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Chapter 1
 
   The night comes on quick for those who work with their hands, for those who bury their heads in the hard labor of a difficult life. This is true of both the common man living in a homeland ravaged by war, and the traveler who merely intended to pass through but instead chose to help rebuild a shattered city.
 
   Sleep eluded Scott as he lay in his bed. His goddess love snored softly, a sign that her body was nearby but her true self was busy with work back in her homeland.
 
   Ero, the sweet and overly exuberant fairy, rested within his mind. They had shared a few quiet moments during his brief slumber, but he could not rest for long. There were too many thoughts that burdened his mind.
 
   He slipped out of bed and padded softly over to the sliding glass door. They had a room on the eighteenth floor of the Golden Legend Hotel. It was not exactly the penthouse, but it had a nice view of the city due to the fact that the hotel sat atop a high hill. The hotel rented rooms by the day, week, or month. It had taken half of their general fund, but they had set up shop in decent surroundings for the month after they had finished their reconstruction efforts.
 
   Quietly, he opened the door and moved out onto the balcony. The sights and sounds of the city drew his attention immediately. He was high enough above the hustle and bustle of the city that he could not hear people speaking normally, but he was still close enough to the ground that he could easily hear the noise of traffic and the occasional shout.
 
   The people of Valkovia were hard at work, even now. The city and its people were determined to rebuild, to continue with their lives. The resilience of those people was quite the inspiration for Scott. He had once been like this city, more than a little broken. Unlike the people here, he had simply drifted through life while he allowed the debris of his lost chances to surround him.
 
   "What the hell have I been doing?" he asked the city softly. He was not a teenager, despite his appearance. His life had been littered with a series of lost opportunities and failed developments that could have allowed him to achieve greatness. It took arrival in a fantasy world, a place that played havoc with his mind and emotions, to cause him to properly reflect on his failings.
 
   The people of the city continued to rebuild, and in his heart Scott knew that he must do the same. His goals needed to coincide. He needed to develop his level and his skills, but he also needed to develop his mentality and drive. During his time on Earth, he had chosen to become a soldier in order to give his life purpose. It had worked to some extent, but the current situation was different.
 
   Uncertain whether the board of directors would truly unleash hell on ARS, Scott could only focus on the immediate situation. The end of the world, and the end of the ordinary days for the good people of ARS, could come at any moment. Yet, he was in no situation to do anything about it should that eventuality come to pass.
 
   "The government doesn't seem like it's going to be of much use to me," said Scott softly. Captain Johnson may, or may not, prove useful in that regard. However, Scott already had a strong feeling that he was on his own as far as Earth-based support was concerned.
 
   A gentle breeze played over his skin for a moment. As he felt that gentle breeze, he had to admit that he honestly did not care if those plans came to fruition. Earth did not feel like home to him anymore. If he were even more honest with himself, it had never felt like home. His home was Rhea, Ero, and now Herbert. "My life is here, with them." he spoke softly to himself.
 
   Scott stood on that balcony for quite some time before another defining thought crossed his mind. He closed his eyes then slowly nodded his head. "It begins tomorrow."
 
   "What begins tomorrow?" asked a sweet and curious voice.
 
   The scent of her, a soft but fragrant scent similar to spring flowers after a gentle rain, greeted him not long after her words reached his ears. His eyes opened slightly and a small smile arose on his lips. "Everything, Rhea."
 
   The elf maiden walked over to him then stood at his side. She gazed out at the city, just as he did. What she might have seen, Scott did not know for certain. Despite their growing closeness, her thoughts were often a mystery to him. A goddess in the form of a beautiful elf maiden, which was the role that was played, and which the truth? It was a hard thing to deal with, to find a quantum of certainty.
 
   In time, she spoke again. "I have good news, and bad news."
 
   Scott reached out to her, and placed his hand atop hers. He squeezed it gently then asked her in a quiet tone. "Tell me?"
 
   "The good news, first?" she asked, her voice soft yet still above the level a whisper.
 
   "Sure." he said simply. He could always use a little good news.
 
   Rhea nodded then said, "I love you."
 
   Scott's smile grew slightly. "Good news indeed."
 
   She chuckled softly then unleashed a heavy sigh. "Bad news... I've caught up on my work, but I've been dragged into a working tour of the Divine Commonwealth."
 
   "Divine Commonwealth?" asked Scott. He had never heard her mention such a thing before.
 
   "Yes. The Divine City is separated into hundreds of wards and boroughs. Billions of us live there. However, there are satellite cities and other smaller towns surrounding the area as well."
 
   "I see. How long will you be gone?" he asked. This was certainly bad news. Not only would he miss her, but it would impact training and questing. The board might end up waiting a decade or two, but that did not mean that they could take their sweet time while increasing their power.
 
   "It's going to be four days on and about a week off here due to the time difference. I'll visit a few towns or wards per day, but each day in the city is four days on ARS." She blew out an annoyed breath then took another. "My mother has agreed to help me make the schedule work so that I can be with you here for those four days of ARS time every third day during the trip."
 
   Scott glanced at her, and in the process he noted that she had closed her eyes. "We'll just have to make every moment count when we are together." he said.
 
   Rhea's eyes fluttered open and she looked over at him. Her expression was a strange mixture of soft and intense that would cause the casual onlooker to think that something terrible had happened "Yes. Yes, we will."
 
   He slipped his arm around her waist with a practiced hand. Their relationship had improved considerably in recent months. Misunderstandings were far less frequent. In some ways, that made it harder to separate for that much time. "We all have things that we have to do in this life, I guess."
 
   "I guess..." she said, a hint of petulance in her tone. It was obvious that she did not relish the upcoming tour. "It'll take the better part of a year in Divine City time to finish the tour, though."
 
   Scott kissed her softly on the cheek. "I'll be here."
 
   Her smile brightened a little even as her cheeks reddened slightly. "At least there is one good thing to come from this."
 
   "You'll be able to drum up more business for ARS?" asked Scott. He was rarely accused of being the brightest bulb in the room, but he could easily discern the use of such a tour.
 
   Rhea's entire face lit up with joy. "Yes! That's exactly why I'm doing this."
 
   Scott pulled her closer. "We all do our parts. Who knows, maybe the board won't be able to start their shenanigans."
 
   "I doubt that, they're notorious for forcing world resets. Still, this might buy us a few more years." She paused briefly then quickly added. "To prepare." It was obvious what she really meant. 
 
   His arms moved slowly, and after a moment he wrapped her in a warm embrace. He placed his forehead to hers then spoke in a quiet, confident, tone. "We'll have forever. No matter what comes, we'll face it and win."
 
   "Scott..," said Rhea in a soft, warm, tone. Her eyes began to shimmer in the light as unspent tears welled up. "I don't... What if it doesn't...?"
 
   He silenced her fears with a kiss. His nose gently brushed against hers. His arms held her tight, and for quite a while, before that kiss broke. Silence reigned for a moment. When he spoke, it was to say. "It will. We will win."
 
   Bright green eyes widened. Rhea pulled her head back and she looked at her husband-to-be in a strange new light. His expression caused strange sensations to fill her both in body and mind. "You have that look..."
 
   "Which look is that?" he asked her lightly.
 
   Her nostrils flared a little then she looked down slightly. "It's the look you had in your eyes that day when we met on the street."
 
   "Is it?" he asked her in a soft tone. That day had been the prologue to everything that had come about in their lives. One casual encounter, a single instance of helping someone out of a bad situation, had led to everything that had happened in his life.
 
   She nodded mutely then bit her lip a little. "You looked at that guy just like that and he left."
 
   Scott understood her meaning completely. His expression, what he felt, it was the expression and sentiment of a man who would not give in to anything. There had been few moments in his life where such an expression had arisen. Most of them had occurred during difficult and dangerous assignments in the military. 
 
   Hidden under a small mountain of emotional debris, random amounts of bullshit, and a lack of ambition, there was a man who would succeed at all costs. It was that man who Rhea saw in Scott's eyes at that moment, the man she had fallen in love with decades ago.
 
   The loving couple spent the next two hours together. They spoke sweetly, and then made love even more sweetly. Exhausted, and thoroughly fulfilled they held each other close and drifted off to sleep. Tomorrow promised to be the beginning of a new adventure, and a new chapter in their relationship. For now a warm and blessed sleep was their reward for the closeness they had developed.
 
   It was not long before morning came, as it often did, subtly and without warning. Scott awoke then sat up in bed. He glanced to his side and saw Rhea slumbering peacefully, the silk sheets draped across her naked body like a sensual second skin. Her impossible beauty caused the man to take a shaky breath. She was a sight to behold in the moonlight, but in the light of day she took his breath away.
 
   It was a strange day indeed when he did not think of his good fortune for having found the love of such a sweet, and loving girl. Whether goddess, elf, or whatever she wished to be, she was the one who had helped him find redemption for the ill-spent life he had lived.
 
   He reached over and lightly traced the curve of her face. He did not wish to wake her, but he could not resist. Hers was the face of a woman, a goddess, who had loved him for decades without him even being aware of it. No man was that fortunate, and yet it was the truth that he had come to accept.
 
   Scott spent a little time simply gazing at the architecture of his fiancé's face. A brief moment passed wherein he wondered if such a thing was a masculine activity, but he silenced the unworthy thought. He had to develop a thicker skin and a determined attitude. The attitudes of other people and their critique of his lifestyle and personality were something he needed to discard entirely. The elven goddess slumbering so sweetly next to him, the fairy in his head, and the Grassrat who currently practiced dance moves on the balcony, these were the people who mattered most.
 
   Once he finished gazing lovingly at his fiancé, Scott took care of those morning rituals that are common to most people. He was quite pleased to have access to an actual toilet and a working sink. Such things existed at various inns back on the casual server, but they frequently required people to share space with others. When they went out to the field they had often spent days, sometimes weeks, in dirty clothes. They could be cleaned easily enough. Simply putting items into storage had helped with that to some extent as most of the dirt and debris would be removed. However, such a luxury no longer existed.
 
   "I wonder if we can just go back to Earth to do our laundry and take a crap from now on?" he mused idly, before he set about brushing his teeth. It was a worthy thought. Further, doing so might actually cut down on expenses. If not for the time difference, they would probably just avoid inn and hotel fees altogether and live on Earth between hunting sessions and questing.
 
   "Good morning!" exclaimed a vivacious voice inside Scott's head. He could not help but smile. Ero had woken up.
 
   "Morning, Ero. Did you sleep well?" he asked mentally, while he continued to brush his teeth.
 
   She made a soft, cute, noise. "Oh fairy well after we spent that quality time together, Mister Motor Boat."
 
   Scott nearly choked on his toothpaste. "Ero... You could have killed me."
 
   A warm giggle echoed through his head briefly, before the smiling fairy slipped out of his mind and appeared next to him. She hovered in the air for a moment then began to grow. Soon, she was human sized. "Did you miss me, Scott?" she asked, a warm smile on her soft pink lips.
 
   "Of course. Who wouldn't miss their best fairy friend?" he said with complete sincerity, and a warm smile
 
   Ero leaned over and kissed him on the cheek. "Good. Can I have the sink, or are you still trying to pretty yourself?"
 
   "All yours dear lady." he said lightly before making a grand sweeping gesture toward the sink.
 
   "Thank you, gentle sir." she said enthusiastically. She took charge of the sink. While she brushed her own teeth she looked at Scott in the mirror. After rinsing once, she said. "So, what's the plan?"
 
   Scott slipped his arms around her then lightly caressed her stomach. "Depends. How is the little mama doing?"
 
   Ero's face reddened slightly. "We're doing well. No sickness or anything. That doesn't really happen with fairies. Though..."
 
   "Though?" asked Scott before he caressed her ear with his cheek. He kissed her softly on the shoulder while he caressed her lower abdomen.
 
   "I spoke with a few of the fairies who were helping out during the debris cleaning mission. One of them turned out to be a fairy mid-wife."
 
   "Did she have any words of wisdom?" asked Scott.
 
   "Yes..." Ero leaned back against him and looked at their image in the mirror. It made her heart practically sing to see his arms wrapped around her. "I should go visit a fairy hospice and have an elder look me over. They'll be able to tell me how our baby is doing."
 
   Scott kissed her on the ear. "Alright. We'll get right on that."
 
   "Uhm, yeah... But..." she said, haltingly.
 
   "But?" he asked.
 
   "If I go..." she said softly before stopping. She took a breath before she continued. "If I go, they'll want to observe me for a month to see how the lunar cycle and tidal forces effect me."
 
   "I'll be without my best friend for a month?" asked Scott. That did not sit right with him, but he would not hesitate to make it happen. The health and safety of Ero and their baby was top priority. If he were to be honest, he would prefer it if she did not go adventuring at all until the baby was born.
 
   "Yeah..," said Ero softly.
 
   He kissed her softly on the ear then whispered, "I love you Ero. We need to take you to see a fairy doctor."
 
   She made a soft hiccupping sound then turned around swiftly. Her eyes brimmed with tears as she looked at him. "Scott..."
 
   They shared a warm embrace for a time. While they did so, Rhea awoke and checked to see where everyone was. For a moment, jealously and annoyance flared within her, but when she saw that Ero was crying she managed to force those unworthy emotions down to where she kept them caged inside her heart.
 
   "Rhea...?" asked Ero gently after she noticed the elf maiden standing in the doorway.
 
   "Good morning Ero," said Rhea in a soft, measured tone. She blinked once, slowly, took a breath then asked "What's wrong?"
 
   Ero sniffed the air a little then chewed her lip. "I was just telling Scott about what the mid-wife said."
 
   "Oh? We do need to get you to a fairy doctor," said Rhea, a slight smile on her lips. That smile could have meant a lot of things, but it was still a friendly smile.
 
   The fairy girl nodded twice then embraced Scott tighter. "Yeah, but..."
 
   "No buts, young lady. You're going to the doctor," said Rhea with a gentle smile.
 
   Ero made a cute face then stuck out her tongue. "You're not my real mom!"
 
   Rhea laughed a genuine, heartfelt laugh. Scott tried his best to hold it in, but he could not help himself. He laughed as well. The girls were trying so hard to get along despite the issues that even he was not too clueless to miss. He could not help but feel joyful and relieved during moments of such good humor.
 
   "Ero, go hug your fake mother," said Scott. He released the fairy girl then swatted her on the bottom.
 
   "Oh. Anything for you, daddy." remarked Ero with a grin.
 
   Rhea rolled her eyes then huffed a little, but her smile returned when the fairy girl gave her a warm hug. Ero asked her, "Forgive me?" The elf lightly stroked her hair for a moment then kissed her on the forehead. "I forgive you."
 
   "Gonna ask me to forgive you?" asked Ero cutely.
 
   "No," said Rhea with a slightly amused smirk.
 
   "My step mother is so cruel." remarked Ero with a giggle. "I should bite her or something."
 
   Scott interjected. "You know... I might be from the South, but not that far South."
 
   "Yeah?" asked Rhea, confused.
 
   "We're starting to sound a little inbred," said Scott.
 
   That brought another round of laughter from everyone. They did have a strange relationship dynamic, but at least it was not that strange.
 
   Morning rituals were finished, and everyone gathered in the common room of their apartment. Ero, once again the size of a doll, fluttered over to the table and sat down on an overturned coffee cup. It was her official seat at the hotel round table until they purchased something more suitable. She could sustain human size for a much greater period of time now that she had gone up a tier, but that did not mean that she could be human sized for lengthy periods of time. It drained her stamina and mana continually.
 
   Herbert sat next to her, and made a concerted effort not to start practicing his dance moves. He was quite dedicated to his craft.
 
   Scott and Rhea sat next to each other on the couch. It was Scott who spoke first. "Alright team. It's time to decide what we are going to do with ourselves."
 
   "What do you mean?" asked Ero.
 
   He looked to the tiny fairy then said, "Well, we've finished our last job and spent half of our general fund on this room. We need to get some money flowing, but we also need to train. You and Rhea both have to leave the group for a lengthy period of time as well."
 
   "Rhea? You do, too?" asked Ero. After Rhea nodded, Ero tilted her head to the side and asked, "Why?"
 
   "Business in the Divine City. We need to slow the board down so I am going on tour as the face of our empire. I'll be in and out for the next four years in ARS time."
 
   "Oh! How long will you be gone?" Ero leaned forward, her eyes wide and sad.
 
   "About eight days at a time, with four days here afterward," said Rhea.
 
   Ero asked a question that Scott had also been about to ask. "Can't you just do that thing where you make more than one copy of yourself?"
 
   Rhea sighed. "Not really. It would be seen as a sign of rudeness if I bifurcated like that. It's one thing to have aspects running the game world. It's another entirely to log in as a player and play while I am supposed to be focusing on the fans. It's like I don't think they warrant my full attention."
 
   "Bad PR?" asked Scott.
 
   "Yes, very much so," said Rhea with a sigh. "That's the last thing we need. Let the player base think I couldn't be bothered to give them my all when my family calls for a tour of the commonwealth."
 
   "Hmm, so we only have you with us for what, another three or four days?" asked Scott.
 
   "Two actually..," said Rhea.
 
   Scott winced. "It's really going to impact your training isn't it?"
 
   "Can't be helped. I can make up for it in various ways, but we do need me to do this if we are going to buy a little more time. Even if it only gives us an extra year or two, that's a lot of time to plan and train," said Rhea.
 
   "True. Maybe it's not so bad," said Scott.
 
   Rhea gave him a mildly hurt look and he waved her off. "Don't take it like that. I'm talking about everyone. Ero needs to have proper medical care, Herbert needs to get a little older, and my magic needs a lot of time and effort to develop."
 
   "So, what are you saying?" asked Rhea.
 
