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CHAPTER ONE







THE PORTAL'S SHIMMERING light enveloped us, guiding us gently into the next level of the Eternal Dungeon. We stopped, stunned, and stared around us. 


A chorus of steam hissed and gears churned, creating a symphony of industrial music that echoed through the cavernous space. It was like stepping onto the set of some mad inventor's wildest imagination, where every surface was adorned with brass fittings and intricate clockwork mechanisms. The air was thick with the scent of heated metal and steam exhaust, giving the landscape an otherworldly feel. It was as if we had been transported to an alternate reality where technology reigned supreme over nature.


"This looks like a steampunk fan’s tortured nightmare," I muttered to my companions, eyes locked on the mechanical marvels surrounding us. Seraphina stood poised with her staff, Lila already had an arrow nocked, and Book... well, Book just hovered there, as usual, its pages fluttering in anticipation.


Trouble found us without warning, its arrival signaled by the ear-splitting screech of metal on metal. It was as if a factory had come to life around us. Mechanical Guardians of some kind, unlike any of the wraiths or sentries we had encountered before, were marvels of intricate design fashioned from gleaming brass and iron. 


Their movements were a sight to behold—swift and precise, almost unnatural in their synchronization. They charged towards us with alarming speed, their gears grinding and joints clanking with each step. It was like fighting against an army of clockwork soldiers come to life. 


I grunted, barely deflecting a Guardian's strike, the clash of metal reverberating painfully up my arm. My blade was a trusty piece of steel, but against these things, it might as well have been a butter knife.


"Alex!" Seraphina called out, her voice calm despite the chaos. Her magical energy crackled around her, a stark contrast to the cold machinery we were up against. She launched a volley of spells, but they ricocheted off the guardians' metal armor like pebbles skimming water.


"Talk about tough customers," Lila chimed in, her arrows flying true but failing to penetrate the guardians' armored exteriors. Each shot that bounced off seemed to mock our efforts, our usual strategies and tactics coming up empty.


"Book, any advice?" I asked, ducking another mechanical limb that swung with deadly intent. 


The tome opened to a page that read, "You might consider not getting hit, for starters."


"Thanks for the tip," I replied dryly, rolling out of harm's way. We had to rethink our approach. These machines weren’t going to fall with brute force alone. They wouldn’t give up until we were merely a blip in their memory banks. 


Gears whirled and steam hissed as the relentless tide of mechanical guardians renewed their attack, their metal limbs clanking with each step. I felt the familiar surge of adrenaline that always came with combat, my heart pounding in sync with the rhythmic thuds of my boots on the cobblestone. 


"We need to get out of the open—now," I urged, glancing quickly at Seraphina and Lila. "Let’s keep moving—and get behind that gear!"


My eyes darted across the landscape of pistons and pipes, spotting a series of towering clockwork structures that cast long, intricate shadows on the ground. "That way—go!" I pointed, and we bolted, dodging the sweeping arms and spinning gears of our pursuers. My training had ingrained in me the importance of staying mobile, especially when outmatched.


"Seraphina, can you create some breathing room?" I asked, trusting in her magic. With a swift motion, she clasped her enchanted staff, and her creamy skin glowed with a sudden ethereal light. The air around us shimmered as she chanted softly, weaving a spell of illusion.


She raised her staff and whispered an incantation, and the world twisted. Phantasmal copies of us sprang into existence, sprinting in every direction. I noticed, though, that something about them seemed off or incomplete. Even so, the guardians hesitated, their optical sensors flickering as they processed the sudden influx of targets.


"Brilliant as always, Seraphina," I murmured, catching her gaze for a heartbeat amid the chaos. That's when I heard it—the twang of a bowstring followed by the thunk of an arrow finding its mark. Lila emerged from her cover, her tattoo sparking with magical energy. She was in her element, her brown cloak billowing as she moved with fluid grace, loosing arrows with deadly precision.


