The storage room contained many of my failed inventions as well as the ones that while they worked weren’t popular. The hairdryer scared people, and the enchantment-powered curling iron caught people’s hair on fire.  
 
      
 
    I opened the custom enchanted walk-in freezer and grabbed a stack of frozen hamburger patties and a couple of bags of pre-cut and frozen fries. I heard the doorbell ring again as I brought the food to the counter and saw Greebo, his shoulders hunched, as he walked in through the front door with a stack of accounting books under his arms.  
 
      
 
    “Bolts, I can’t take it anymore. We have to hire some brains to handle these numbers. They’re just too much for me,” Greebo said as he piled the books on the countertop. He noticed the goblin taking the food products from me and added, “Ritchie, how’s the food selling?” 
 
      
 
    Ritchie nodded at my friend and answered, “It’s real good, Greebo. I was just stopping to get more.” The goblin hefted the frozen food from in his arms and started to walk toward the door, but before he got there, he turned and looked back at the Greebo and me hesitantly. Uh, boss, do you think you could use more workers? I got a cousin that works real hard.” 
 
      
 
    Greebo chuckled and looked up at me. I nodded and he answered, “Of course, Ritchie. You’ve done well with the hamburger sales. Tell him to come on by this evening, and we’ll see where we can put him. If he works as hard as you, we’ll even talk about getting him a class just like we did for you.” 
 
      
 
    Ritchie smiled, and his sharp yellow teeth gave an intimidating look. “I’ll tell him. Thanks.” Then he ran out of the shop. 
 
      
 
    Greebo shook his head as he turned back to me. “See, Nuts N’ Bolts? I told you that there would be no shortage of labor. Especially with what we’re offering for pay and class advancement. If anything, we need even more people to keep up with the demand for all your inventions.” He waved at the various gadgets and mass-produced items in the shop as if to prove his point. 
 
      
 
    I patted my friend on his shoulder and said, “It's good to see you too, Greebo. But, yeah, there’s lots for us to do. We’re making a fortune with the mining, food carts, all the sundries in this store, weapons recycling. And I got a message from the Royal Army for a discussion on firearm production.” 
 
      
 
    Greebo nodded and patted the sawed-off shotgun he had holstered on his hip. “You are a genius at this stuff; there’s no doubt. But we keep building up this district, right?” 
 
      
 
    “That’s the deal: spread the wealth and help those that are willing to help themselves,” I agreed, repeating one of the core values of our company. Helping out his community was important to Greebo, which meant it was important to me too.  
 
      
 
    Our conversation was interrupted by a loud statement from one of the goblin women. “I don’t know, Marge. I don’t think this machine is worth it, but if we can get a good price for it, then I’ll go in half on it with you.” 
 
      
 
    I wanted to laugh. I’d heard variations of the same like from just about every goblin that had purchased the washing machine. They always started with a hard line about the product when starting negotiations in the sale.  
 
      
 
    The two goblin women sauntered over to the counter and nodded to Greebo, who nodded back. Then we got down to business and spent the next ten minutes going back and forth over exactly what they were going to pay for the machine. I emphasized the time and energy-saving aspects. They stated that it was a big investment for two poor old goblins. Then I pretended to consider their various offers. Eventually, they agreed to pay a price that was thirty percent below the sticker price of the display model. They felt like it was a deep discount and that they had gotten the better end of the deal, but I knew that it had only cost me a fraction of the price to create. The two walked out of the shop with a receipt and smiles on their faces, thinking that they’d gotten the better of me. 
 
      
 
    Greebo shook his head after they left. “That never stops being entertaining. You’re getting pretty good at haggling, Repair. Though they don’t know that you could drop the price by even more and still make a profit.” 
 
      
 
    Ding. 
 
      
 
    The door opened and Niala’s voice called out, “Repair, I’m home! Those Divas really worked that mine today. We took on at least five waves of . . .” She stopped and blushed when she saw Greebo standing in front of the counter with me. “Sorry, I didn’t see you there.” 
 
      
 
    Niala had quit her job as a guard for the Institute after I became a citizen and showed her just how much more she could make working for me as a guard and taking a percentage of the mining revenue. We’d even moved in together in the apartment above the shop and had been playing house ever since. 
 
      
 
    Greebo just smiled and answered, “No, you live here. I was just talking with Bolts about getting an accountant for us. We have taxes coming up, and that’s not something you want to get wrong. Plus, there’s the payroll, which is getting even bigger and. . . .” Greebo shook his head. “I could go on and on. I didn’t think having this much success would cause me this many headaches. Sometimes. I wish I could just go back to working in the dungeon.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, there’s no reason we can’t. If you don’t mind, Niala, could you watch the shop while me and Greebo go for a quick dungeon hunt? I need to get some Steelwood for an experiment anyway.” 
 
      
 
    “Don’t worry,” Niala answered. She came around the counter, and I leaned down for her to kiss my faceplate and hugged her. “I understand that you need a boy's afternoon. I’ll take care of business here, so when you come back later, make me some of that creamy thin noodle stuff you know I love.” 
 
      
 
    “Deal!” I said as I pulled her in for another hug. I felt her arms tighten around my waist and the press of her curves against me. For a moment, I reconsidered going with Greebo. But a polite cough brought me back to the moment. “Parker, let's go,” I sighed as I headed for the door. The mechanical spider, who had been crawling above us on the ceiling dusting and cleaning cobwebs as we’d all been talking, leapt from his place and landed on my shoulder.  
 
      
 
    “It’s a good life,” I said to myself as Greebo, Parker, and I left the shop and headed toward the dungeon and our next adventure.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    ---------Thus Ends Book 3 of the Mechanical Crafter ----------- 
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    Thanks for reading book 3 of the Mechanical Crafter series. It’s taken me a long time to write and edit the story. I hope you enjoyed it!  
 
    If you liked the story, you may also like my other series: Adventures on Terra, Project Alpha, and Planet Bound 
 
      
 
    Also, please do me a favor and leave a review. Even if it’s only a couple words, it helps a self-publishing author like myself tremendously. Plus, it helps other readers find the book.  
 
      
 
    If you want to read the next story in the series as it’s being written and get exclusive artwork, support me on Patreon. 
 
    https://www.patreon.com/ramejiawriter  
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    Some quick recommendations for some great LitRPG novels from some other great authors 
 
      
 
      
 
    [image: The Divine Dungeon] 
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    Also check out Charles Dean, the Bearded One, he has several great series. One with a guy who gets transported to an MMO while still wearing his bathrobe, The Bathrobe Knight. Another with a poor IT guy being drawn into a game of the gods and sent to a RPG world where he has to fight against other chosen ones. The story gets a little dark and brutal as the series goes on but is also one of the best progressions of a character over the course of a series, War Aeternus. Lastly, his newest series tells the story of a guy who just wants to hangout in an MMO but is forced to become the villain of the game to save it, The Heroic Villain.  
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