   He took a moment to respond. There was a lot to say and he wanted to say it right. He leaned forward and allowed his eyes to grow hazy, a distant look arose within them. "When I first came to ARS, I was like a little kid. I ran around like a happy idiot and did stupid things at times."
 
   Scott's eyes narrowed a little. "I can't do that again. It's fine to have fun, but we can't just wing it. I need to be better than I was before, more focused. I can take the next few years to develop my powers and train. Out of all of us, I am the only one who doesn't have an innate capacity to mesh properly with this world."
 
   "You don't mesh?" asked Ero. Herbert chittered a little and she translated his mousy chatter as a similar question.
 
   "None of us are native to this world, but everyone here besides me has spent most of their life dealing with a similar state of being. I've only dealt with it for a few months. My game playing knowledge only helps out by a small amount. I need to redefine myself completely," said Scott.
 
   "So, what do you intend?" asked Herbert by way of his fairy translator.
 
   Scott looked down at the tiny Grassrat. "I need to become what I pretend to be. I am a sorcerer, a twilight master. I need to live up to that and stop merely playing a game."
 
   "You need to train," said Ero, on Herbert's behalf.
 
   "I need to train, true training," said Scott in agreement.
 
   The Grassrat waddled forward and reached over the gap between the table and couch to place one paw atop Scott's knee. He chittered something then inclined his head. 
 
   "I understand," said Scott.
 
   "Wow! You can speak Grassrat now, Scott?" asked Ero.
 
   Scott shook his head. "No. I just don't need a translation to know what he meant."
 
   Herbert had left his world behind and sought to become something remarkable as well. Though they were of different species, they were brothers of a kind.
 
   "What will you do then?" asked Rhea after a moment.
 
   The sorcerer took a breath. "I'll spend most of my time in training or challenging tough opponents in the field. When everyone is together we can go on specific missions. Once we have things sorted, I'll need to head to Twilight Desert to undergo real training."
 
   Rhea nodded her head. "I understand. That would help a great deal. Though, the monster level in that area is quite high, we could all undertake training there."
 
   "We can? I only knew that it was a place where twilight sorcerers gathered," said Scott.
 
   The elf maiden grinned at him. "Yes, it's one of the better places to train since the monsters tend to be able to take a lot of punishment. Good for skill development. There are even a few dungeon areas that have cropped up there recently."
 
   "Cropped up? You make it sound like the gods didn't just put them there." Scott smiled at her, a twinkle in his eye. It was nice to just sit and talk about things like this.
 
   Ero reached over and lightly stroked Herbert's fur while Rhea explained the truth about the dungeons of the world. "Dungeons, monsters, and things like that happen on their own here. There are certainly many pre-set areas, but mostly a dungeon happens when creatures at odds with the local government take over a location. The levels, bonuses, even the layout of the dungeon can change drastically after an abandoned place becomes a dungeon and the new owners start tinkering with it."
 
   "Some of that dynamic world-building stuff you mentioned before?" he asked.
 
   Rhea raised one hand up and made a magnanimous gesture like she had become royalty. "But of course, good sir." she said with a soft laugh.
 
   The group discussed various things for a time. The discussed plans for the future and plans for the present. Eventually, plans for that day came up. Scott brought up a subject that he thought might be beneficial. "I think we should get a transit pass and ride around for the next two days to unlock the major towns in this kingdom."
 
   Rhea immediately nodded her head. "Good idea. Right now, the way that the stats work would make taking the train the better idea compared to world travel, but by the time we leave this area altogether we could probably run faster than the train."
 
   "My thoughts exactly. At that point we could save a lot of money when we need to come back here simply by using world travel instead of keeping up with the transit pass," said Scott.
 
   "We should get the weekly pass for you and two day passes for me. It costs more than buying two day passes, but it would still let you travel around quickly for the rest of the week." suggested Rhea.
 
   "So, one silver and forty copper. Doable."
 
   "What about Herbert and I?" asked Ero with a pout. Were they being left out?
 
   "You can ride for free. Small children, small pets, and fairies ride for free. At least you ride for free as long as you stay fairy sized," said Rhea. "Though you do need to ride with a paying customer."
 
   "Neat!" said Ero lightly. She then unleashed a throaty chuckle and offered the group a sultry gaze. "I'm a free ride."
 
   Scott laughed at her antics a little then looked at the group. "So, we're agreed then? We're going to spend these two days setting up shop in the area by going to all of the major stopping points and making fast travel markers?"
 
   The others agreed readily. However, after they stood up another thought occurred to Scott. "We should check the local bulletins to see if there are any easy delivery jobs..."
 
   "Ah, there we go. I was just about to suggest that," said Rhea. "If we're lucky we can earn a little coin and social experience for doing easy missions."
 
   "Let's hope so. We go to the city courthouse right?" asked Scott.
 
   "We need to do that today, but we both have a Crysta-com. Once we get there we can register for day labor assignments and download the local bulletin app for Valkovia. After that we can just update it whenever we arrive in a new town in the kingdom. We'll have all of the general quests and missions available to the public right at our finger tips."
 
   "Sweet, like a local online job board," said Scott. That would prove to be quite convenient!
 
   "Exactly like that, yes. The general jobs tend to be numerous, but don't pay much. We should snag several at once, though there is a limit of two at a time per person or four for an official work group. Group work is more dangerous but pays more so we should get those sorts of jobs when we are all together," said Rhea.
 
   "Think we should just get eight separate jobs today?" asked Scott.
 
   "Six. I hate to say it, but they probably won't recognize Herbert as a qualified applicant," said Rhea. She looked down at the tiny Grassrat and smiled. "Though, I think he is more than qualified for most jobs."
 
   Herbert chittered his appreciation at her sentiment. She reached down and rubbed the top of his head. In response his left foot started tapping in excitement.
 
   "Alright. Well, if Herbert can't accept jobs on his own we should just do group assignments, instead. That way everyone receives experience and a fair share," said Scott.
 
   "Sounds good." replied Rhea.
 
   The foursome finished everything they needed to do in order to prepare for their day then headed down to the courthouse. Along the way, they stopped at the mainline bus station on Tenth Street near the East Gate and purchased their transit passes. Money seemed to flutter away like butterflies on a warm summer breeze of late, but such was life. In order to live there were expenses to be paid.
 
   Since they had a pass they decided to take the bus to the courthouse. They waited only a few minutes for the next bus to arrive as they had luckily picked an opportune time.
 
   A Valkovian city bus was both similar and quite different to one from Earth. It had no wheels. Instead it hovered a few feet above the road and glided through the air without sound. There were two types of buses, the standard transit bus, and the express bus. The transit pass only paid for the standard bus fare. Express bus rides did not make stops save for the two bus terminals that they operated between. There were several such buses and each one took passengers to a different quadrant of the city. Four of the major bus terminals were situated near the gates, so the express buses were typically used to ferry people into, out of, and around the city at a high rate of speed. Such convenience cost a great deal more than the standard fare.
 
   Once they were seated on the bus, each of them took in the sights and sounds of the local people. The bus occupants alone comprised a large number of different species. Humans were the most common, of course. But there were a few fairies, blood trackers, and Scott was certain that he even saw an elf near the front of the bus. He stared at the probably rare sight of an elf riding a city bus without shame. Sure, Rhea rode the bus with him, but she gave him other reasons to stare at her. Soon he discovered that the elf in question wore a well-crafted business suit. He had a brief case chained to his wrist, and wore dark sunglasses.
 
   For a moment Scott wondered if there was such a thing as an elven mafia, but let it go. Whatever that guy was doing was none of his business.
 
   The foursome chatted amiably and noted several sights of interest as the bus continued on its silent way across the city. Two stops later, the well-dressed elven courier left the bus and a familiar sight got on. It was the mother and daughter honey badger duo he had seen on his first day in town. A slight smile crossed his lips. It was good to know that they had made it through the attack. The little girl was adorable.
 
   The third stop was the one they needed. The foursome exited the bus only a short distance away from the courthouse. Rhea pointed out that the actual place that they needed to go was next to the large intimidating building. The courthouse had large stone pillars and short staircase. It looked fairly similar to the sort of big city courthouse one might expect from Earth, but instead of a statue of a blind woman wielding a scale, there was a massive eye superimposed over a symbol for the sun. It was carved just above the entrance doors.
 
   The inscription below the eye read: Let us shine the light of civilization upon the world, that the eye of truth might discern justice from vengeance.
 
   The imposing building was not their stop that day, however. The place they needed to go was a small side-building off to the left of the courthouse. Rhea led the way as she had actually been there before. Once inside the two story office building, they filled out the appropriate paperwork and moseyed on over to the local job board in order to acquire the app.
 
   Rhea showed Scott how to scan and download apps from local sites such as the job board. He used his Crysta-com to do as asked and soon he had a list of all of the generally available local jobs.
 
   "What about specialized or private jobs?" he asked.
 
   "Well, there are guilds and organizations that we could join," said Rhea. She looked over her own job board information for a moment then looked back to Scott. "You might seek out the Grande Cabal, I have never been to one of their guild offices, but they like to take in magic users and I hear that they don't impose too many restrictions."
 
   "Sounds promising. I suppose there are a lot of places and people in the world that we could get more specialized jobs from?" he asked.
 
   "Absolutely. They don't generate a quest screen like on the casual server, but they still count toward social experience and if you sign a contract for payment it is enforceable at the courthouse." she said.
 
   "Hmm, and the chances some quest giver might skip out on paying us?" asked Scott.
 
   "Well, these general jobs are paid in advance. So, all we do is show proof that we finished the task and the payment is released to us," said Rhea. She took a breath then continued, "Private jobs are different. You work for a specific client. If they renege on their part of the deal, you take the contract to court. If it seems plausible that they did fail to pay, the government awards you a settlement and puts out a public warrant for the apprehension of the client."
 
   "They get arrested for non-payment?" he asked, surprised. People failed to pay their debts all the time back home. Few people went to jail for it unless there were specific criminal actions attached to it. Failure to pay debts was a civil issue and not a criminal one.
 
   "Sort of. They are brought in and made to pay their debt to the government, plus court fees. If they pay, then there is no problem. If they don't they are taken to jail and are required to work off the debt at standard minimum wage, minus accommodation expenses."
 
   "I see, so a non-paying client gets brought in by the cops and made to pay their debts?" asked Scott.
 
   "Not just the police, no. A public warrant means anyone can bring the client in." She thought about it for a moment then grinned. "There are even cases where the wronged party takes up the warrant and arrests the person who failed to pay them properly. In that case they not only get their money owed from the job, but they get to earn bounty hunting money and a little more respect from the local government."
 
   "Good to know," said Scott. There were financial dangers to the acceptance of private jobs it seemed, but at least there were options to enforce payment for services rendered.
 
   Ero fluttered over to Scott and landed on his shoulder. She leaned forward, her expression curious, and asked, "Are there any good jobs?"
 
   "Not sure, yet. We need four group jobs. Herbert can't take any, and we have not gotten you a Crysta-com, yet," said Scott.
 
   Rhea spoke up. "Here's one. We can even start it before we leave town."
 
   "Oh? Which one?" asked Scott.
 
   "Public service announcement thirty-six." she replied. Scott immediately scrolled down till he found the announcement that she had mentioned.
 
    
 
   [Public Service Announcement #36]
 
    
 
   Barbecue Delivery               
 
    
 
   Downtown Bar & Grill is looking for someone to deliver two cases of barbecue to Primrose Acres by 12:30 PM.
 
    
 
   Mission Requirements: Acquire the package at Downtown Bar & Grill then deliver it to the Primrose Acres Militia headquarters by 12:30 PM.
 
    
 
   Success: Deliver the package before time expires.
 
    
 
   Failure: Fail to deliver the package before time expires.
 
    
 
   Rewards: 120 Copper Fayth
 
    
 
   Penalty: If the delivery is late, you must pay the purchase cost. Each package is valued at 600 Copper Fayth.
 
    
 
   [--]
 
    
 
   "Holy crap, that's pretty good pay for a simple delivery!" Scott stared incredulously at the amount of coins offered. How could they afford to pay so much to deliver barbecue?
 
   "It's typical for out-of-town deliveries. See the penalty. If we're late, it will cost us twelve silver. Our pay is ten percent of the item value to ensure speedy delivery. I'm sure the Downtown Bar & Grill factored the delivery charge into the order fee," said Rhea.
 
   Scott checked his Crysta-com. It was eight in the morning. "Can we get to Primrose Acres by noon?"
 
   "No problem there. It's only eight miles outside of town, and on the bus route," said Rhea.
 
   "Sweet. Let's take it," said Scott before he accepted the contract. He did have a curious thought cross his mind afterward. "You'd think that a business would have someone on tap for this sort of thing."
 
   Rhea shrugged. "They probably only do out-of-town orders for special occasions."
 
   "Right," said Scott. That made sense. He looked over his Crysta-com again and soon found another job that he liked, and then another. Delivery jobs seemed to be the simplest thing to do at the moment and there were several more that involved Primrose Acres.
 
   "There is another job we can take that goes to Primrose. PSA fifty-three," said Scott.
 
   Rhea checked it over then nodded. "A flower delivery. Let me check my city map." She did so and made a few calculating noises. After a moment passed she nodded once more. "The flower shop and the grill are within five blocks of each other. We could probably get in and out with both packages within about a half hour."
 
   "Shouldn't take that long to get to Primrose Acres by train once we get to the train station, and the flower delivery just says to get there by sundown," said Scott.
 
   "I say accept it," said Rhea.
 
   Scott did so, then they started looking through the apps once more. Herbert climbed up onto Scott's other shoulder and looked at what they were doing. After a moment he started to chitter.
 
   "He says that he thinks he sees a good job," said Ero.
 
   "You can read, Herbert?" asked Scott.
 
   "Of course," said Ero, translating for the tiny Grassrat. "It is one of his miscellaneous skills. Common language: Written and Spoken."
 
   "Oh, does that mean you'll be able to speak to us without a fairy translator soon?" asked Scott.
 
   Herbert chittered then smiled as only a rodent could smile. He then turned sharply on Scott's shoulder and flared his cape for effect. Ero laughed and translated what he said. "Of course, who do you think I am?"
 
   Scott laughed as well then checked the mission Herbert had chosen. It was a short-term subjugation mission that took place, once again, in Primrose Acres.
 
    
 
   [Public Service Announcement #93]
 
    
 
   Caterwauling Cats
 
    
 
   Mrs. Kilman of the Primrose Dance Studio has requested help in reducing the feral cat population outside of her studio. The wildland cats cry and sing off-key at all hours of the night, and frighten her students during the day. The cats seemingly hate anyone who dances and attack any dancer that they see on sight! 
 
    
 
   Mission Requirements: Bring in at least forty [Wildland Cat Paws] gathered in the Primrose Acres area. Do so before sundown to cut down on the number of caterwauling cats.
 
    
 
   Success: Gather at least forty wildland cat paws by sundown and turn them in to the local militia headquarters.
 
    
 
   Failure: Fail to turn in forty wildland cat paws by 6:17 PM
 
    
 
   Rewards: 6 copper Fayth per paw gathered and turned in by sundown. Increased respect from both Mrs. Kilman and the Primrose Acres Militia.
 
    
 
   Penalty: Failure to complete the assignment on time will result in the loss of respect from both Mrs. Kilman and the Primrose Acres Militia.
 
    
 
   [--]
 
    
 
   "Which one was it?" asked Rhea. Scott told her and she checked it out. Her first response was a grin. "I can see why Herbert would be interested."
 
   "Yeah, kick some feline ass and crush a few critters that hate people who dance at the same time," said Scott.
 
   Herbert chittered happily, and it needed no translation. His reasons for suggesting the mission were quite transparent and he would not deny them.
 
   "That should be an easy job for us," said Rhea. She counseled acceptance of the gig. Scott accepted it readily.
 
   They chose to look for their fourth job while heading toward the bus stop. They did not need to be in the building to acquire new jobs, and they would not be taking anything else that started from Valkovia this time.
 
   While they waited for the bus, Ero found an interesting mission. Scott smiled softly then looked it over in greater detail.
 
    
 
   [Public Service Announcement #137]
 
    
 
   A Seat for Baby
 
    
 
   Hi! My wife and I just had a baby, and we have not had a chance to get to town in order to buy a proper car seat for our newborn bundle of joy. Can you please pick one up, preferably a blue one since our little wonder is a boy. We'll fully reimburse you, plus ten percent, though... we do have a certain budget to keep. If we could get it within the next two days that would be wonderful!
 
    
 
   ~ Proud Papa in White Oak
 
    
 
   Mission Requirements: Purchase a [Blue Baby Seat] for a little boy. The value of the seat cannot exceed one gold coin.
 
    
 
   Success: Purchase a baby seat and deliver it to [Proud Papa] at his farm near White Oak within the next two days. Do not charge him more than 11,000 copper Fayth for the task.
 
    
 
   Failure: Fail to deliver a blue baby seat before time expires. Charge more than the budget outlined for the car seat.
 
    
 
   Rewards: Reimbursement of the purchase price for the car seat plus ten percent, up to 11,000 copper Fayth. Increase in respect from Proud Papa and the people of White Oak.
 
    
 
   Penalty: Proud Papa will lose respect for you and become sad.
 
    
 
   [--]
 
    
 
   Scott reached out and offered a finger to Ero. The fairy girl hugged his finger tightly and giggled a little. Rhea thought it was a good mission as well, so they accepted it. While they rode the bus over to the flower shop, Rhea checked through the prices for a baby seat online. A low whistle escaped her lips as she noted the cost for most of the decent looking ones.
 
   "Expensive?" asked Ero, hesitantly.
 
   "A little. We can get a medium priced one for about thirty-seven silver on premium sale, even less with our discount, and have it delivered to the farm," said Rhea.
 
   "Won't the delivery fees eat up our reward?" asked Scott, curiously.
 