"Got another!" Lila shouted triumphantly as one of her arrows pierced through a joint in a guardian's arm. Sparks flew, and the construct's limb seized up, rendered useless. She didn't waste a moment, already lining up her next shot.


"Keep it up, Lila! Focus on the joints,” I called out, peeking from behind our makeshift barricade. I watched as Lila adjusted her stance, her hazel eyes narrowing as she aimed. Another arrow soared, striking true and eliciting a satisfying crunch of metal. 


I decided to follow Lila’s example. Sheathing my sword, I touched the tattoo of a bow and arrow on my left inner wrist, and my enchanted bow materialized in my left hand, an arrow strung and ready to shoot. 


The tattoo had magically appeared on my left inner wrist after Lila had sworn her Consort Oath to me, and our bond had formed with her as my second consort. It matched the much larger tattoo on the inside of Lila’s left wrist. 


In some way that I didn’t quite understand, once the consort bond formed, I was able to share in my consorts’ power and abilities. My own miniature bow and arrow tattoo rested just above a miniature tattoo of a magic staff. That first tattoo had formed after Seraphina had sworn her Consort Oath to me as my first consort, and it matched the much larger tattoo on the inner wrist of my sorceress consort.


"Alex, to your left!" Seraphina warned, and I snapped my head around just in time to sidestep a lunging guardian. Its brass fist smashed into the gear we hid behind, denting the metal.


"Thanks!" I called out, grateful for her vigilance. It was clear that these mechanical fiends wouldn't go down without a fight, but with Seraphina's cunning and Lila's sharpshooting, we stood more of a chance.


“Let’s see if we can confuse them a bit more,” I said, readying myself for the next phase of our improvised strategy. 


I gritted my teeth as another wave of mechanical guardians lumbered toward us. Their gears whirred incessantly, the steam hissing from their joints like the breath of a dragon. With every step, they threatened to overrun our position—Seraphina's illusions were losing their edge, and the enchanted arrows that Lila and I shot into the mechanical guardians’ joints, though precise, couldn't stem the tide fast enough.


I could feel the fatigue setting in, but we had no choice but to keep fighting. The memory of past skirmishes haunted me in the way that happens when you've seen too much and lost too much. But this wasn't the time for ghosts; it was time to stand firm. I felt the pressure closing in around us, but we couldn’t let fear dictate our moves.


"Alex, there are too many!" Seraphina called out, her voice laced with strain as she conjured another fleeting mirage, a desperate attempt to redirect the guardians' attention.


"Keep moving!" I shouted back. "We're not going down here."


But deep down, the coil of unease tightened in my gut. These constructs were relentless. Like some sort of twisted irony, they threatened to push us to our limits. And right now, our limits were closing in fast.


Just as the mechanical guardians closed in, their metal forms gleaming in the dim light of the steampunk twilight, a sound cut through the chaos—a sound that was both unexpected and oddly familiar. Gunfire. The sharp reports echoed off the metallic walls, accompanied by the clatter of shells hitting the ground.


My head whipped around, trying to pinpoint the source. Another shot rang out, closer this time, echoing off the high walls of the clockwork maze we were trapped in.


"Did you hear that?" Lila paused just long enough to follow the sound, her bow still at the ready.


"Yeah, I heard it." I strained my ears, catching the rhythm of the shots. Someone—or something—was out there, fighting their own battle. Or maybe, just maybe, coming to join ours.


"Could be someone here to help," Seraphina suggested, hope threading through her words.


"Or more trouble," I countered, but even as I spoke, I felt a surge of adrenaline. The gunfire was getting louder, the shooter methodically taking aim and firing with a discipline that resonated with my own training. Every round that thundered through the air spelled out a message: Hold on. Help is on the way.


"Stay sharp." I didn't take my eyes off the attacking guardians, but inside, I clung to that sound like a lifeline. It was the beat of war drums, the promise that we weren't alone—and we had a chance.