   "Not really. We are VIP customers, remember? We get a discount that varies a little by store, but will reduce the cost by at least ten percent."
 
   "I see... So, are we charging Proud Papa full price?" asked Scott.
 
   "Can't really do that and not fail the mission. We can only charge what we paid, plus ten percent," said Rhea. She smiled after she said it, however. "What we can do is order it online and have it shipped to their farm. It'll arrive by tomorrow afternoon at the latest. The delivery fee they charge us will raise the price a little, but won't go over the budget."
 
   "Ah, I see. So we have it delivered to them and they just pay us a little more since the total cost would be higher than what we would have had to pay if we went into the store in person."
 
   "Yep. I'll make it a rush delivery." she fiddled with her Crysta-Com for a moment then nodded. "With one day rush guaranteed, we can get it to them for forty-five hundred copper... If they'd tried to buy it themselves they would have had to pay full price and then some since I doubt they are VIP customers. The sale was for VIPs only."
 
   "What would they have had to pay originally? Can we send a note with the package to show them how much they saved for working with us?" asked Scott, a bit of mercenary marketeering had arisen within his heart upon realizing what they could do.
 
   "Original price for Non-VIPS was forty-two silver. It would have been forty-five or so with delivery fees. We get a further ten percent discount, so the thirty-seven hundred copper cost, dropped to thirty-three hundred thirty copper. Total cost of purchase and delivery thirty-six hundred sixty copper."
 
   "Not bad... were there any more expensive ones within the budget?" asked Scott. By working the delivery system they would gain an extra thirty-six copper for the deal. 
 
   Rhea shook her head. "If we had more time to comparison shop, we could probably find one. But most of the affordable blue colored ones are within the same price range or less expensive. The ones in the next tier up are a little over one and a half gold, and I don't see one on sale."
 
   "Alright. We do have other jobs, so we can't spend as much time shopping today, I suppose. Besides that, if we take too long we'll have to hand deliver it and possibly not earn as much," said Scott by way of agreement.
 
   "Done deal. Ero's assignment choice is already complete then. I also included a small note in the package delivery citing how we used our connection to save them about five silver overall and got the best quality item we could find within their price range," said Rhea.
 
   Ero clapped her hands happily. "Yeah! That's great. I bet they'll be fairy happy with that car seat, Rhea."
 
   The elf smiled at the little fairy then nodded. "I think so too. It should arrive at their farm by tomorrow."
 
   Another few minutes passed and they arrived at the flower shop. The delivery was ready, and the bored shop girl merely annotated that they had picked up the delivery on time. The same sort of reception occurred at the Downtown Bar & Grill. However, two cases of barbecue turned out to be fairly bulky. Each case held one hundred barbecue sandwiches!
 
   It was no wonder that the penalty for failing to deliver them was so high. Scott was sorely tempted to try one of the sandwiches once he discovered that they had coleslaw on them, and that the barbecue was finely shredded like the kind that he enjoyed back home in North Carolina. That was one of the few things that he missed about Earth, North Carolina style barbecue.
 
   Rhea took the flowers and Scott lugged around the cases of barbecue. He had to hold them low and prop his chin on top of the topmost box in order to see. They were not heavy to him in any way, but their bulky nature did cause a few minor issues now and then.
 
   They caught the next bus, and rode until they reached the train station. It would take another few minutes for the train to arrive, but that was no problem. Scott sat down on a bench and parked the care package next to him.
 
   Rhea had to wander over to the lady's room to answer a call of nature, and Ero chose to accompany her in the fashion of women all over the multiverse. That left Scott and Herbert to guard the flowers and the barbecue.
 
   Herbert sniffed at the boxes a little then released a small rodent sigh then chittered once. Scott figured that he had probably said the Grassrat equivalent of "Dude." He nodded his head then said. "I know."
 
   Scott glanced over to his rodent friend. "Ready to kick some feline ass?"
 
   Herbert stood up on his hind legs and crossed his forelegs over his chest. A gentle breeze chose that moment to blow causing his cape to flutter heroically to emphasize his pose.
 
   "I'll take that as a yes," said Scott with a smile.
 
   "Oh, hell yeah? Is that barbecue?" called out a vaguely familiar voice.
 
   Scott and Herbert turned to see three people had gathered nearby. He recognized one of them immediately and soon, the other two seemed familiar as well. "Random elf girl?" Scott asked the red-headed elf.
 
   "What do you mean Random Elf Girl!" snapped Redhead. She was the common elf who had appeared before Scott and the others at dinner a short while back. She had tried to cause a scene.
 
   "How rude," said a man with beady eyes. He was the beady eyed man who had been sitting at the random elf girl's table before.
 
   The other man, demoted from Firstguy to Secondguy since he was the second guy to talk this time, snorted. "You should apologize for that."
 
   "True enough," said Scott. He turned to the elf girl and said, "I'm sorry. What was your name?"
 
   "As if I'd give my name to someone so rude!" she said in a scoffing tone of voice.
 
   "Then what do I call you other than random elf girl?" he asked her curiously. He had seen the trio sniffing around near their worksite and hotel room a few times, but had decided to let it go. This seemed a bit much though, and he wanted answers.
 
   "You bastard. How dare you talk to her like that." snapped Secondguy.
 
   Scott looked at him curiously for a moment, then quietly began circulating his magical energy. This confrontation had probably been coming for a while, though he was surprised that they planned to try something in a busy train station of all places.
 
   "Oi? Whatcha lookin' at? Do you like what you see?" asked Beadyeyes in an angry and suggestive tone of voice.
 
   "No. I see it far too often," said Scott without a hint of hesitation. "What do you three stalkers want from me, anyway?"
 
   "Stalkers! What are you talking about? We're just three people who want to take the train," said Secondguy.
 
   "Fine. Go right ahead," said Scott with a smile. He did not buy what they were selling for a moment, but it did not matter. They were not likely to actually do anything in a public place.
 
   "Like we need your permission," said Secondguy.
 
   Scott shrugged at the man then looked away like he was nothing. The complete dismissal caused Secondguy's face to turn red.
 
   "Look at this bastard. He calls us stalkers, insults my woman..," said Secondguy. Redhead interrupted, "Not your woman." but Secondguy continued on without missing a beat. "He even takes up space on a public bench with boxes. What a jerk."
 
   Scott and Herbert sat quietly while awaiting the train. The idiot trio continued to harass and annoy, but they did not make any openly hostile movements toward them. It was obvious to Scott that they wanted him to make the first move. He denied them the opportunity to claim self-defense.
 
   Rhea and Ero arrived just in time for the train to come thundering into the station. It was similar to the lightning spewing vehicle that the law enforcers used in town. Electricity skirled underneath the train and magical forces kept it aloft. The train itself looked more like something fit for the military than for civilian use.
 
   Scott looked it over casually and tried to hide his surprise when he saw the twin-gun turrets mounted on top of each train car. It seemed to be heavily armed and armored. For a moment he wondered and just how dangerous the world outside of town really was.
 
   Rhea glanced at the common elf and then at the two idiots with her before looking down at Scott. "Hey, looks like the train's here."
 
   "Yep," said Scott lightly, before picking up the precious barbecue cargo. "Let's get on board."
 
   The three idiots followed them, naturally, but did not board the train. They merely stared at Scott and the others with cruel expressions as the foursome boarded the public transit.
 
   After the foursome found a seat in the passenger car, Rhea snorted. "Those idiots are so obvious."
 
   "The turd trio back there?" asked Scott rhetorically. He was merely carrying the conversation forward.
 
   "Exactly. I bet they can't ride the train because they have a warrant. We should check on that on the way to doing our jobs," said Rhea.
 
   Scott agreed readily then pulled out his Crysta-com. The train pulled away a few minutes later, but in the meantime he had already found something on the second guy who had talked. "Clarence James? Dude's name is Clarence? Wanted for strong arm robbery, and communicating threats to the elderly."
 
   "Oh, no way," said Rhea with a laugh. She finished a search of her own and discovered the identity of the random elf girl. "The red headed girl is Barbara Banks. Wanted for... promiscuous solicitation and petty theft."
 
   "She's a busty hooker who works a side job as a pickpocket?" asked Scott. What a cliché.
 
   "Seems so... Though, I could have done without mention of the busty part," said Rhea. She fought down the urge to pout at Scott for noticing the bustiness of other elves, and kept searching the public warrant database but gave up after a few minutes. "I don't see the guy with beady eyes."
 
   "Maybe he just likes to hang out with those two?" asked Ero. "Also, what the heck is that?" She pointed at a warrant notice for a man who had the head of a catfish. She had been looking at the warrant notices curiously as they scrolled by.
 
   "Disturbing is what that is," said Scott. The guy had an actual catfish for a head. His face did not look like a catfish, his entire head was a catfish sitting atop a normal human neck.
 
   "Catfish Jack? Wanted for petty theft. Oh he stole crickets and worms from Dave's Bait and Switch angler shop near the city pond," said Ero. "I wonder what he did with the crickets and worms?" she asked curiously.
 
   Scott snidely said. "Well, maybe he had to feed his catfish head."
 
   Rhea groaned at Scott for his lame attempt at humor, but then they all began to laugh a little. It was entirely possible that Scott was right. Who really knew what a guy with a catfish head wanted out of life?
 
   
  
 

Chapter 2
 
   The sun had approached the mid-point in the sky, and most people had begun to take their midday meal by the time that the foursome had finished their simple business in the town of Primrose Acres. A small town with only a few hundred residents, it was the perfect stopping point between Valkovia and White Oak.
 
   Scott counted out the coins gathered from delivering the barbecue and the flowers on time then shared it between the four members of the group. The flower delivery had only been worth fifteen copper, but it was a simple job. The social experience was just as important as the money. The total take from those two jobs was one hundred thirty-five copper. While they had wanted to always split group earnings in half, part for the bank and part for their pockets, everyone agreed that it would be best to split eighty coins among the four of them and deposit the rest.
 
   They stopped at a local restaurant, Dancing Daisies to get a quick bite to eat before they went to meet with Mrs. Kilman about her cat problem. Their meal was simple, but cost them the better part of their flower delivery money. Such was life.
 
   "So, things have gone well so far," said Scott, before he took a drink of the odd tasting apple juice that he had ordered. He had never been a big drinker of alcohol, and did not think it would be a good idea to drink any before going on a combat mission even if he had been.
 
   "These sorts of jobs normally do. Unless there is some sort of skirmish between forces, or a bandit raid, delivery jobs are almost ridiculously easy to complete," said Rhea.
 
   Ero used a spoon like a shovel, and lifted a cube of sugar up and over the side of her tea cup. She then hopped up and gently stood on the rim of it while she stirred it.
 
   Rhea noticed her antics then smiled. "You would drink that easier with a fairy glass or taking the proper size."
 
   The fairy giggled a little, but said nothing. She was enjoying herself. However, she was not the only one to enjoy herself, Herbert spent his lunch dining on a salad with a side order of exotic cheese. He was not one to skimp on food.
 
   Neither of them ate a heavy meal. They did not want to stuff themselves before a fight. That would make them sluggish.
 
   "So, do you know anything about the cats around here?" Scott asked Rhea.
 
   She tapped her chin for a moment then shrugged. "They are a fairly common species. They run in prides, but the ones near this area are usually low level. There won't be many places within three day's walk that would have monsters that are too much for us to handle."
 
   "Any special abilities to worry about?" he asked.
 
   "They have a lot of strength and agility, but otherwise they are not particularly difficult to deal with at the level we would find them at around here. Take a walk out into the grasslands for a day or two and that will change," said Rhea.
 
   The lunch conversation turned to simpler things after that. Most of it revolved around the hijinks of Ero and Herbert as they enjoyed their meal.
 
   After lunch they made their way over to the Primrose Dance Studio to meet with the lady who had posted the work notice, Mrs. Kilman. The dance studio turned out to be an outdoor dance floor with a small house attached on the side. Dance classes were weather dependent, and mostly at night in order to allow for a romantic atmosphere. The owner taught dance styles for couples.
 
   Mrs. Kilman was a handsome older woman with honey blond hair, and a merry twinkle in her eyes. She absolutely adored the fact that the people who accepted her job request considered each other a family. It did not take long to get down to business, however.
 
   "Yes, the cats have caused a lot of problems recently. I don't know why there are more of them in the area than usual, but now that there are more of them they have started coming closer to town at night," said Mrs. Kilman.
 
   Ero sat atop Scott's head in a cross-legged position and listened absent-mindedly as Scott and Rhea discussed the situation with the older woman. She did not have much to add to the conversation, so instead she spent the time listening for information and contemplated the days to come.
 
   The fairy girl could not help but sigh a little after she turned her head and gazed out at the dance floor. She could grow in size, but until her power grew considerably she would be limited in how often she could do so. She would not be able to maintain her form for more than a few minutes without using her greater power in a battle.
 
   She smiled softly to herself as a sweet daydream arose before her eyes. She dreamed of being with Scott on that floor, a romantic couple dancing the night away. At the moment, it was impossible for real. She could maintain her form for a few short dances, but then she would take hours to regain her strength. Ironically, the size shift lasted a little longer when she was a high-level first tier fairy back on the casual server.
 
   Ero wrapped her arms around herself and swayed back and forth while she listened to music that only she could hear. The conversation continued around her, while she was lost to the rhythms of a beautiful day dream.
 
   "Alright, we'll head north and see if we can help control the local population a bit," said Scott lightly.
 
   Mrs. Kilman granted him a warm smile and said, "Thank you." before the group turned away.
 
   "Dah duhn duhn dah duhn, dah duhn, dah duhn." mumbled Ero lightly as she swayed back and forth.
 
   Scott reached up and offered her his finger. She wrapped her left arm around it then smiled sweetly. "May I have this dance?" she asked the finger.
 
   He laughed a little then wiggled his finger like it had taken a proper bow. Ero and Scott's finger wobbled back and forth while she hummed the waltz tune.
 
   Rhea glanced at them briefly then averted her eyes and took a deep breath. She continued forward without saying anything.
 
   The foursome left the studio and headed toward the northern gate of the town. It was a short walk. They had plenty of time to reach the field beyond town.
 
   After a short chat with the town guard, they left and headed north through the field toward the hills beyond. On the way, Scott mumbled something about wondering how long it would take to find the wildcats. As it turned out, it did not take long at all.
 
   The background music of the world went from subtle and adventurous to a quirky electric guitar dance mix, complete with minor brass horn accompaniment, the moment three rapidly moving felines raced into the area.
 
   The team scattered immediately, and set up positions. Ero took the lead in the attack by using one of her new abilities as a tier-two fairy to conjure a ball of water. She tossed the ball up into the air then shouted, "Ero's Water Hammer!" 
 
   The small ball of water shot down at an angle and slammed into an oncoming wildland cat with great force. The feisty feline cried out a kitty cry of pain as it was crushed into the ground. It was either dead, or unconscious, but either way Ero had set the tone of the fight.
 
   Herbert stood back and began to shake his hips in a rhythmic manner. His little rodent booty wiggled to the left and then to the right. He whirled around and started to walk backwards with one paw in the air and his head tilted down.
 
   The team suddenly felt lighter, more capable of moving with precision and greater speed as Herbert's dance took effect. It was one of the dances he had learned over the course of the last week by practicing at night, Moonwalk. It was a power that lowered the weight of party members and allowed them to move with improved ease. It also increased jumping ability slightly.
 
   The moment Herbert started to dance, cat cries echoed throughout the area. He had offended the pride of the wildland cats by dancing in their domain!
 
   Scott put the bonus to good effect by leaping forward and entering the fray with a flying kick. It was hard to hit a rapidly moving target with a jump kick, much less a flying kick. However, to his enjoyment and surprise, his swift attack easily connected with his target. The furry beast attempted to dodge to the side, but the sorcerer's foot plowed into its body with a decidedly heavy strike.
 
   He felt the cat's chest give way under the assault. The unfortunate creature's ribs snapped inward with little effort and it was left with a badly puncture lunge. Scott finished it off with another kick to the chest, a hard heel kick. It would not suffer long before it died, the sorcerer had made certain of that.
 
   In the distance, several more cats had begun to run down out of the hills. Scott turned to face them, Ero prepared another magical attack, and Herbert danced to the music.
 
   Rhea spent a moment cleaning her blade as she finished off one of the other cats. One swift strike had easily sliced its skull open, defeating the beast with ease.
 
   Another set of cries rose up as Herbert continued to dance. By the time the second wave of monsters arrived another wave had started out from the hills. They truly did hate dancing, it seemed.
 
   "Keep it up Herbert!" shouted Scott before he leapt to the side. His sudden action allowed him to narrowly avoid the claw swipe of one of the slightly larger cats. This opponent seemed to be just a little tougher than the ones that had come before, but it was still not in his league. He was both higher leveled, and had greater skill to boot. For once, he faced an opponent in this world that he had an advantage against, an advantage that did not involve fleeing to a safe room.
 
   Rhea pressed forward then leaned to the side to avoid a claw swipe. She immediately countered with a piercing thrust to the side of the beast. Her blade easily slipped between its ribs and punctured its heart. Never stopping even for a moment, she performed a spin to the side that pulled her blade free. 
 
   The movement allowed her to achieve the perfect position to unleash a highly precise slashing strike to exposed abdomen of a cat that had leapt toward her. She casually avoided its attack, and then tore into it with practiced ease. Another cat was down with little effort.
 
   Ero unleashed another of her water hammers, this one was a two-fer as it hit a leaping cat and smashed it down atop one of its pride-mates. The attack had killed the first cat and badly injured the second due to the beast's weight crashing down atop it.
 
   Herbert performed a quick spin then slapped one paw down toward his crotch while he thrust his other paw toward the heavens. The effects of Moonwalk continued unabated.
 
   The biggest cat in the current wave leapt toward Scott but to its horror, the agile sorcerer ducked down then rocketed upward at the last moment. He caught the cat mid-leap, and then performed a brutal suplex. The cat did not even have time to cry out as its head slammed down onto the cold unforgiving earth. Its neck snapped with a satisfying crunch. Scott flipped over as the attack sequence ended, and regained his footing to continue the attack. However, his opponent was clearly dead.
 
   Another water hammer shot out. Another cat cried out in pain then fell to the earth in a bloody heap. The destruction wrought upon it caused it to look as though it had been shot by a cannon.
 
   Rhea landed from a leaping attack that she had just performed. Her opponent landed in two separate pieces behind her.
 
   The battle, such as it was, went without a hitch. It was not long until the waves of feline monsters stopped coming. The pride had been dealt with, though the team was not done with their hunting. Rhea cut the paws from the cats. Scott questioned her about them and she grinned.
 
   "Yeah, each paw should count. So, we really only need to kill ten of them to make our quota." she said before hacking at the ankle joint of one of their defeated foes.
 
   "There's more than two dozen here already," said Scott.
 
   Rhea nodded to him. "It's an easy mission."
 
   "I'm glad of it. Let's see how much we can milk out of it," said Scott. The mission briefing had said that they had to turn in at least forty paws. The more paws they had, the more they would earn as long as it was not too late when they turned the paws in to the guard.
 
   After collecting the paws, the team set about butchering the cats for other parts including meat, fangs, and various organs. Basically, they wasted nothing. Each part would fetch a certain amount of money or could be used for crafting purposes.
 
   "You know..," said Ero as she fluttered around the pelt of the largest of the cats. "Yes, definitely." She tilted her head to the side. "I think."
 
   "What's on your mind, Ero?" asked Rhea.
 
   The fairy turned to her blue haired comrade. "I think I can probably use this one. The rest are too small for my skills to work."
 
   "You can craft with it?" asked the elf maiden as she tied off a bundle of meat.
 
   "Yeah, I think," said the fairy girl. She pursed her lips for a moment then puckered her lips and made a cute noise. "Think I should give it a try? My skills are magic based, so I can make simple things even without tools."
 
   Rhea glanced over to Scott. He was busy with Herbert. The Grassrat member of the team wanted to find a cat skull that he liked for some reason. "Sure. It's not like any of these parts are worth much. The paws are the big attraction for us because of the mission."
 
   "Ok! Let's do this!" said Ero excitedly. She closed her eyes then made hand gestures toward the pelt. She spent a moment in total concentration then opened her eyes. "Without tools, the best I can do is turn this pelt into a simple clothing item. Is that OK?"
 
   Rhea nodded then stuffed the cat meat into her loot sack. It was not a special bag with enhanced storage, merely something to lug items around in when the need arose. The cat parts were going to take up a great deal of space. They would need to return to town before heading out for another round of cat hunting. The lack of a dedicated inventory system was a bit of a pain, but some of the space issues would be ameliorated once they could acquire proper storage bags capable of holding a lot of items.
 
   Ero began to move her hands in a cutting motion. She curled all but two fingers and performed a scissor-like motion with them. The pelt jerked and wriggled as she began her work. Her hand gestures changed from time to time. She made cutting motions, sewing motions, and smoothing motions. Five minutes later the pelt had shrunk considerably and took on the shape of bracers.
 
   Rhea looked at them for a moment then nodded. "Not bad at all."
 
   The fairy girl fluttered up and down in the air excitedly, though she bore a tired expression. "I did my fairy best. The tools are expensive, but I can do this much with my skill alone."
 
   The elf girl picked the bracers up and gazed at them lightly for a moment. She nodded then said, "Good work. What do you want to do with them?"
 
   "Well, I can't really wear them so I figured I would give them to you or Scott," said Ero with a smile.
 
   The blue haired elf rubbed her chin for a moment. "Scott could probably use them more since I'll have to go soon. By the time we are all back together properly, we'll be able to get better gear overall."
 
   "Sounds good," said Ero. "Let's go show him what we did."
 
   "You did it. I just watched," said Rhea.
 
   "Well, that's what a manager does." she Ero cheerfully.
 
   Rhea laughed a little then held out her hand. The fairy girl fluttered over then alighted upon the elf girl's palm. They shared a soft smile for a moment then went to go see what Scott and Herbert were up to.
 
   "Hey Scott! Herbert! See what we did," said Ero excitedly while she gestured toward the bracers that Rhea held up.
 
   The blue haired man and his rodent companion stopped comparing cat heads and looked up to see what the girls were doing. Scott asked, "You found armor?" 
 
   "No. Ero made it from the pelt of the largest cat. Take a look at it," said Rhea before she tossed the bracers over to him.
 
   Scott caught them easily then held one up to view it. His analyze skill was not high enough to allow him to see stats for items unless he purchased them with stats provided. However, he could tell certain things about an item. "Fur-lined leather, moderate quality, good construction, small defense boost..." He rattled off his feelings on the bracers then grinned and said, "Not bad. These would probably cost as much as some of the stuff that I'm wearing at the store. Though, I don't feel like there would be an enchantment on them anywhere."
 
   Ero smiled brightly then giggled. A slight blush rose up on her cheeks. "Thank you. Do you like them? They're for you."
 
   "Really? Thank you. I love them." he said with a smile of his own. Scott wasted no time in slipping them on his arms. They fit fairly well and he did not think that they would reduce his ability to fight at all, while they would increase his defense a little.
 
   "I'll tell you the defense increase when we get to a sacred mirror," said Scott.
 
   "OK," said Ero. She fluttered her wings a little then looked slightly embarrassed. "I'm glad that you like them, Scott."
 
   "Of course I like them. They're a gift from my best friend." he said casually.
 
   Ero made a cute noise then twisted his hips from side-to-side. She did not say anything else, however.
 
   Herbert made an excited noise then rushed toward one of the dead cats. He jumped up and down then pointed at it with one of his paws.
 
   "He says that he's found the skull he wanted," said Ero.
 
   "Ok. Mind asking him why he wants one?" asked Scott curiously.
 
   Herbert chittered a few times then mimed placing something on his head. Scott could guess what he wanted from the hand motions alone. Ero translated anyway. "He wants to turn one into a helmet for you."
 
   "Wait. For me? Doesn't he want one?" asked Scott.
 
   Herbert chittered at Ero for a moment. "They are all too big for his head. He needs to level up a few more times before he can grow big enough to start wearing the skulls of his enemies like a proper Grassdancer," said Ero.
 
   "I never saw a Grassrat wearing a helmet," said Scott.
 
   The Grassrat looked up to him then shrugged. He then chittered out a brief statement that Ero translated as, "You never met a true Grassdancer. The skull of an enemy grants the dancer the power of that enemy."
 
   "I see. So, you want this cat's power?" asked Scott.
 
   Herbert shook his head then pointed at Scott. Ero translated his chitters. "No, I want you to have this cat's power. I'm not old enough to wear it."
 
   "Well, thank you for that. Will it fit my head though?" Scott tapped his noggin.
 
   Herbert nodded and Ero translated for his next series of chitters. "He can use other materials to make it a little larger. He just can't shrink it enough to make it fit him at the moment."
 
   "I appreciate it. Thank you," said Scott to Herbert.
 
   The Grassrat walked over then patted Scott on the foot before he chittered a brief statement. "Family does, what family does," said Ero.
 
   Herbert and the crew discussed what he would need to make his project happen. They had most of the materials already. The Grassdancer would need to find quality grass to go with the cat parts that he required. He was certain that he could find what he needed out in the field.
 
   The team finished packing up their loot then went back to town to offload. Monster parts had to be sold in different places. Most of the meat was sold to a local restaurant for a little over ninety copper. The bones, claws, and various organs were sold to the local apothecary for just over one silver. The pelts fetched twelve copper each. All told, they earned a few silver from the deal.
 
   Back in the field, they searched the hills for more cats to claim. They hunted for a few hours, but only discovered two smaller prides of wildland cats. They had a large hunting range, but they rarely came this close to town. Since it was nearly five o'clock in the afternoon, they opted to return to town and turn in their paws and finish the mission.
 
   The guards tallied the paws then nodded. "Two hundred forty-four. Not a bad day's hunt. Did you get them all?" asked an older guard with a mustache that was too big for his face.
 
   "We took care of all the ones we found," said Scott.
 
   "Right then, good. We owe you six copper per paw, and you needed at least forty," said the guard thoughtfully. "That comes to one thousand four hundred sixty four copper."
 
   Scott received the pay gladly then checked to see that the mission had been labeled as complete. They had done well that day. After that bit of business was completed, they finished selling off everything that they intended to sell. If they took the total hunting profits into account, they had earned over twenty silver that trip. They decided to keep three silver each and put the rest into their bank account.
 
   That night, they went to watch the couples dance. Mrs. Kilman led the dancers through a beautiful array of romantic dances that seemed to make everyone happy. There were couples of all ages on the dance floor. No caterwauling cats arrived to disturb the enjoyment of the dancers.
 
   They could not stay long, but they made plans to return there after everyone was together again. Dancing the night away seemed like it would be fun.
 
   After they got cleaned up, they went to catch the train. There was a lot more ground to cover before the night was over. Tomorrow evening they would have to take Ero to see the fairy doctor.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   The train ran as regularly as one could hope for during a time of national conflict. The Storm Tyrant had not attacked during the last few weeks. The disruption to the country had settled to some degree, and the foursome made their way cross country at a decent rate of speed. There was no time to take more jobs and fulfill their original goal, but that was not considered to be a problem. Soon they would have to go their separate ways for a time. Just being together was the important part.
 
   After traveling to every major stop in the kingdom, they had spent most of the night and more than half of the next day riding the train. It was past noon when they hopped off the train at the small station a few miles southeast of their destination, Fairywood.
 
   The Fairywood Commune was a small community of people who helped to watch over the nearby forest where the majority of the fairy population in the Valkovian kingdom lived. There was a shuttle available to take people there, but Scott and the crew opted to walk. Once they arrived, they would have to part with Ero for a time. The walk would allow them a little more time together.
 
   On the way, a topic that had interested Scott for a while was brought up. He wanted to know how the leveling system could work the way that it did in this world.
 
   "What do you mean?" asked Rhea.
 
   "Well, if I can get blinding headaches just from training my skills and fighting, how come everyone isn't level fifty or something just from living their lives?"
 
   Rhea blinked at him. "Oh, that. No, it's not a problem. Most people don't have to worry about that sort of thing since they are not out training like a mad man every day. Social experience does not cause headaches. Skill experience only causes headaches when it is gained quickly without a means to be absorbed."
 
   "Still, don't they eventually reach a point where it's just too much for them?"
 
   "Ah, no. They just go fight a little if it ever happens. Most people don't use their skills enough to worry about it, but the older someone is, the more likely they are to have a higher level. Also, most countries have mandatory military service and training drills."
 
   "So, most people have at least a few levels?"
 
   Rhea nodded. "Yes. Really, it's easy to get combat levels early on. Unless they take up a job like a soldier or a city guard, most people don't increase their skills fast enough for it to matter beyond the training drills most countries demand."
 
   "That works?" asked Scott. He was still confused about the concept. He had developed quickly and the headaches had been intense. Rhea made it sound like common folk were lazy.
 
   "They might have to gain a level every year or two early on, but common people who don't fight or adventure usually won't develop nearly as fast. Few people ever really need to go beyond level twelve or so if they don't lead violent lives."
 
   Scott thought about that for a moment. His skills had taken a while to increase and he had been absolutely dedicated to training. Someone who simply lived their life without a significant focus on training their abilities would take longer to reach the critical amount of knowledge necessary to generate the headaches. "Ah, so like what Mid said about the way people trained is how it works for normal people."
 
   "What did she say?" asked Ero. She had seen many of Scott's memories in the past, but recently she had not peeked.
 
   "I don't remember exactly, it was a while ago. She did say something like one skill level is a given and four was the sweet spot for people who trained hard," said Scott.
 
   "Oh," said Ero. She had hoped for more.
 
   Rhea spoke up. "That's part of it. Most people only develop skills quickly early on. It becomes harder as the skill level increases, but the character level does not. After they gain a few character levels, the time it takes to increase skills both increases and decreases at the same time."
 
   "That's confusing," said Ero. "How can it do both?"
 
   Rhea smiled. "Well, the skill experience needed for the skill to grow will increase because the skill level has increased. The character level increase allows for more experience to be developed to an extent. Still, the total experience needed is higher."
 
   "Ah, so you're saying that after a few character levels, it becomes harder for someone who is not actively training to develop enough different skills to a high enough point that it causes the headaches?" asked Ero.
 
   "Pretty much. It takes a lot of time and effort to gain skill unless you are dedicated to training in a location where you can heal quickly and have room to use your skills," said Rhea.
 
   "Like the beginner dungeon I was in before coming here?" asked Scott. He had used that place as much as he could. Weeks, perhaps months, had passed while he milked it for all that he could milk it. Even so, he had only gained around thirty skill levels in most skills. That was with a rapid healing safe room involved.
 
   "Yes. Dungeons such as that are excellent opportunities. They are rare as well," said Rhea.
 
   "You mean, the automatic level-matching dungeons?" asked Scott.
 
   Rhea nodded. "They usually only pop up when the system determines that an auto-generated dungeon is needed in order to balance an area. That is infrequent nowadays, and the automatic matching only applies to the strongest person who first enters that new dungeon. There are a few exceptions, though."
 
   "Really? Like what?" asked Ero in an attempt to get back into the conversation.
 
   The elf girl tilted her head to the side then acquired a thoughtful expression. "Well, there are certain special towers and dungeons that are considered to be trials. Challengers enter as a party or solo, and then they go to their own special instance in that dungeon or tower. The world inside the area warps to be a proper challenge for their skill and level. Each floor has a boss that needs to be defeated before those who enter can leave the area."
 
   "Are those places hard to get to?" asked Scott. That sort of thing sounded perfect for him.
 
   "The closest one I can think of is the ancient lighthouse near Felport," said Rhea. When no one recognized what she was talking about she added, "It's a few hundred miles away from here, on a small island."
 
   "We should go there sometime," said Ero.
 
   Rhea smiled at her the nodded. "It would be a good idea, but we need to be at least level sixty before the tower will unlock for us."
 
   "There's a minimum level for these things, huh?" asked Scott.
 
   "It varies. Sometimes it's a level requirement. Some only open if someone of a specific race is in the party. There are all manner of requirements for places like that," said Rhea before she reached over to rub Herbert's chin. He was sitting on her shoulder while gazing stoically ahead.
 
   The party chatted amiably for a while after that. The topic turned to how much everyone would miss Ero, and how she would miss them. The fairy almost seemed like she might cry as they finally reached Fairywood.
 
   The Fairywood commune was alive with sights and sounds. The local people came in all shapes and sizes. There were tall people who looked like a cross between a man and a bear. There were dwarves and a few elves wandering around. Humans seemed to be in short supply, but fairies flocked about the area. They moved in small swarms of buzzing and fluttering people who giggled and liked to show a great deal of skin without any manner of shame involved in the matter.
 
   Fairywood was a town comprised out of living trees. In truth, it could be considered a green living activist's wet dream. Everything was merged properly with the world around it. Trees were houses, shops, and acted as roads as well. One of the random bear men pointed their party toward a tree house on the other side of a small pond. They had to walk up a short series of mushroom stairs to reach the bough that was used as the road that they needed to take. It led toward the other side of the pond.
 
   Ero waved happily at the various fairies that she met. Many of them came to say hello after they noticed her. A friendly bunch, a few fluttered along with the group while they chatted with their new friend. One of the fairies was actually a fairy princess, a third-tier fairy evolution. Ero had more than a little hero worship in her eyes as she chatted with the well-mannered royal fairy.
 
   "Yes. I too have recently become a mother," said the princess. She poured Ero a cup of tea in a fairy glass then offered it to her politely. Scott did his best not to stumble as they walked, since this tea party took place atop his head.
 
   Ero's face became flush as she accepted her tea. "I hope you are both well."
 
   "We are doing well. Thank you, for asking," said the princess before she asked if Ero needed any sugar.
 
   "No, no. My tea is perfect. Thank you, your highness."
 
   Several fairy ladies in waiting hovered and fussed about Scott's head as they attended to their lady. Scott gave Rhea a sidelong glance, and noticed that she seemed to be fighting a laugh. He could not blame her. It was a ridiculous situation.
 
   "Now, Ero. I told you to call me Coquette. Her highness is my mother," said Coquette warmly before she took a sip of her tea.
 
   "Of course," said Ero with a warm smile of her own.
 
   "So." The princess patted Scott lightly on the head. "This great mountain is the man who has stolen your heart?"
 
   Ero inclined her head in what she hoped was a proper sense of decorum. "Yes, Scott is my best friend and the father of my child."
 
   "Best friend?" asked Coquette lightly. When Ero nodded once more, the princess acquired an expression of true delight. "That is wonderful. The man who fathered my child was a wandering hero who also managed to wander off after heroically getting me with child."
 
   "Oh, no..," said Ero, a look of sadness on her face.
 
   "Ah, do not be concerned. I and my child both are well cared for by my family." replied the princess.
 
   Ero and her new friend continued to chat for quite some time before they reached the house on the far side of the pond. The princess bade the group farewell and promised to look in on Ero from time to time.
 
   The fairy doctor turned out to be an elf named Karsi Evergreen. She was a beautiful elven woman with curly white hair and a matronly disposition. She greeted Ero like an old friend and spoke sweetly to her throughout the initial examination.
 
   Karsi made a clicking noise with her tongue. "Ero, your stress levels are a little high. Have you been fighting with anyone?"
 
   "Well, we did go adventuring recently." admitted the fairy.
 