The cadence of gunfire stalled the metallic horde, their twitching sensors swiveling toward the noise. For a breath—no more than a heartbeat—the guardians hesitated. "Move!" My command sliced through the steam-choked air as I grabbed Lila's arm, yanking her towards a jumble of copper pipes.


"Seraphina, illusions, now!" I barked over the din. She nodded, her hands weaving a tapestry of light that flickered and danced around us, misleading our attackers' rudimentary senses.


"Alex, what's the plan?" Lila's voice was steady despite the sweat beading on her brow.


"Find who's got our back," I replied, eyes darting across the battlefield, searching for the source of our salvation. 


There! A figure emerged from the smog, deftly ratcheting another bullet from the magazine of a single-shot rifle with movements that were all business. The shooter was a short young woman—the very picture of steampunk resolve. 


"Watch my back," I called as I darted toward the new figure. Each step felt like wading through molasses, but I pushed forward, dodging hulking automatons and flying debris.


"Hey there! You're quite the sharpshooter! And that rifle is amazing," I called out, sliding into cover next to the newcomer as she levered another bullet into the chamber. 


Her rifle was a steampunk’s dream weapon, with an iron barrel, a brass drum cartridge, and a brass scope. It appeared to have a single-shot bolt action. I noticed that she wore a large tattoo on her left inner wrist that was the spitting image of her rifle.


The young woman mumbled incoherently, her fingers clumsily fumbling with her rifle. She quickly readjusted her grip on the gun and let out a nervous giggle. "Yeah… uh, thanks. I guess it's… uh… a bit dramatic." Without missing a beat, she raised her weapon again, peered down the sights, and fired. Another Guardian went down.


“I’m Alex,” I said from where I crouched under cover as I extended my hand to her. 


"Oh, sorry, I-I'm Tessa," she stammered, finally making eye contact with a shy smile. "Alex, huh? That name has a nice ring to it." She hesitantly extended a hand toward me amidst the chaos. "Um, nice to meet you." Her gaze darted back and forth between her scope and my hand before finally accepting the handshake with an awkward shake. 


“Umm, well...this is quite an interesting meeting. Not exactly how I imagined joining the fight, but hey, better late than never." She chuckled nervously and hurriedly pulled the bolt action on her gun. "We should probably get back to work, though… right?" 


"Right. Let's show these rust buckets they picked the wrong crew to corner."


A rhythmic cadence of gunfire cut through the steam and smoke, each shot from Tessa's rifle echoed like a promise of survival. I watched in awe as she dismantled the advancing mechanical guardians with pinpoint precision. The brass behemoths stumbled and fell, one after another, their gears grinding to a halt under her expert marksmanship.


"Hit the joints! It's the only way!" Tessa's voice was a beacon, guiding our strikes amidst the chaos.


"Got it!" I barked back, signaling to Seraphina and Lila to adjust their tactics. Tessa's knowledge was gold in this gear-driven realm.


Seraphina stepped forward, her staff humming with energy as she channeled her magic. Her midnight hair billowed around her, and the emerald on her circlet glinted with an inner light. "Stand clear," she warned.


I didn't need to be told twice. I leaped aside, granting her the space she needed. With a surge of power, Seraphina unleashed a volley of light bolts that flashed through the air, striking knee and shoulder joints. Arcane magic met iron and brass. I watched as metal shoulders and knees melted and seized.


Yet, as I felt Seraphina draw on her magic through our consort bond, I could once again sense that something seemed off. There was far less damage than I expected, and the effort seemed to exhaust my sorceress consort much more than usual.


The magic felt different here—muted, distant. I could sense Seraphina straining as she tried to channel her power. "Magic is weird here," I muttered under my breath, watching as the mechanical guardians buckled under the combined assault. 