   The doctor nodded. "Well, it's fine for now, but I would suggest that you stop getting into fights until your little light is born into the world."
 
   "Oh, but..," said Ero.
 
   "No buts little one," said Karsi with the sort of smile one might expect from a sweet mother or a caring older sister. "A fairy light is a beautiful, fragile, thing. She will need to be tended to properly, and raised in a loving environment."
 
   Ero made a promise to Karsi that she would not adventure until her baby was born. The elf accepted that promise with another warm smile.
 
   The little family decided to stay in town overnight. Karsi would take Ero into the forest for proper examination along with a few other water fairies. They would need to spend the month surrounded by nature. The commune was close, but not quite natural enough for a proper examination process. 
 
   That evening they had a quiet dinner together. The next morning Ero left with Karsi just before Scott and Rhea said their goodbyes.
 
   After Rhea logged out Scott sighed loudly. "Guess it's just you and me Herbert."
 
   The Grassrat currently sat on Scott's shoulder. He leaned over and nudged the sorcerer's jaw with his nose. He missed them as well. Life would be a little less sweet without the girls around.
 
   
  
 

Chapter 3
 
   Many places in a world of magic and mystery might capture the interest and swallow the time of a would-be master sorcerer. The verdant rolling hills, ancient ruins, or sights of an ARS city would be high among the list of interesting locales. However, Scott was in attendance at neither of these sites. Instead, he currently sat quietly in one corner of a library alcove.
 
   The city of Valkovia was home to several small libraries, but it also held the reputation of having one of the most notable major libraries on the continent. It was there that Scott had gone to further his education in the mystic arts.
 
   Scott turned the page of a book that had captured his interest. He quickly scribbled a few notes and did his best to copy the symbols that he saw on the page. Spell patterns for simple spells could be purchased in many hobby shops and magical emporiums across the city. However, he had seen no reason to spend good money on something that he could learn for free.
 
   "I see..," said Scott as he looked over the pattern. "The problem with my previous method is so obvious..."
 
   He scribbled a few notes then nodded once more. Unlike the patterns that he acquired when he upgraded his skill selections, these patterns had to be written down. Scott's personal grimoire was a cheap notebook that he had purchased at a local convenience store. It would never hold anything too outlandish, so there was no need to make a fuss about what it contained.
 
   Sorcery was a fine art. An ordinary mage would simply use patterns of this type as spells. They would overlay the pattern with a few mental images and their skills would change the pattern slightly to suit their needs. In many ways, it worked similarly to the way that magic worked back on the casual server. Scott, however, had to delve deeper. He needed to understand the fundamental mechanics of how his spells would work. A pattern for him was more like a tool to be used to extrapolate a method of making his power flows merge and react in a way that he wanted.
 
   Scott spent several hours working on his spell pattern studies before calling it a day. Knowledge was power, but training was the method by which that knowledge became useful. He stopped by his hotel room and checked in on Herbert. The grass dancer was still busily working on the helmet that he had promised to give to Scott.
 
   "Hey Herbert, I'm heading to the field outside of town to practice. Do you want to come?"
 
   The Grassrat chittered at him without taking his eyes from the skull that sat before him. He waved one paw into the air in a dismissive fashion and Scott took the hint. Herbert was focused on his current task and could not go out to play.
 
   The twilight master left his furry friend to his business. The training field awaited. While there were places in town that he could go to train, it just wasn't the same. It would also cost money. He would need to hold onto that for specialty spell patterns not freely available in public libraries, and better equipment.
 
   After a short bus ride later, he was out the gate and heading into the field. The grassland beyond the city was alive with random people searching for lost treasure. The sight of the former battlefield being used as a scrap dealer's wet dream made Scott's fingers itch. It seemed disrespectful to those who had died, but he also wanted to go looting for loose items as well.
 
   "Place is a bit crowded..." grumbled Scott, before heading further out of town. The short walk brought him to a place far enough from random scavengers that he felt comfortable closing his eyes.
 
   Scott took out his notebook and looked over his spell patterns. He did not have enough mana to work on more than one. After a moment's debate he settled on the Uncompromising Mountain spell pattern. It promised to grant him access to an ability that he would need in the immediate future.
 
   While the spell pattern's name gave the impression of an eternal mountain set to withstand the elements, it was actually shaped in a much simpler fashion. In fact, it was only a square. He read over the notes that he had taken to make certain that he had the information committed to memory. Unlike the tutorial dungeon, he would not be able to rapidly regain his mana after a short nap.
 
    
 
   [Earth Elemental Spell Patterns]
 
    
 
   Uncompromising Mountain [Basic]
 
    
 
   A spell pattern designed to generate an energetic phenomenon that spreads outward in four directions in order to create a solid energy screen.
 
                 
 
   Minimum Creation Requirements: 4 Mana threads, 1 Earth Elemental Mana thread, Attunement 15
 
   Process: The pattern is created by utilizing four threads of mana in a square pattern. While holding these threads of mana, draw Earth mana to the center of the square and allow it to radiate outward until it reaches the four sides of the pattern. Once the threads merge, a single layer energy screen will have been created.
 
    
 
   The screen of energy created will float in place and cannot be moved unless it is customized in some manner.
 
    
 
   Application: This pattern is best applied to area of effect spells or layered spells that are used to separate two areas. Typically uses include base patterns for ward spells, shield spells, and elemental wall effects. Reorientation of this spell pattern can allow for utilitarian abilities such as floating steps.
 
    
 
   Suitable Sub-Elements: All
 
    
 
   Unsuitable Sub-Elements: None
 
    
 
   [--]
 
    
 
   It was a simple pattern, possibly the simplest pattern among the patterns that he had to work with. Scott undertook a simple breathing exercise to prepare himself then set about attempting to utilize his new ability.
 
   He touched his mana then followed the directions that he had studied. He drew a simple line in the air that he infused with mana. The glowing line hovered in place while he drew on his mana once again and drew a line at a near-perfect right angle from the first line. He repeated that process twice more to create a symbol that looked close enough to a square to serve his purposes.
 
   Next came his innate connection to the elements. Scott focused on the elemental energies of earth that he could feel most keenly near his feet. Earth was an element that often proved difficult to coax into motion. Its natural state was to remain steady and unmoving. However, he did not need to draw on a great deal of it for this venture.
 
   Elemental earth energy flowed sluggishly up along his body then forward along his right arm. A thin thread of energy sparkled outward from his finger tip but made no effort to move further away. The connection had been made, but now he had to suffuse the square with that energy.
 
   The thread of earth energy grew larger as Scott expended a little of his personal mana to draw more of the elemental energy upward. A soft green light began to spread outward from the light green lightning shooting from his fingertip.
 
   He now entered the hardest part of the process. Scott had to keep a steady flow of earth energy without allowing the square to dissolve before the two energies converged. It was a simpler feat that utilizing his [Radiant Starlight] pattern, but it was still something new to him. His mana drained rapidly as he worked to complete the layer of energy.
 
   Several tense minutes passed as the energy of the earth crept across the surface of the pane of energy. After what seemed like an eternity of highly focused concentration, earth energy met raw mana threads. The energy of the earth was excellent for building a foundation. It merged readily with the mana and soon the layer of elemental force began to thicken. It was not long afterward that the process was completed.
 
   The layer of elemental force was not yet a spell. It was only the first step in constructing one. In order to create something more substantial he would either need to add more elemental forces to the mix, or create more layers. The later process is the one that he chose to work with.
 
   For the better part of an hour, Scott utilized his power to draw energy and focus mana to create layer, upon layer, of elemental earth screens. When he sensed his power waning to a dangerous degree, he focused his attention on drawing those layers together in a tighter formation. He focused his energies and utilized his sorcerous concentration to compress those layers as tightly as he could to provide further cohesion and strength. The end result was a seven-layered series of simple screens that had been compressed to the thickness of a playing card.
 
   Scott sighed softly as sweat poured down his brow. He had done the best job that he could with his current knowledge and system reinforced skill. Experimentally, he stepped away from the screen of energy then picked up a small rock. With inexpert skill, he tossed the rock toward the palm-sized screen of energy. There was enough mana and elemental force involved in its creation that even a non-mage would be able to at least sense a disturbance in the air. The rock slowed down noticeably as it passed through. Most of its kinetic force was removed in the process and it fell limply to the ground.
 
   "Not ready for combat, but... definitely a good start." According to his studies, a layered series of screens at the current thickness was the foundation of a shield spell. He would need dozens of the compressed layers to create a true shield that could stop raw physical attacks. It would no doubt already help to thwart magical attacks weak against earth energies, however.
 
   He sat down to rest and waited for the screens to dissipate. It took quite a while. The nature of earth energy was that it was harder to move than the other elements, but it stayed in place far longer as well. The compressed nature of the screens meant that the bleed-off of elemental forces took even longer than normal. Scott ate a small snack while he recuperated then decided to get up and start physical training. He was still a few levels shy of actually being able to develop his stats with any sense of focus or ease, but it never hurt to start early.
 
   He began with a series of short punching motions, and flexible low-kicks. The flashier movements would be more fun, but the most basic ones were the heart and soul of unarmed combat. Kicking low for sweeps and knee damage had often proved to be far more beneficial during combat than a high roundhouse to the head. It left him less vulnerable as well.
 
   Scott moved into a swift attack pattern that started with a series of rapidly shifting punches. A straight punch rotated into a back fist, and then shifted into an elbow strike. The elbow strike was followed by a motion reminiscent of grabbing onto something's head just before he spun in place and dropped to his knee to simulate a neck breaker.
 
   The sorcerer continued his physical skills practice until he could feel his body grow hot and the sweat begin to pour. He performed simple movements in a slow and exaggerated manner until his body shook. Several hours passed as he worked. The layered screens of energy finally dissipated as the sun began to ride low in the sky. Without energetic interference, they could last quite a long time it seemed.
 
   Tired from his enthusiastic training, Scott allowed himself to fall backward onto the grass. A brief moment later he used his hands as a pillow while he looked up to the sky. It was something that he never really did anymore. Always training, or fighting, he rarely took the time to simply appreciate the world of ARS for what it was, a fantasy wonderland.
 
   "It's been a while, huh?" he asked the white feathery clouds in the sky. Sure, he had spent time in a tutorial dungeon, but that was a closed off space. Now he rested under a relatively clear blue sky in the best open world sandbox game he had ever played. Alone, only his thoughts to guide him, Scott thought about recent events.
 
   Ever present, the background music had a soothing effect on his soul. It was a sweet and gentle tune, one suitable for a slow stroll. Scott could not help but think about the past and the future yet to come. Thoughts of his first days in the casual server, a time where he was utterly alone and yet happy for once, came to mind.
 
   A soft smile came to his lips as he thought of the first meeting with Rhea. A different sort of smile broke out when he thought of Ero and their first meeting. "How can one man be so lucky?" he asked the clouds. Even Herbert was a wonderful new addition to his little growing family.
 
   Back on Earth, life had been a series of events that unfolded. Very little of it had any true lasting impact on him. He awoke in the morning, did whatever he was supposed to do, and then he went home. Even his relationships had been like that. He had simply been involved and did what he was supposed to do. Until Rhea and Ero, he had just gone through the motions.
 
   Things were different now. Soon he would be a father. Currently he had a sort of life mission in that he had to live and grow stronger in case the board truly did decide to start an end of the world scenario. He loved two beautiful women, and had become great friends with an overly intelligent fantasy rodent.
 
   In time other thoughts intruded on his mind. Thoughts of Sarah and her claim that he was the father of her child were chief among those mental invaders. He trusted Rhea, but the possibility was disconcerting. If he was the child's father he would do whatever it took to raise the baby well, but that also meant that he would never be rid of Sarah. The way that she had treated him in the end of their relationship had broken him for a time. Several years of his life had inevitably been wasted on someone who could easily toss him aside for an older relationship. At one point he might have thought that he deserved it, but no longer.
 
   Scott frowned darkly. He did not deserve what she had done. He might not have been the perfect fiancé, but he was far from cruel. Despite the distance due to being sent off to war, he had done everything that he could to make certain that she had wanted for nothing. Yet, on the very night that she had accepted his proposal she had become pregnant with another man's child.
 
   Soap operas had never been his sort of thing, but he had suddenly been thrust into one a few months ago. Admittedly, it was the best thing that had ever happened to him. Sarah's infidelity had allowed him to experience his current life. Ultimately, it had allowed him to find a real family.
 
   Still, he had chosen to change the nature of who he had become over the years. He could not put things off forever. At some point soon, he would have to speak with Sarah.
 
   "I wonder if Herbert would like to visit Earth?" asked Scott gently. Rhea had her family business to attend to and Ero had to deal with the pregnancy testing. He hated that he could not be part of that, but he to accept the situation.
 
   Outside of training and job hunting, there was really little else to do at the moment. Scott closed his eyes and said, "Tomorrow. We'll go tomorrow."
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Origin reached up and lightly stroked her vibrant blue hair. It had seemed important to undergo all of the meetings and take a tour of the city for the sake of ARS, but she missed it already. As her brother, Silence, drove the family to their first destination the second youngest daughter of the Ardent family could not help but wonder what Scott was doing.
 
   She sighed softly then looked out the window. Era, her mother, smiled at the melancholy expression on her daughter's face. "Do you truly miss him that badly?"
 
   Origin's nostrils flared slightly and she lowered her head a little. "What would give you that idea?"
 
   Era laughed gently. "My poor little girl. You'll be done with your tasks soon."
 
   Mid, the oldest sister in attendance for the trip, spoke up. "I think she's more worried about someone else. Sarah was it?"
 
   The blue haired goddess glared at her older sister then snorted. "I am not worried about that woman."
 
   "You sure about that?" asked Mid sweetly. She wore a smile on her lips that would have made the Cheshire Cat nod in approval.
 
   "Who is this Sarah?" asked Era curiously. "Should I coax your father into smiting her for you dear?"
 
   "No, no. She doesn't deserve that..." Origin bit her lower lip then sighed. "...I suppose."
 
   "You suppose?" Era blinked then leaned closer to her daughter. "Dear childe, do you mean to tell me that she has wronged you to the extent that you are uncertain whether to involve your father or not?"
 
   "No... No, it's more a personal thing," said Origin gently.
 
   Mid placed her fingers over her lower lip gently then said, "Come now little sister. It's alright to be angry."
 
   Era glanced over to Mid. "Will you tell me what is wrong?"
 
   "Mid..." whispered Origin, a hint of annoyance in her voice.
 
   The dark haired older sibling merely smiled at her sister once more then said, "Sarah is the ex-fiancé of Origin's current fiancé. She recently tried to claim that she was pregnant with his child."
 
   Era's perfectly sculpted eyebrow rose into the air. "Such drama." She turned to Origin. "What did you do?"
 
   Origin snorted. "I verified whether it was true or not then told Scott about the encounter."
 
   "Dear one, you seem to be having trouble with pregnancy issues recently." Era clasped her daughter's hand gently. "Tell me, the little fairy... She is pregnant with his child too, is she not?"
 
   "Yeah, but it's not the same... Ero's family," said Origin.
 
   Mid grinned lightly then pulled the brim of her overly large floppy hat downward slightly. "Oh little sister..."
 
   Origin's cheeks took on a rosy glow and her nostrils flared slightly. "Look, I have enough trouble dealing with that situation without you making fun of me Mid."
 
   Era squeezed Origin's hand. She was about to say something to her youngest daughter, but she noticed the strangely quiet atmosphere surrounding her only son. "Silence, is there something wrong?"
 
   Silence did not speak for a moment, but when he did it was to say. "Do you think dad would exile me if I killed a few citizens of the Divine City?"
 
   That brought everyone in the car up short. Era's jaw dropped a little, but she was still the first to recover. "Silence, what are you saying? You are joking, correct?"
 
   The god of death who reigned as the supreme deity of the end over several worlds sighed lightly. "No. I am not joking. I'm strong enough to do it."
 
   "What's the meaning of this?" asked Era. She leaned forward in the car and gave her son a stern look. "This is nothing to joke about. You know it is practically impossible to kill one of our people outside of very specific situations."
 
   "Yes. I know," said Silence stoically. Gone was his normal goofy demeanor and gentle laughter. His eyes were narrowed and his hands gripped the wheel tightly.
 
   "Brother dear, why are you contemplating deicide?" asked Mid.
 
   Origin kept her own counsel, but she also wanted to know. It was certainly unlike her brother to say such things.
 
   "The project committee for the world rebuilding project that Shara was assigned to as community service, I want to kill the project committee," said Silence matter-of-factly.
 
   "Why? What have those fools done now?" asked Era.
 
   "Death is the one thing they shouldn't play with, and yet they toy with it like it is nothing more than a game feature," said Silence with a hateful glare. "It requires iron clad rules so that transitions for the mortal souls can be kept to a regular and proper schedule. They become agitated and angry otherwise."
 
   "What happened?" asked Origin.
 
   Silence turned off the street and entered a multi-layered parking structure. "They kept fooling with the transition phase of souls. Eventually, I had to tell them that they would need to pick a method and stick with it. Otherwise, I would file an injunction. Even so, I am not willing to just let it go."
 
   "So, you're serious about wanting to kill someone?" asked Mid, she lacked her customary smile. This was serious business.
 
   The normally warm and friendly god of death slowly nodded his head as he pulled into a parking space set aside specifically for the Ardent family. "It's not just the transition phase issues. I've discovered certain discrepancies in their files that I've already turned over to father. I can't prove anything, but there is definitely something shady going on and it is hurting a lot of people."
 
   Era wanted to discuss things further, but Silence raised his hand. "We're not here for any of that..."
 
   "Of course," said Era with a nod of her head. "One world at a time I suppose."
 
   Origin took a breath then opened her door. "Time to get ready."
 
   "The outfit's already in your dressing room," said Era.
 
   Origin groaned loudly. "I hate that stupid thing."
 
   "You're the heir apparent of an empire dear one, pretty much empress already save for those few niggling details that remain. You need to look properly divine." remarked the elder goddess with a smile.
 
   "I get that, but why do I have to dress like I'm going to work a street corner outside of an ancient Roman brothel?" muttered Origin as she left the car.
 
   "For a heavenly time, call Origin?" asked Mid with a renewed smile.
 
   The younger goddess groaned at her older sister loudly. She unleashed an annoyed pout then made a huffy noise before wandering away. This tour was important, but she had already acquired a foul mood on top of how much she missed her fiancé.
 
   Her eyebrows pressed inward and her expression shifted into a slight scowl. Of course, that was the moment that several people ran out of the shadows and began to take photos.
 
   "Origin! Is it true that you have a boyfriend?!" cried one of the paparazzi. Another called out, "This way! Look this way!"
 
   She sighed loudly then forced herself to offer the camera-commandoes a winning smile. "Hello, one and all!"
 
   "Origin! Origin! Over here! Can I get a smile, too?" asked another of the people hoping for a chance to take a photo of the most recent celebrity hype. "Is your boyfriend with you?"
 
   "One at a time, please." she said, her sweetly faked smile still wide. How she hated these people sometimes. At the moment they were relatively normal, but she knew that it would not be long before less friendly questions were asked.
 
   "Show us your tits!" called one guy with a camera. "The fans demand service!"
 
   "Wow, that didn't take long," remarked Mid as she exited the car.
 
   "You'll have to wait for the signing boys," said Origin in a warm, slightly strained, voice. "I'm not even dressed properly, yet."
 
   The god who had called for fanservicing made a booing sound, but then smiled. "I better get there early then!"
 
   The ridiculous deity turned quickly and trotted off to find a good seat. Origin fought her desire to roll her eyes. She had to remain calm and try to seem friendly, even toward idiots like that one. It was for the sake of ARS. This tour would be pointless if she started slapping people around for being hormonally challenged fools.
 
   After meeting and greeting with the press, the four deities made their way up to their individual rooms. Origin entered her dressing room then sighed at the dress that she had to wear. It was one of her game goddess dresses. It had an appearance similar to a mid-thigh length golden toga. That would not be so bad, but the toga was diaphanous. If she wore only that, there would be no mystery left due to its thin translucent nature. Underneath the sort-of dress, she would wear a white micro-bikini with a golden hoop clasp in the center. It was a wrap-around deal that barely covered the important parts.
 
   Origin sighed at the so-called dress. "Am I selling a life experience, or my body?" she murmured. Still, it was expected. At least the bits of jewelry were pretty and the boots at least looked like something that a divine warrior might wear. They were white with little cream colored highlighted edges. There were also feathery gold colored wings that flowed from the back of them. 
 
   "At least there's a cape." If nothing else she could wrap it around herself to hide her shame after leaving the stage.
 
   She disrobed then looked at herself in the mirror. Origin twisted at the hips then leaned left and right. A soft smile came to her lips as she remembered her beach adventure. "Oh, Scott. What are you missing?"
 
   Origin glanced over to the supposed dress after she stopped gazing upon her naked glory. A brief moment later, she snorted. "I ran around practically naked for weeks on end, but this is the thing that embarrasses me?"
 
   With some reluctance, she set about dressing herself. After she finished, she placed a golden tiara upon her head then looked at herself in the mirror once more. A sweet and beautiful girl looked back at her. Origin smiled gently then took a deep breath. Her charming and warm personality seemed to shift as her face became more stoic, icy. As much as she hated it, she had a reputation to uphold.
 
   Over time she had developed a reputation for being an ice queen, an untouchable goddess among goddesses. As much as she would like to correct those assumptions, it was part of her brand identity now.
 
   She adjusted her hair and then readjusted her breasts slightly. After an experimental shimmy, she nodded then turned imperiously away from the mirror. Public relations was like a never-ending war against obscurity. The time for battle had come again. Armed with charm, grace, and mythic-tier feminine assets, Origin was ready to enter the fray once more.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Shadows and light, they were that which brought contrast and clarity to the world. It was shadows and light that allowed the human eye to see. Should a human eye bear witness to the soft shimmer of reflection bouncing from the surface of a certain small forest-enshrouded pond, that eye would also see a sight most glorious.
 
   "Shall I wash your back, Ero?" asked Karsi in a sweet and motherly tone.
 
   "Yes, please," said human form Ero as she stood naked in the water.
 
   The equally nude elf maiden began her delicate work while Ero closed her eyes and smiled gently. The last two days had been absolute bliss. Surrounded by the natural world, but with no enemies to fight, she had enjoyed the gentle pampering of her fairy sisters and her new friend Karsi.
 
   Karsi's fingers danced lightly along the soft curvature of Ero's back. She took special care to lather the muscles of her fairy patient's wings.
 
   "I can feel the light within you, sister," said Karsi as her clever fingers slipped along Ero's lower back. "You must think well of the father?"
 
   Ero nodded her head twice then smiled. "I love him. He's my best friend."
 
   "That is good. Does he feel the same?" asked Karsi curiously.
 
   "I believe that he does," said Ero.
 
   "That is even better. Far too often I have seen the end result of a passionate love between human and fairy become nothing but misery."
 
   Ero bit her lower lip. "It happens a lot, huh?"
 
   "It's the most common outcome," said Karsi softly while lathering Ero's hips gently.
 
   "Scott's not like that," said Ero.
 
   Karsi did not answer immediately. Instead, she spent a moment lathering her patient's body in a gentle but overly sensual manner. Ero moaned softly as she felt many of her cares and worries begin to slip away. There was a magic in Karsi's hands that had nothing to do with mana.
 
   "The other, she is jealous," said Karsi.
 
   "The other? Do you mean Rhea?" asked Ero.
 
   "Yes. She is unhappy with the situation," said Karsi.
 
   "It's complicated," said Ero.
 
   Karsi laughed softly. "No. It is quite simple. I do not know your story, sister. However, I could see the truth in the eyes of all involved."
 
   "I suppose," said Ero with a sigh. "I can't help the way things turned out. I love him, too."
 
   "Of course you cannot. Things are never that simple," said Karsi. "You have a difficult path ahead of you little one."
 
   Ero closed her eyes then nodded. "I know. But is not like Rhea is cruel to me. She loves me, too."
 
   "Ah, even worse," said Karsi as she finished her task. "People need a method of venting their frustrations in order to overcome them. If she cannot think of you as an evil man-stealing fairy whore, what else can she do?"
 
   Ero laughed in surprise then turned to look at Karsi. "What?"
 
   Karsi merely smiled at her in that motherly way of hers then asked, "Shall I wash your front as well?"
 
   "No, no. I can do that," said Ero.
 
   "Yes, but do you want to do everything by yourself just because you can?" asked the elf maiden.
 
   Ero blushed cutely then opened her arms. "Well, you're the doctor ..." She had understood the true meaning behind Karsi's words. Take advantage of help when it is offered.
 
   Bath time ended not long after Ero's front was properly washed. Ero had returned to her normal size since then, and prepared herself. Karsi had to perform her diagnostic scans once more. Ero was stretched out gently on an oversized toadstool while the fairy doctor ran her fingers along her delicate frame. A wave of warmth and a sense of peace washed over the tiny girl.
 
   "Your little light is strong, sister. I can feel her growing." Karis smiled warmly at her little patient.
 
   "How long do you think it will be?" asked Ero. She fidgeted a little, and looked up at Karsi with wide and curious eyes.
 
   "At the current rate, I'd say five months before first manifestation. Coherency may take a few months longer."
 
   "That soon?" asked Ero with a smile. Her nostrils flared slightly. "She is healthy?"
 
   "Impressively so. She does not lack love," said Karsi with a smile of her own. "I do not foresee complications at this time, but we do still need to see how the tidal forces and celestial alignments will alter the situation."
 
   "I'm so glad." Ero closed her eyes and breathed a sigh of relief.
 
   "This is your first child." Karsi lightly stroked Ero's hair. "It is normal to be concerned."
 
   Ero reached down and lightly stroked her abdomen. "I'm still glad."
 
   Karsi tilted her head to the side for a moment then stood up. "You're doing well little mother. So far bathing in the sacred waters, and the occasional hot oil massage have done wonders for you."
 
   "Thank you. I am glad that I came to you. I don't know much about how to deal with this sort of thing."
 
   "You have not asked your mother?"
 
   Ero shook her head. "I... My mother was lost to me long ago."
 
   "I see. Well, I am here for you. Ask me anything that you like. I will teach you as much as I can in the time that we spend together, little one."
 
   The fairy girl shared a small smile with Karsi. "Thank you."
 
   Several giggles exploded throughout the air as a small cavalcade of fairies fluttered into the area. Now that Karsi was done, it was time for them to reclaim their big sister, Ero.
 
   "Go, play with the others," said Karsi. Ero beamed a bright smile then fluttered up to join her new friends. The fairy cluster flew away to play among the trees and to buzz above the water like sexy little butterflies or the naughtiest of mosquitoes.
 
   The elf maiden smiled at them as they played. Their musical laughter filled the forest and warmed the heart. While the fairies played, Karsi committed certain things to memory. Fairy births were hard, especially the first. Ero's little light shined brightly, but it was still quite fragile.
 
   "Stay strong little one," said Karsi as she watched Ero flutter among the branches of the ancient forest. Her jubilant laughter was quite endearing. As far as Karsi was concerned, Ero was a sweet and innocent girl who needed a mother's love. It was one reason why she had taken up the task of becoming a fairy doctor. They were sweet girls, but often discarded by those who claimed to love them.
 
   Flighty and mischievous by nature, they were also universally naive and tended to believe someone when they said that they loved them. Many broken hearted fairies had lost their little lights because of their sorrow. It would be a tragedy if a child as sweet as Ero lost her light due to the vagaries of mere human emotion.
 
   
  
 

Chapter 4
 
   Earth was a place that Scott no longer thought of as home, but he could not completely abolish from his life. What was it that drew him back to the place? It was not like he had to accept anyone's demands. He had little in the way of unfinished business save for the work he had taken up out of a sense of duty. Even one of the primary reasons for his return, Sarah's most recent actions, was something that he did not actually have to deal with beyond a courtesy call.
 
   There were things on Earth that he liked, but beyond television and gaming, there was little left of interest to do. When Rhea and Ero were with him, it was fun to be on Earth. The entire event felt like a vacation.
 
   Scott looked around his bedroom and sighed. "It's like coming home and finding out that your house is nothing but a tomb." The various artifacts of his former life were left were they had fallen. His room was now like a forgotten memorial to a life that he no longer lived.
 
   Herbert hopped from the bed down to the floor then began to explore the area. It was his first time on Earth. For him it was a whole new world to explore.
 
   Scott decided to check his messages to see if he had received anything interesting. Rhea would have told him if he'd had any previously. But it was possible that a new one had arrived and she had simply not had the chance to tell him.
 
   Checking through his messages he discovered a few dozen of them were from Sarah. Scott could not help but snort at that. "Couldn't be bothered to answer my calls for weeks on end, but texts me non-stop now. I'd say the thirst is real, but I doubt she actually gives a damn."
 
   No. Scott was certain that Sarah wanted something desperately, but it was not him. Given the time-dilation, it had probably been a few weeks since his initial return. None of her messages were from before his return save for a scant handful of them that asked about how he was doing.
 
   However, not long after his return those texts came far more frequently and started to become quite desperate to get his attention. Never once was he mentioned as being the possible father of her child. It was not even hinted at.
 
   Scott rubbed his chin. "Rhea would have come through here, what a week or so ago?" Time-dilation was a funny thing. It was hard to recall that several days would now pass on ARS for every day that passed here. "Not even... Probably not even a week here."
 
   More to the point, Rhea had also fiddled with the time-line a little to make certain that a paradox had not occurred. It had not been worth asking about before, but there were periods of time where things had run at different lengths of time in comparison to his training time in the tutorial dungeon. The actual flow of events could be considerably disjointed. There was no way to know for certain, but it also did not seem to be terribly important at the moment.
 
   He checked the date and noted that a month had actually passed since the last time that he was here. "I'll never understand non-linear time." muttered Scott. If the calendar could be believed, he had only lost a few extra days. However, during that time he had been bombarded by texts from Sarah. The voicemails were almost as common. He decided to listen to a few of them.
 
   "Hey, Scott... It's Sarah. Look, I know we didn't end things well..." began Sarah in a tone of voice that made Scott start to turn a little green. It was her perky for daddy voice, the one she used when she wanted to get her way. "Delete," said Scott as he deleted the voicemail. He had no desire to hear her traitorous lips speak in that tone of voice. It was the one she had used when they had first met at the strip club nearly four years prior.
 
   Most of her voicemails were in that tone of voice. Unfortunately for her, after the way things had ended her perky voice sounded like cheerful diarrhea. He spent quite some time deleting sweet-talking voicemails without bothering to listen to them for more than a few words into the call.
 
   Herbert came running into the living room. He did not stop to chitter at Scott. Instead, he continued to run around checking everything in sight.
 
   Scott smiled at the hyperactive rodent for a moment then continued checking messages. Sarah's were the most common, but he did receive a few from Captain Johnson. One notable older message caught his attention.
 
    
 
   [Message]
 
    
 
   Hey, just got back from... out of town. Look. I'm having a hard time convincing the higher-ups, but I'm definitely convinced. It'll take a while before I develop my abilities enough to convince them completely, so would you mind if I just choose a few people in my command to test the waters? If there are several of us then it would be easier to convince people.
 
    
 
   [--]
 
                 
 
   Scott would have replied to that, but he read other texts and realized that Rhea had already authorized it. "Good girl." he said lightly as he read the new messages.
 
   The last message from Captain Johnson was one citing the fact that the higher ups had agreed to a test to see if people outside of his immediate command could achieve similar results. The news had gone out to various post commands across the country and people were informed about a special project that guaranteed an officer's commission after selection.
 
   Scott sent the captain a message citing the fact that he was in town for a few hours. He then messaged a simple text to Sarah, "What do you want?"
 
   It might seem brusque, even rude. However, Scott did not concern himself with that fact. Sarah had done something inexcusable to him. It was one thing to break off an engagement. It was another to do so without bothering to tell the fiancé about the end of the relationship. She had left him hanging for weeks on end, and had lied to him when she had finally contacted him. He had been forced to call her mother to get any sort of closure since Sarah would not even provide that for his sake.
 
   Herbert wriggled out from under the couch then ran off to the kitchen to see what else he could find. He chittered happily as he rambled around.
 
   "Pretty happy for a guy seeing the exact same stuff he has seen before," said Scott with a smile. Herbert was a fun fellow.
 
   The sudden outcry from his cellphone caught Scott's attention. Crazy Bitch by Buck Cherry played loudly and allowed him to know whom it was who now called. "Sarah... damn." muttered Scott. She had wasted no time.
 
   He answered then put it on speaker to hear more clearly. "Yeah? What do you want Sarah?"
 
   "Scott! Hey..." she began excitedly. Soon, however, her voice deepened slightly and began a perky and sultry tone. "How have you been...?"
 
   Scott closed his eyes tight for a moment. "Sarah, would you cut the crap and speak normally please. Why do you keep texting me?"
 
   "Oh... Uhm," she said. Her voice became slightly higher pitched and she started to fumble for her words. "Maybe—Maybe I should come over so we can talk about it in person?"
 
   "No," said Scott. "I'm busy. I only called because you keep leaving messages. If it's that important, you can just tell me now."
 
   She made a slightly gurgling noise then coughed once. "Scott... I, I know I hurt you..."
 
   "I got over it. If all you want to talk about is how you threw me aside, we don't need to discuss it. I moved on," said Scott in a calmer tone than he actually felt.
 
   "Yeah. I know." she muttered. "Already engaged." she said in an accusatory tone.
 
   Scott's eyebrow rose angrily. "Yes. Yes, I am."
 
   "She's awfully young isn't she?" asked Sarah with a hint of venom in her voice.
 
   "In some ways. Though, she also has a certain maturity about her that I have found lacking in other people who I've been in relationships with."
 
   Sarah made an angry gurgling noise. It was obvious that she had caught his meaning. Scott could literally hear her trying to calm herself as she continued the conversation. "Ah, I see..." She coughed once then tried her perky voice once more. "Scott... I need to talk to you about something."
 
   "Go ahead." He wished that she would. The woman knew how to drag out a conversation. That much had not changed.
 
   "Uh, well... You see." she coughed once more then said words that infuriated Scott. "We have a son..."
 
   Scott took a deep breath. She had really said it. After everything that had happened between them, she was pulling this.
 
   "Scott..." she said, honey in her voice. "Are you there?"
 
   "Did your mother raise you to be this way?" asked Scott as gently as he could. "She didn't seem to be that type of woman."
 
   "What do you mean by that?" asked Sarah angrily.
 
   "We both know that I'm not the father. What were you really calling me about all those times?"
 
   "You... Scott, how dare you! You haven't been around for the entire pregnancy and now you're just dismissing your child!"
 
   Scott blinked. "Damn. Woman, do you hear yourself?" Blaming him for not being around was about the most asinine thing he had ever heard her say to date.
 
   "Fuck you!" she snapped.
 
   "Stay classy, Sarah," said Scott with a snort before he hung up on her. There was no use talking to her. The more they spoke, the better he felt for not being with her any longer.
 
   She sent him a text message that said that she could not believe that he was being such an asshole. He did not respond. Sarah texted again a few minutes later, this time it was with a series of question marks. Scott snorted once more then spoke aloud as he typed his response. "You tossed me aside like a used condom the moment your old boyfriend showed up. You didn't contact me for a long time, and when you did it was basically to get me to stop calling you. You then pop up months later and try to ruin my relationship with my fiancé by telling a stupid lie. Yeah. I'm going to be an asshole right now."
 