My military training kicked into overdrive, and I signaled to Lila for the two of us to continue the assault on the guardians’ joints with our enchanted bows and arrows. Usually, I could envision where I wanted my arrows to land, and the magic imbued in the weapons would direct the arrow to exactly where I wanted it to land.


The process was still working, but again, the way the magic was working seemed kind of off. Some shots hit spot-on where I wanted them to. Other shots, though, resulted in the arrows swerving unexpectedly or bouncing off.


I glanced over at Lila and could see that she was frustrated by the same thing that I’d noticed. Even so, she was having much more success than I was. She moved in closer to the Mechanical Guardians so that she could leverage her lithe agility and shoot at nearly point-blank range.


As the guardians began to fall, I let out a breath I didn’t know I’d been holding. For the first time in what felt like ages, I felt like we just might come out of this alive.


Bolts of magic, enchanted arrows, and a hail of bullets tore through the air, and I watched as Tessa, with each pull of her trigger, dismantled our mechanical foes piece by piece. 


With a final, resonant twang of her bowstring, the last guardian fell. Silence crashed over us like a wave, broken only by the hiss of steam escaping from ruptured pipes. We stood amongst the wreckage, chests heaving, sweat mingling with oil and soot on our skin.


"Damn, Lila," I managed between breaths. “I love to watch you shoot like that.”


“I learned from the best," she replied with a smirk, slinging her bow over her shoulder. "But it looks like I might not be the only sharpshooter around here."


We turned to Tessa, who was examining one of the downed guardians with a curiosity that seemed out of place amid the destruction. Her fingers traced the bullet holes she'd expertly placed, her mind already dissecting the mechanics behind the machinery.


Tessa's usually shy demeanor seemed to fade into the background as she crouched next to the fallen guardian, her brow furrowed in concentration. Her hands, normally in constant motion with fidgeting or adjusting her braids, were now meticulous, tracing every seam and joint with a precision that was almost hypnotic to watch.


Her dirty-brown hair framed her face as she leaned in closer, revealing the focused intensity in her brown eyes. Tiny freckles stood out on her tanned skin, a sign of hours spent under the sun working on her gadgets. The tattoo of her steampunk rifle on her inner left wrist seemed to pulsate with each beat of excitement that raced through her.


Tessa's usual quirky attire, a leather vest over a ruffled shirt paired with extremely short cargo shorts and sturdy work boots, was now streaked with oil and grime from the battle. Yet, in that moment of analysis and discovery, she seemed more at home amidst the mechanical wreckage than anywhere else.


As I watched her work, a sense of admiration welled up within me. Tessa may have been socially awkward and prone to nervous rambling, but when it came to machines and engineering, she was nothing short of a prodigy. Her ability to understand and dismantle complex mechanisms with ease was a gift that had saved our bacon when we’d been caught short by the Mechanical Guardians.


"Hey," I said, stepping closer. "You really pulled through for us, Tessa.” I could see the determination in her eyes, and it struck me just how much she could offer—not just as a fighter, but something more.


Tessa's cheeks turned a deep shade of red as she shyly looked up from the guardian and met my gaze. With a nervous giggle, she twirled one of her braids in her hand.


"I just couldn't resist joining you," she said, her words tumbling out in a rush. "I've been dying to test these armor-piercing rounds on something more challenging than the usual tin cans." 


"Having fun, huh?" I raised an eyebrow, trying not to smile at her infectious enthusiasm. "If facing off against a swarm of killer robots is your idea of a good time, then you are without doubt a person after my own heart.” 


Tessa’s face lit up with excitement, her eyes sparkling as she spoke. I couldn’t help but notice the way her enthusiasm brightened the space around us. "Maybe just… a little crazy," she admitted with a shy grin. "But hey, look at them now—just a messy pile of spare parts. We make a pretty good team, don't we?" 


"Pretty good?" I chuckled. "I'd say we're damn near unstoppable."


She grinned then, and it was the kind of smile that made you forget about the near-death experiences and the smoldering ruins around you. It spoke of camaraderie, of shared triumphs. And just like that, the battlefield felt a little less like a graveyard and a little more like home.