   Sarah did not respond for a while. When she did, it was to say. "I'm sorry."
 
   Scott forced himself not to respond back by agreeing that she was definitely sorry. Instead, he took the slightly higher road. "I know." he said, as he sent back his response.
 
   He sent another message a few minutes later. This one asked what she really wanted to talk to him about.
 
   Another few minutes passed and then the phone rang. Scott answered. "Yeah?"
 
   Sarah's voice cracked a little as she said "I missed you."
 
   Scott sighed loudly. "Did you?"
 
   "Yeah." she said softly.
 
   It took everything Scott had inside of himself not to immediately respond by saying, "Good." Instead, he took a deep breath and said, "Why?"
 
   "We... Well, we were together for years and... I just missed you."
 
   "So, you left me dozens of voice messages and texts because you suddenly missed me?" asked Scott, his voice laced with his sincere disbelief.
 
   "No, that was the reason at first." she said.
 
   "And now?" he asked.
 
   "Jake... He, well..."
 
   "Did he hit you?" asked Scott calmly.
 
   "No, nothing like that... Not really. He just... He keeps pestering me to talk to you about a program that you're running for the army," said Sarah.
 
   Scott blinked. He felt it begin to bubble up from deep inside, a low vibrating sensation that rumbled up from the depths. For a moment, Scott thought that he might be about to laugh. Somewhere between his gut and his mouth the sensation took a darker turn and headed south. A loud wet fart erupted from his perplexed anus. "You... have got to be shitting me." His words continued to hang in the air for a moment, much like his recent flatulence.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   The soft skrtch of a straw broom sweeping stone tiles echoed through the air. A novitiate of the Blizrum War College went merrily about his task. One might think that a man of thirty should not be so happy as to actively smile and hum while he swept a stone walkway. That individual would be wrong. For you see, the man in question was living the dream.
 
   Captain Adam Johnson, decorated war hero and veteran of six separate tours as an officer of the US Army, happily swept the dirt and dust from the temple grounds. In the fantasy world of ARS he was not a captain, nor was he a decorated war veteran. He was nothing more than a novice priest-in-training who hoped to see as much of the world as possible while he could.
 
   "Cleanliness is next to godliness. Eh, Johnson?" called out another of the novitiates.
 
   Adam looked over to the younger man then smiled. "I've always thought so."
 
   The younger man laughed then went back to wiping down the stone benches near the front entrance. Cleaning the temples and shrines was one of the primary tasks of a novitiate. It was how they paid for their room and board during their training.
 
   The older novice finished sweeping after another few minutes then went about his second task for the day. He needed to clean the altar room in the main temple before he would be released to do as he wished.
 
   Soon, he would have to return to Earth. He could only train on the weekends. Thankfully, the priests were accommodating to his needs. He was a part-time student. Many working professionals in the world of ARS wanted to become priests, but they had to make a living or had families to support. Until they took the Oath of Faith, part-time studies were acceptable.
 
   Blizrum, god of war and champion of justice; Adam looked up at the massive tower shield that stood as a representation of the lord of the battlefield. Priests of Blizrum were not blood thirsty killers. In fact, they acted to stop such people. His chosen priests and paladins were shields. They were walls of flesh and metal. They were people who stood between the darkness of hateful violence, and those whom they desired to protect. In the eyes of many, Blizrum was the god of heroes.
 
   Adam set about cleaning the altar room, and started with the wooden pews. The room doubled as a place of worship for congregations as well as a space to offer prayers and offerings to Blizrum.
 
   While he cleaned the area, he slowly made his way toward the massive shield. It was neither beautifully crafted, nor did it seem to be extraordinary in any way save for its size. The shield of Blizrum was a plain item without adornment, little more than a shiny piece of metal backed with wood and cloth.
 
   A placard on the altar bore simple, but powerful, words. They were words that Adam could not resist repeating. "I am the shield which guards the realms of life. In the face of wickedness, I shall not falter. Let evil break itself uselessly upon me. Fear not, my child. Stand behind me, and know peace."
 
   It was the full quote once spoken by a champion of Blizrum. Adam often heard the last part in common speech when a priest or paladin was asked to use their powers. They would always reach out and clasp the shoulder of the one who beseeched them and then say, "Fear not, my child. Stand behind me, and know peace."
 
   The words were the sort of stuff that a jaded person might snicker at before stating how lame they were. Adam was of a different mind when he read them. He had chosen to be a priest of Blizrum on ARS because it seemed like the best fit out of the options when his military service was taken into account. However, the more he studied about the war god of ARS, the more he finally felt like he had found something profound.
 
   "It is fitting to find you here speaking the words of our lord," said a strong masculine voice.
 
   Adam turned toward the new arrival then placed a closed fist over his heart while keeping his arm parallel to the floor. It was best to perform the customary greeting while equipped with a shield, but he had not earned his shield, yet. "Priest-Commander Equitas, greetings."
 
   Frey Equitas smiled warmly. His head was completely shaven as was his face. He wore the customary steel grey robes of the order, but anyone who looked closely would see full plate armor hiding beneath it. The priests of Blizrum took pride in their shield and armor. They were guardians and were destined to always be prepared for combat. It was expected for a member of their order to always be ready to perform their duties during temple hours.
 
   "Greetings, novitiate Johnson." The priest-commander did not hesitate in the slightest as he moved toward Adam's location. "I have words to speak with you."
 
   "Sir?" asked Adam curiously. Why would the priest-commander need to speak with a novitiate? In his experience when someone of high rank had to speak with the lowest ranking individual in private, it was never good for the lower ranked individual.
 
   "Our mighty lord, Blizrum, has sent me a vision. It is not my right to question it, nor shall I. I will simply relate what I have been tasked with, as is my place." Though Frey spoke those words, it was obvious that he was overly curious about the fact that Blizrum had deigned to send him a vision about a novitiate.
 
   "Yes, sir..," said Adam hesitantly. He had never met Blizrum, though after meeting Origin it had become obvious that the gods of this world were real people. Whether they were actually gods remained to be seen, but they were close enough to it that he did not want to claim otherwise.
 
   "The vision was most strange at certain parts. Suffice it to say, I do not understand the meaning. Perhaps you will," said the priest-commander before he took a breath and related the message received. "My child, I am most pleased that you have chosen my path. I will speak with you directly if you choose to go to worlds beyond..."
 
   Adam blinked slowly then nodded his head. "I see... I think." It seemed to him that Blizrum was referencing the possibility that he could end up on the classic server. At least, that was what he had felt was the situation.
 
   "There is more," said the priest-commander. Adam nodded once more and the priest-commander continued. "Also, I understand how hard it is to start a family when you serve in the military. So, take this as an incentive."
 
   "What does that mean?" asked Adam.
 
   The priest-commander pulled a lore crystal from his pocket and presented it to the confused captain. "This lore crystal is an ancient relic, one that is rarely found, and rarely given."
 
   "I... see," said Adam.
 
   "I think not. This crystal is only handed from a priest-commander to someone whom our lord Blizrum wishes to groom as a potential champion. Do you understand that implication, captain?" asked Frey.
 
   Adam started to respond, but froze part of the way. "Captain...?"
 
   Frey nodded. "Yes. Lord Blizrum has informed me of who and what you are. He deemed it necessary, as you do require special dispensation due to your... commute, as he put it."
 
   "I thank you for telling me this, sir," said Adam, still a little confused by the situation. Couldn't Blizrum have just told him all of this directly?
 
   Adam received the crystal from Frey then looked it over carefully. He had heard about them briefly, but this was the first time that he had ever held one. Once he saw the information screen for it, his face turned slightly red and he coughed a little.
 
    
 
   [Item]
 
    
 
   Summon Shield Maiden [Master Grade Crystal]
 
    
 
   A personal gift from lord Blizrum to his stalwart sentinels. Shield bearers are reincarnated souls of ancient warriors who continue to fight for justice. They are bodyguards for important individuals in the church of Blizrum.
 
    
 
   EXP Required: 200,000
 
    
 
   [--]
 
    
 
   "Sir...?" asked Adam.
 
   "Yes, novitiate?" asked Frey.
 
   "Did Lord Blizrum just give me a girlfriend summoning crystal?" asked Adam in slow, careful, words.
 
   "Who can say that they know the mind of god? I have heard from our lord that you have a condition that will not allow you to move beyond level ten. The summoned maiden has no such restriction. You will be able to see more of this world at her side than you would have otherwise."
 
   "Master grade... that means that whoever I summoned with this would be able to go with me if I choose to go to the world beyond?"
 
   "Yes. I suppose that is what it means. I have never been to such a place. However, should you choose to return to this world near the end of your life and travels, you would be able to continue to call upon her," said Frey.
 
   The truth became apparent to Adam in that moment. Blizrum was trying to entice him with the things he desired most so that he would choose to leave Earth behind and become his champion. Why a god would take such an interest in him was something he did not understand, but it was certainly a fun thought!
 
   Adam and the priest-commander talked for a while then parted ways. The novitiate went back to cleaning the alter room. Once his tasks were completed he returned to Earth. His weekend was almost over. Soon, real-life would encroach upon him once more.
 
   The good captain sat up in his bed then looked around at his bachelor pad. Relationships had been few and far between for him, as the Army had been his life. He stood up then walked over to the bathroom. In the mirror he saw a tired man who had lived primarily for the sake of his nation. The words of Blizrum and the priest-commander weighed heavily on his mind.
 
   If he chose to forsake Earth, he could live on ARS. He would eventually become part of something of major importance, could even aid in the defense of an entire world. Yet, he had his duties on Earth.
 
   After a moment of reflection he closed his eyes and sighed. "My service will be up soon. I need to figure this out before that happens."
 
   It was not long before he checked his phone messages and discovered something interesting. Scott was in town.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Three little words, a small collection of syllables spoken with finality; that was all that Scott needed to say. He tasted those words on his tongue, felt them on his lips. Yet, he could not bring himself to speak them. He could not simply say, "Sarah, fuck off."
 
   No, he stood there phone in hand for far longer than he needed to, if he wished to continue the conversation. In the end, he said, "You want to ask me for a favor after everything that happened?"
 
   "Scott... I know things ended bad and all, but can't we be civil?" asked Sarah.
 
   What she had said was one thing. What Scott had actually heard was, "I never really loved you. But can't you just give me what I want despite the fact that I threw you away like a well-used tampon?"
 
   He took a moment to collect his thoughts. When he spoke again he said, "Do either of you even know what the project is about?"
 
   "Well, no..," said Sarah slowly.
 
   Scott shook his head. "The people who get taken on for this project have to be exemplary, better men than me. They will have access to high level security clearances and have to engage in a great deal of fighting among other things." 
 
   He took a breath then continued. "Those men will become both incredibly powerful, and be seen as ambassadors of this country. They need to have a sense of morality and dedication that is well beyond the average person."
 
   "Are you saying Jake isn't like that?" asked Sarah angrily.
 
   Scott blinked. "Seriously? Are you seriously going to ask me that?"
 
   "I didn't think you were this petty..." she said in a frosty tone.
 
   "I'm petty?" asked Scott softly. "It's petty to believe that a man who would impregnate my drunk fiancé on the same night that she accepted my proposal is not good enough to be an ambassador?"
 
   "Whatever! You just want to lord your new position over him!" snapped Sarah.
 
   "No. I just see no reason to trust a man to have my back in battle when he has already stabbed it once," said Scott. He was rather proud of himself for phrasing it in such a manner. It perfectly encapsulated his thoughts on the matter.
 
   "So, you're saying no?" pressed Sarah.
 
   "Yes. I am saying no. More to the point, if that baby daddy of yours was worth a damn he would have contacted me directly instead of trying to use you to manipulate me," said Scott.
 
   Sarah remained silent for a moment then huffed loudly and ended the call without speaking further. Scott pulled his cell away from his ear then snorted at it. "Somehow, I doubt that's the end of that."
 
   Scott took a shower then changed clothes while Herbert ran around the house like he had lost his furry little mind. "Man, I wish I could bring stuff here. It would be so much easier to wash clothes or shower."
 
   Life was not fair in that regard. He had thought about it often enough. While he was certain that he could coax Rhea into allowing such a thing, it might cause problems. "Would definitely save on the cost of housing, though."
 
   For now, at least, his Earth house would just have to be for business and occasional vacations.
 
   Once he had rounded up his furry brother-in-arms, Scott headed out to see if he could meet up with Captain Johnson. While driving to base, he received a message from Shara of all people. "Scott can we talk some time?" he asked aloud as he drove down the street.
 
   He shrugged then ignored proper traffic protocols and texted her back. "Sure, any time."
 
   Scott pulled to a stop at the next light then continued on as it changed. Just as he got up to speed on a long stretch of highway, a sound reminiscent of a loud Poof! exploded in the air above his lap. His eyes widened comically as he tried to retain control of the vehicle. His lap had suddenly been occupied by a busty red haired ninja girl. "Shara? The hell!"
 
   Shara snuggled close to him then giggled. "It's been forever, original Scott!"
 
   The car screeched to a halt on the side of the road just shy of sliding into the ditch. "Shara!"
 
   She laughed happily then kissed him on the cheek. "Original Scott!" she cried, playing along.
 
   His heart pounded in his chest while he tried to regain his proper bearings. That had been close. Served him right for telling her that she could talk to him anytime.
 
   "Oh, how I've missed you original Scott." She hugged him tightly once more then sighed.
 
   Her cheek pressed hotly to his, Scott was forced to speak through slightly compressed lips. "Why do you keep calling me original Scott?"
 
   Shara giggled sweetly then pulled back. She lightly tapped him on the nose then said, "Well, you're with my sister Origin and your name is Scott."
 
   "Ah." It made sense. Rather it made sense as far as anything Shara might cook up. "So... What did you want to talk about?"
 
   Shara wiggled her ass a little in his lap then smiled. Her smile slowly turned into a blush as her confidence began to wane. "I... I know it's weird, but..."
 
   "Yeah?"
 
   She took a deep breath then clasped his shoulders tight and exclaimed, "Can you teach me how to seduce you?"
 
   Scott's eyes widened comically once again. There were no words that came to mind to explain his thoughts on that matter.
 
   "Uh, well... I mean, not you specifically I guess. You know..," said Shara. She began to babble a little while trying to explain herself.
 
   It took him a moment to translate her ninja babble-speak, but he eventually discerned what it was that she had wanted to discuss. She wanted his input on how to move her relationship forward with his counterpart, another version of him whom she had discovered to be living in the community service project world on which she worked.
 
   "Are you even sure that you want that?" asked Scott softly after a moment.
 
   "Do you really want to talk to me about that? I mean, this version of you is with my sister and she isn't interested in sharing..," said Shara. She then added with a muttered sigh, "At least not with me."
 
   "Hey, what's a blue haired weirdo for if not having emotional conversations with ninja goddesses on the side of the road?" asked Scott in an attempt to lighten the mood once more.
 
   Shara smiled warmly at him then reached up and grabbed her ponytail. She looked to the side and played with it idly for a moment. "You always know how to cheer me up."
 
   "Let's go home, Shara," said Scott. He had not been on the road for long. It would not take long to make it back to the house.
 
   Her eyes widened slightly then closed a little while her nostrils flared briefly. The bridge of her nose turned bright red. "Ok..." she said softly.
 
   Herbert reached into his little travel bag of popcorn, something that had been made for the road trip, and pulled out another snack to munch on. He eyed Scott and Shara for a moment while he chewed. This was bound to be entertaining.
 
   A short while later they were back at Scott's house. Shara, dressed her typical Mai Shiranui style ninja cosplay, walked up to the door at Scott's side. Her eyes remained downcast most of the way, though she occasionally glanced over at his closest hand. Her fingers wiggled slightly and occasionally reached toward his swaying digits but she stopped herself.
 
   It was difficult for her to be around him. She both loved and hated it. Original Scott could never be with her. He loved Origin and Ero. There was no room for her in their dedicated love triangle relationship.
 
   Shara's cheeks reddened a little as Scott turned to smile at her. "Welcome home."
 
   "Thanks..." she said softly, the red of her cheeks deepened in the process of saying it.
 
   Scott asked if she wanted anything to drink. She took a little juice then they both sat down at the kitchen table.
 
   Shara sipped at her apple juice for a moment. Scott was the one who had to carry the conversation forward. "So, you want to seduce me?"
 
   Shara's eyes widened and apple juice flew from her lips amidst the echoing sounds of a rude noise. Scott blinked then got a paper towel and wet it down before cleaning his face off.
 
   "Sorry," said Shara, her face bright red. She bit her lower lip a little then looked away.
 
   "It's fine," said Scott with a laugh. "I forget how you can be sometimes."
 
   "How I can be?" she asked curiously.
 
   "Yeah," said Scott without expanding on his point.
 
   "What do you mean?" pressed Shara. She tilted her head to the side and offered him a curious look.
 
   Scott granted her a warm boyish smile. "You're a sweet girl, Shara. You don't even realize what an outfit like that can do to a man, not really. Yet, you wear that sort of thing anyway because it's something you like."
 
   "My outfit...? Something wrong with it?" she asked softly. She leaned back a little and crossed her arms over her chest in a strangely modest pose. Modesty was not something she was known for, especially when it came to physical attributes and showmanship.
 
   "No. Not at all. I'm just pointing out the fact, that for all your sex appeal, you're actually a sweet and innocent sort of person."
 
   Scott's statement did nothing to calm down the now ever-present blush that had arisen on Shara's cheeks. She giggled oddly then with a slightly dazed and goofy expression on her face, she muttered something about enjoying the presence of waffles. Blueberries were also nice.
 