"Your timing's impeccable," I said, trying to steady my breathing as we stood surrounded by the remnants of the mechanical guardians. Their gears and cogs scattered across the cobblestone-like the aftermath of a clockmaker's nightmare.


Tessa's cheeks flushed with a bashful smile, her eyes darting between the flickering street lamps and the brass contraptions surrounding us. "Oh, uh, well," she stammered, fidgeting with a braid that had escaped from her messy bun, her hands stained with grease and grime. "I saw you materialize through the portal from my lookout post. When the Mech Guardians attacked you, it just seemed right to jump in." 


"Jump in?" Seraphina arched an eyebrow, dusting off her robe, which was now streaked with dark smudges. "You swooped in like a falcon. Didn't know you were our guardian angel."


"Guardian angel with a magnificent weapon," Lila chimed in, her bow still at the ready, though she allowed herself a small smirk.


"Something like that," Tessa said, her voice quickening as if her thoughts were tripping over each other to get out. She touched the tattoo on her wrist absentmindedly as if it grounded her. "But these guys," she gestured at the pile of twisted metal, "they're just the start. I've got the inside scoop now on how they tick—quite literally."


"Care to share some of that knowledge?" I asked, intrigued by the spark in her eyes, the kind that told me this was more than just a fight for her; it was a puzzle waiting to be solved.


After a few moments of awkward silence, Tessa finally mustered up the courage to speak. "Um, well, I have this thing that might help...if you want." She nervously fidgets with the strange gadget in her pocket. "It's like a compass and a sextant combined...I know it sounds weird, but trust me, it works. It makes them more predictable." Her voice starts to pick up speed as she excitedly explains how the device can throw off the predictable patterns of the guardians. Her hands move quickly over the buttons and dials, almost as if she's speaking another language. 


"Predictability doesn't sound like much fun," Book wrote, hovering over a severed hydraulic limb.


Tessa's cheeks flushed as she retorted, her shy demeanor quickly dissolving into a quirky jabber mouth. "Well, perhaps not for someone as talented and knowledgeable as you," she mused with a small grin. "But for me, it's like having all the cheat codes to a game I've never played before." 


"Can you teach us these cheat codes?" I quipped, earning a full-throttle laugh from her.


"Uh, ok." Tessa blushed and fumbled with the gadget before awkwardly stuffing it back into her pocket. "If… if you don't mind… I could maybe show you around this crazy tech-filled labyrinth…? Only if you want, though." She nervously dug a boot toe into the ground as she waited for my response.


"Guess we could use all the help we can get," I admitted, glancing at the others who nodded in agreement. “But first… maybe we should all introduce ourselves properly.”


“Oh… yeah… I guess I kinda forgot about that part,” Tessa said, flushing slightly. “I’m Tessa Ironheart. I’m an engineer and inventor. Plus… I don’t mind taking out the Mechanical Guardians when I can.”


“Good to meet you, Tessa,” I said. “I’m Alex Hunt. This is Seraphina Nightshade, my first consort. She’s an amazing sorceress. And this ball of fire over here is Lila Greenwood, my second consort. She’s a woodland ranger. We’re on a quest to defeat Valthor and remove his influence from the realms.” I showed her the tattoos of the castle and fortress that I’d received on my right inner wrist after I’d succeeded, first in the Realm of Wolves and then in the Realm of Shadows.


Tessa nodded at each woman in turn. “Good to meet you all,” she said shyly. “And if that’s your quest, I’m in. I hate that Valthor guy!”


Book’s pages fluttering nearby caught my attention. “Ahem…” Book scrawled, the one word large, bold, and centered on the page.


“Ah, yes,” I said. “This annoying little sentient tome is Book. “You’ll just have to get used to its snark. It’s data banks are too valuable to just leave behind.”


“That’s better!” Book wrote. “Thank you very much.”


Amazed and enthralled, Tessa reached out a tentative finger to brush lightly across the page. Book seemed to shudder slightly as if her touch tickled. “Wow!” Tessa whispered, oddly seeming more at ease talking to Book than to the rest of us. “You are awesome, Book!” she said. “Do you know much about engineering or science?”


“As a matter of fact,” Book wrote in a pleased script, “my knowledge banks contain nearly a full library on those topics. I have a particularly interesting treatise on new research in the field of hydraulic engineering.”


“Cool!” Tessa gushed enthusiastically. “Can we talk about it sometime?”


“Finally!” Book wrote in an ecstatic script. “Someone who actually appreciates the finer points of what I can offer!”


Seraphina giggled, a hand covering her mouth. Lila cleared her throat. “Book,” she said with a smirk. “We’re all glad you found a new friend. But maybe we should let Tessa tell us a little more about this realm. And, maybe, show us around a bit.”


“Oh… oh! Sorry!” Tessa exclaimed. “I guess I got carried away. Yeah, I can do that.”


"Well, then lead the way, Tessa," I said with an amused smile. “Tell us what we should know about this place.”


"Ok… Um… Well… First rule of the Mechanized Realm…” she said, flashing us a hesitant smile before leading the way, "always stay one step ahead of the gearwork." And with that, we followed her into the labyrinth of steam and steel.








CHAPTER TWO





OIL AND STEAM clung to the thick, muggy air as we wound through the narrow path to Tessa’s underground lab. The steady hiss of nearby machines and the clang of distant gears filled the silence. Book floated ahead, casting a soft, eerie glow in the dim light. Seraphina and Lila flanked me, their footsteps careful but taut, with the adrenaline still humming from the battle. 


The battle we’d just fought replayed in my mind—a whirlwind of gears, metal, and adrenaline. Tessa’s sudden arrival had turned the tide in our favor, and now, as we followed her, I couldn’t help but feel a mix of relief and curiosity.


Tessa led the way, her pace quick and movements precise. She seemed completely in her element—a stark contrast to the chaos we had just endured. Her voice cut through the ambient hum of machinery. “Almost there,” she said, her tone tinged with excitement, though she didn’t turn to face us.


I watched her closely. Tessa looked to be in her mid-twenties, though her petite frame gave little hint of the resilience I’d witnessed. Her dark, wavy hair was braided in two plaits—tied close to her head—giving her a wild yet oddly delicate look. Her eyes, a striking shade of brown, held an intensity of curiosity and determination that was almost inspiring.


Tessa’s attire was typical of someone immersed in the world of machines—steampunk goggles perched on her head, a short leather vest over a ruffled shirt that ended at her midriff, and cargo short-shorts, each pocket bursting with tools and gadgets. Her boots looked worn from use, and her fingerless gloves were stained with grease and grime.


"Nice outfit," Lila said with a grin. "Practical and stylish."


Tessa blinked, caught off guard by the compliment, her cheeks flushing slightly. "Oh, uh, thanks. I… I spend a lot of time with, you know, machines and stuff. So, yeah." She scratched at the back of her neck awkwardly before focusing back on the path.


I chuckled. Tessa's shyness around people was endearing, especially considering how her brilliance with gadgets came through in moments like this. As if to underscore that point, she absentmindedly touched the tattoo on her inner wrist, and with a shimmering ripple, the rifle she’d wielded earlier materialized in her hands. The steampunk weapon gleamed—its brass fittings, intricate engravings, and large drum magazine creating an impression of power and precision.


"This is my, um, rifle," she said quickly, her voice gaining speed as her excitement grew. “I… I kinda made it myself, you know? It's, like, a bunch of different parts that I… uh… collected and...well, I modified some tech from the ruins under the Clockwork City and… um… it works pretty well!" She shot us a quick glance, clearly checking for our reactions before continuing. "Anyway, it’s powered by a modified clockwork cell that can—uh, it can propel projectiles really fast. Way faster than, like, normal guns.” 


I couldn’t hide my awe as I examined the intricate workings of her creation. "This is incredible! How does it work? What materials did you use? I've never seen anything like it!"


Tessa’s face lit up as she launched into an animated explanation. "Oh! Well, okay, so the core is powered by this, like, ancient tech I found in the ruins—it’s kinda like a clockwork energy cell but… um… I tweaked it a bit." Her words started tumbling out faster now, hands moving as she gestured excitedly. "It generates enough energy to—uh, to shoot at a really high velocity. And! And it has a magazine that holds fifty shots, which is, like, way more than a regular gun, and there's also this cooling system I added, so it won't overheat. Oh! And there's this disintegration mode that, uh, basically...breaks down armor on impact, and—"


"Whoa, whoa—slow down, Tessa," I interrupted with a laugh. "You’re gonna make my brain overheat."


Tessa blinked, realizing her rapid pace, and her excitement faltered briefly. "Oh, um, sorry," she muttered, visibly pulling back.


"No, no, keep going!" I reassured her. "Seriously, I'm geeking out over this."


That was all the encouragement Tessa needed, and she dove back into her explanation, words flowing out faster than I could track. The intricate mechanics of her rifle were impressive, even if some of the technical details flew over my head.


Seraphina leaned in, her usual stoicism softened by genuine interest. "Remarkable work, Tessa. Your talents are extraordinary."


Lila, always one for praise, gave a low whistle. "Yeah, you’re a genius with machinery."


Tessa blushed deeply, her gaze flickering between us nervously. "Th-thanks," she stammered, her voice small again. “I… I just want to help. You know, with the whole… uh… overthrowing Valthor and the Mechanical Overlord and all that. I mean, he’s the one who…well, his Guardians killed my parents. So, yeah."


Her vulnerability in that moment caught me off guard. Beneath the excitement for her inventions was the weight of loss, a grief she’d buried under layers of gears and gadgets.


I placed a hand gently on her shoulder. "We're lucky to have you, Tessa. Your inventions are going to be invaluable."


She smiled shyly, her eyes flicking down as she muttered a soft "Thanks."


We continued walking, the hum of gears and the distant hiss of steam growing louder as we neared her lab. 


As we reached the entrance to her lab, Tessa paused and looked back at us. "Um, just before we go in, I should probably give you some background info. So, I've been living here in the Clockwork City for a while now. It's this huge city with gears and steam and stuff. And, um, it's not exactly the safest place to be. But, I had to learn how to fix things and shoot guns because… well, you know… survival and all that."


Tessa fumbled with the metal door handle before pushing it open. Inside, her workshop was a chaotic wonderland of machinery. Cogs, gears, and intricate devices filled every inch of the space, from whirring mechanical arms to strange contraptions emitting soft, multicolored sparks.


Tessa beamed with pride as she gestured towards the various contraptions scattered around the lab. "This is where the magic happens," she said with a shy but proud smile, her hands fidgeting nervously as she beckoned us in. "Uh, I… I’ve been working on some new stuff that, uh, might help us. Y’know, for the whole ‘freeing-the-city’ thing."


I couldn’t help but grin as I looked around. The thrill of discovery tingled in the air—this lab was a treasure trove of possibilities. Every machine hummed with potential, and I knew we were in for something special with Tessa on our side.


Tessa led us towards a large workbench in the center of the room, motioning for us to gather around it. The air was thick with the smell of oil and metal, and I could feel my excitement growing as I wondered what kind of experiments were conducted in this mysterious place. 


I couldn't help but feel a sense of awe as I took in the array of fantastical inventions before me. Mechanical arms were whirring in the corner, a strange device that emitted multicolored sparks sat on one table, and what looked like a miniature dirigible suspended from the ceiling.


Were the situation different, I would have loved
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