   "Focus Shara. Stay with me," said Scott with a gentle laugh.
 
   She blinked twice then said, "Huh? What?"
 
   Scott laughed once more then said, "Exactly. You can dish it out, but you can't take it."
 
   "Well... Yeah. That's the reason why I came here." she mumbled.
 
   "You wanted to know how to seduce me, meaning that other version of me?"
 
   "Yeah, I guess." she said softly.
 
   "You guess?" he asked her slowly. He tilted his head to the side a little to match her. "Shara, are you really the sort of girl who seduces people without being sure it's something you want?"
 
   "I dunno. Only tried it once and it didn't work." she said.
 
   Scott looked askance at her and she mentioned a certain ice cream incident from a while back. Scott keenly recalled her clumsy attempt at using ice cream as a means of dragging him around town back when they first met.
 
   "You certainly had my attention, but by then I had been starting to work things through with your sister. Had I been completely single, it would have probably worked well enough to keep my attention."
 
   Shara smiled shyly then looked up at him. Her expression became one of confusion, of doubt. "What's wrong with me, Scott?"
 
   "Nothing that I know of." he said. "I like you well enough."
 
   "Well enough?" she giggled weakly then nodded. "That's probably sweet, I guess."
 
   "I'm not allowed to be too sweet. We're going to be brother and sister, you know."
 
   Shara flinched slightly. "I know. Feels like that's the problem."
 
   "You don't want to be family?" asked Scott curiously.
 
   "Of course I do... Though, you know exactly what sort of family I'd like to be with you." She huffed at him a little then shook her head. "No, the problem is that it feels almost like that over there, too."
 
   "Like you and the other me are siblings?"
 
   "Not even that... It's like, well..." Her eyebrows pressed together lightly and she looked away. "It's like we're nothing."
 
   "Nothing? Really?" asked Scott, surprised by the revelation.
 
   "At first it was different. You know about most of the situation there?"
 
   "Yeah, assholes ruining the world," said Scott.
 
   "True, but I meant how I was childhood friends with you in that world. We did everything together. It was wonderful." She smiled warmly as the memories flowed through her mind. The smile faded after a moment. "Then everything turned wrong."
 
   Scott listened as Shara outlined everything that had gone wrong. The life story of Blackthorne Scott, as she called him, was terrible. Only his little sister had it worse.
 
   "Now, every time he looks at me it's like he can't really see me." she said tears trailing down her cheeks. "I've never done anything but try to help him, but because of the situation I know some part of him refuses to accept me, to trust me."
 
   Shara began to sob a little, her body bucked and heaved as she started to babble all of her fears and insecurities. Scott stood up and moved to join her. He wrapped his arms around his sister to be, and held her tight as she put words to her emotional torment.
 
   After a while, she no longer spoke. Instead she sniffled and occasionally sobbed while gently clutching at his shirt.
 
   "I went into it with the best of intentions. I really wanted things to work, you know." she said softly, in a tiny little voice.
 
   Scott stroked her hair then nodded. "You were so excited."
 
   "I still am, but I don't think he really wants to be with me like that..." she said in that same tiny little voice. She hiccupped a little after saying it.
 
   "What makes you think that?"
 
   She snuggled her head against Scott's chest. "We talk, and occasionally share a joke, but he just doesn't look at me the same way he looks at Ashton or Sonja." Strangely, she unleashed a sad smile. "Though, he doesn't look at anyone the way he looks at Sonja."
 
   "How does he look at you?"
 
   Shara bit her lower lip then sighed. "He doesn't. He looks through me."
 
   "Shara, why so cryptic?" asked Scott.
 
   She shook her head. "I don't mean to be. I... I dunno. It's like when he looks at me all he sees is the past, and his past hurts him more than anything."
 
   "I know it's going to sound like a copout. But if you actually want to be more than a childhood friend, or a reminder of the past, you're going to have to decide what he really means to you," said Scott.
 
   "I love Scott." she said gently, stubbornly. Her lower lip poked out a little in a petulant pout.
 
   He stroked her hair softly then kissed on the top of her head. "Yes. But do you love him?"
 
   Shara slowly nodded. "I do."
 
   Scott stroked her hair a little, unsure what else he should do to calm her down. He had never really been that good with dealing with crying women. He suspected that he was doing alright at the moment. But as far as things went when dealing with Shara, any attention from him made her feel better.
 
   "Is it romantic love?"
 
   "I'm not sure what that is... not really." she sighed softly. "I just want him to be happy again. I hate what's happened to him. He deserves so much better."
 
   "Sounds like love," said Scott gently. "Also, sounds like you need to figure out what kind of love you feel for him."
 
   Shara actually laughed after a moment. "When did you get so good at this?"
 
   Scott shrugged. "I've had to do a lot of soul searching in recent months when it came to figuring out the love thing."
 
   "Me too." she said warmly, while unleashing another sweet laugh.
 
   "Had to find the right Scott?" he asked with a laugh of his own.
 
   Shara's laugh returned, much brighter this time. "Of course! Who do you think I am?"
 
   He pulled on her ponytail a little then started to say something, but the sound of liquid being spurted caught his attention. Both he and Shara looked toward the far side of the table and saw Herbert pumping butter onto the popcorn in his bowl.
 
   Herbert looked at them. They looked at him. He chittered something that sounded suspiciously like, "Don't mind me." 
 
   Soon, all three fell into a world of silly giggles. The situation was simply too ridiculous not to laugh.
 
   
  
 

Chapter 5
 
   A wistful sigh echoed across the interior of a well-appointed dressing room. Origin gazed sadly into the mirror. Her chin propped up by her hands, the girl in the mirror looked as though she had not a friend in the world.
 
   She blew an errant hair from the side of her face then said, "Just started the tour and it's already this bad."
 
   Origin had grown accustomed to being near Scott whenever she liked. It was difficult for her to understand exactly what it was about him that made her immortal heart beat quicker, but it did.
 
   Curiosity, and loneliness, got the better of her. Origin bit her bottom lip slightly then reached for her cell phone. "It wouldn't hurt to just see what he's up to, would it?"
 
   Justified in her actions, Origin lifted the phone up and tapped on an application that would turn her mirror into a one-way view-screen. A bright smile appeared on her lips as she saw the interior of Scott's house. "Oh, so he went to Earth for some reason?"
 
   She performed a quick search scan and the image zoomed in on Scott's location. Her warm smile slowly faded as she saw something she had not expected. "What's she doing there...?"
 
   The images shown on the screen were of Scott holding Shara close while he gently stroked her hair. Off to one side, Herbert ate popcorn and watched the human drama unfolding before him.
 
   Shara began to cry a little, but Scott seemed to do his best to comfort her without comforting her too much. "Since when does Shara go to him like this on her own?"
 
   Eventually, the sweet and somewhat infuriating scene came to an end. Origin watched Scott kiss Shara on the cheek then nod to her. The bridge of the girl's nose turned pink, an action that made Origin's stomach twist into an uncertain little knot.
 
   She hesitated a moment, but then sent Shara a message. It was not prying if it was her sister, right?
 
   The minutes ticked by as Origin nervously waited for a response from her little sister. She nearly said something unladylike when her older sister, Mid, poked her head into the dressing room. "Hey, you ready to go?"
 
   Origin sighed at her phone then sent Shara another message telling her that she would like to talk later. She had to do another meet and greet with the fans. 
 
   "Yeah, I suppose I am," said the blue haired goddess as she rose from her seat. She made a point of looking at Mid, however. "If one more of those fan boys tries to grab my butt, I'm calling lightning."
 
   "They'd probably love you forever if you did," said Mid with a laugh. "You know how they can be."
 
   Origin frowned at her sister. Must she be so reasonable in her assertions? "Yes. I do know."
 
   The divine sisters left the dressing room and went off to meet their fan-base related destiny. Origin would simply have to wait to discover what her younger sister had discussed with the love of her life.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Scott waited patiently at a stop light for a military convoy to cross the road. Many things had happened since the last time he had gone to speak with Captain Johnson. The base had not changed much, but who knew what was in store for its future?
 
   His cell buzzed briefly as another message arrived for him. "Sarah again?" he said before placing it back down with a sigh. What would it take to get the woman to accept the reality of the situation? She had dumped him with no forewarning. He had moved on after a time, and now her needs were simply not important to him.
 
   "I'll be glad to get back to ARS after this. How 'bout you man?" asked Scott.
 
   Herbert chittered once then waved at the air with his paw. He could take it or leave it, really.
 
   Once they arrived at the headquarters building, they headed inside to meet up with the good captain. Herbert rode shotgun on Scott's shoulder so no one would get any crazy ideas of about chasing him with a broom.
 
   "Ah, Lieutenant Jacobs. You're here," said Captain Johnson, before the lieutenant on duty at the front desk had a chance to greet him.
 
   "Sir. It's good to see you," said Scott. He had to walk to walk once again. Ah, the life of an on duty soldier. Well, now a commissioned officer.
 
   The duty officer stared openly at the blue haired weirdo. Scott had never met him before, but the man recognized him easily enough. Few people with bright blue hair walked into the building. Despite expecting his arrival, the duty officer could not help but stare at a commissioned officer with long luxurious blue hair.
 
   "Lieutenant Danielson, is there a problem?" asked Captain Johnson after he noticed the way the man was staring.
 
   "No, sir..."
 
   The captain glanced at the man briefly then turned his gaze back to Scott. "I was about to call it quits in about ..." He looked at his watch. "Ten minutes. Can you wait till then?"
 
   The duty lieutenant blinked stupidly for a moment. By his personal recollection, the captain was not one to wait on the needs of a lieutenant. Though, he did give a great deal of leeway to his warrant officers.
 
   "Yes, sir. That would be fine," said Scott. It felt strange to him, calling a man sir after everything he had gone through. Years of military indoctrination had been tossed aside in only a little under one year.
 
   "Alright. I'll finish up. Come on up to the office." The captain turned away smartly. Scott could not quite avoid falling into step. Old habits die hard sometimes.
 
   Up in the office, Scott plopped himself down in one of the surprisingly comfortable office chairs at the request of the captain. "So, not to be rude and informal, but how do you like ARS?" asked Scott. Any pretext of being the captain's subordinate had disappeared the moment that they were alone.
 
   Captain Johnson nodded, a slow smile spreading across his lips. "I have only just begun, but I'm thoroughly fascinated."
 
   "It is addictive. I know," said Scott. He gestured toward the Grassrat on his shoulder. "Oh yeah. Herbert, this is Captain Johnson." He gestured to the captain. "Captain Johnson, meet Herbert."
 
   "Ah, hello... Herbert," said the captain. Herbert waved at him then chittered in a friendly fashion.
 
   Adam blinked then smiled at the small rodent. "You're not from around here are you?"
 
   Herbert closed his eyes then slowly shook his head. No, he was certainly not local to the area.
 
   Scott waited patiently while the captain finished a report that he had been working on prior. Why the man had not simply done them before going down stairs to wait for Scott's arrival baffled the blue haired man, but it was not really a big deal.
 
   It was not long before the captain finished. But afterward he showed the report to Scott. It would need his signature. "Oh, so it's a candidate list," said Scott. He now understood a little of the captain's thought process. There was no point in trying to finish until Scott had seen the report, but he had not wanted to divulge information in front of his subordinate officer.
 
   "Yes, it is also a transfer order. They have seen a little of what I could do, even without leveling up. We'll be moving shop to a new unit specifically set aside for this," said Adam.
 
   "Sounds good. Meeting here would have been problematic if we continued for much longer."
 
   Scott nodded while he looked through the list. He saw no sign of Sarah's boyfriend on the list, which was good. Most of the names listed were rangers or Special Forces, which was better. "What makes these guys eligible?"
 
   "A few things. Mostly their home life situation and time in service. They are all single men or women without children who have undergone at least one full tour in the sand box."
 
   "Says those selected will become a Special Forces unit." Scott looked up toward Adam. "Makes sense, but if I have to go through selection training it won't happen. They couldn't even begin to properly assess me with the standard tactics and it would take too much time away from ARS."
 
   "Don't worry about that. Now that they know the possibilities, paperwork is to be shuffled. Besides, they know that it is entirely possible that you would shut the program down and simply leave the planet."
 
   "How did you convince them that it was real?" asked Scott curiously.
 
   "I showed them what it looked like when I logged into ARS, and I healed a man who had severe burns." Adam smirked then waved his hand dismissively. "They came around."
 
   Before Scott could comment, his phone buzzed again. Upon checking it, he sighed. "Again? Damn, give it up woman."
 
   "Trouble in paradise?" asked the curious captain, a sly smile on his lips.
 
   "No, paradise is great. It's my ex-fiancé. Somehow her idiot boyfriend discovered that I was part of a new project that would fast track his career." Scott eyed Adam for a moment. "Despite the crap that was pulled last year, she keeps calling me to try and get him into the program."
 
   "Do you want him in? Should we accept him?" asked Adam evenly.
 
   "I want him to stick his head into the nearest pond and take a deep breath. What I'd accept is them getting a damned clue," said Scott, exasperated. "What part of my answer can't she understand? I can't trust a man who'd knock my fiancé up the night that she accepted my proposal, especially when he knew she was engaged."
 
   "Damn," said Adam. "That happened and they have the nerve to even call you?"
 
   "I know, right? Who does that?" asked Scott. 
 
   He looked like he wanted to continued, but after a moment he shook his head then waved the conversation forward. "No, we aren't accepting him."
 
   Adam laughed loudly then said "Fair enough. I've not had any relationship troubles in a while. Although..."
 
   "Although?" asked Scott. There was something about the way that the man had said that simple word that caused Scott to become intrigued.
 
   "I can't show you because items don't cross over, but it seems Lord Blizrum wants to groom me to be his champion."
 
   "That's great! I'm happy for you," said Scott.
 
   "Are you? I still don't know why he would choose me. I barely know what I am doing there." admitted Adam with a tiny little laugh.
 
   "I can't say that I've met him, but from what my fiancé has told me about the other gods..." Scott mused for a moment then nodded. "It's probably got a lot to do with the fact that you're a decorated veteran officer from Earth. Gods are sort of fanboys after all."
 
   "Really? So, anyone would do?" asked Adam, slightly saddened by the admission.
 
   "Not necessarily," said Scott. Adam looked askance at him, and the blue haired man continued. "They only really get one champion at a time. He works for the gaming empire, and knows the deal. If anything, the gods involved probably already know the names on your list and he still chose you."
 
   The captain reflected on the words he had heard. His musings were interrupted by Scott asking a question. "What sort of item did he give you?"
 
   Adam laughed a little then said, "A shield maiden summoning crystal..."
 
   Scott blinked. "It... summons a shield maiden?"
 
   "Yes, that's the theory anyway."
 
   Scott's left eyebrow rose into an arch. "Was he trying to give you a badass girlfriend or something?"
 
   "That's what I said!" Adam laughed loudly, so loudly that both Scott and Herbert joined in. The little grass rat had been quiet for most of the conversation, but even he was amused by the situation.
 
   Once the laughter died down, Adam said, "I don't really know if that was the intention, but I appreciate the possibilities. I'll be able to see more of the world before I make my decision."
 
   "Feel free to ask questions, but you'll probably enjoy it more if you just get out there and see what there is to see," said Scott with a smile.
 
   "I will. I'm taking it slow at the moment. The priests have told me that it is much easier to develop my level if I master my basic skills first."
 
   "That's true. I sort of ended up power-leveled and missed out on the slow and enjoyable part of the journey. I'm getting back into that now, though."
 
   "Ah, I see. So, mastering my skills before going out to level is best?" asked Adam. "I haven't played many role playing games in recent years. Not much at all since college, really."
 
   "I'd say so. Your spells will max out quickly enough over time, but there is probably a lot that you can learn about the world simply by hanging out with the priests." Scott reached up to scratch Herbert behind the ear since the little fellow had started to scratch with his paw. Hopefully he did not have fleas.
 
   Adam nodded then placed his hand to his chin in a thoughtful display. "What about the situation with the board?"
 
   Scott shook his head. "My fiancé and her family are doing a bit of hearts and minds to try and raise interest in ARS. She doubts it will keep the board at bay for long, but it might buy a few years."
 
   "It's strange to think that in a few years everyone there might be dead," said Adam, his eyes narrowed slightly even as the expression on his face hardened.
 
   Scott snorted then nodded his head. He gestured toward Adam in a casual way. "I know, right? The board is a problem."
 
   "It's true that they are only doing this because they are pretending to be like business men from Earth?"
 
   The loud and obnoxious laughter that issued from Scott's lips surprised Adam for a moment. "What's funny about that?"
 
   Scott made a little circle gesture with his index finger. "That's the thing about the gods. Most of them are nice enough, but they emulate us so completely that they don't realize they are doing terrible things that even we shouldn't be doing."
 
   "So, it is true." Adam frowned. "I can't believe anyone would murder the population of entire worlds just because of a loss in profits."
 
   "It's not even a major drop from what I've been told. The board is a bunch of over-reacting asshats pretending to be draconian businessmen. No profits, no life." Scott shifted his weight to the side a little. The chair that he sat upon was comfortable, but he had been sitting a little oddly. One of his ass cheeks had started to go numb. It was a surprising revelation really. His overall durability should have made that an unlikely scenario.
 
   "That's..." Adam shook his head slowly then curled his hands into fists. "Someone needs to put a foot in their ass."
 
   "I agree. Most of the company agrees too. It's a ridiculous situation, really."
 
   Adam looked askance at Scott. "You're so calm about this."
 
   "I've become accustomed to the bizarre reality of my fiancé's people. It took a while, and they still surprise me on an almost daily basis, but I understand greedy asshats. There's something disturbingly human about how the board is acting."
 
   "That's human? Killing off planets for profit?" asked Adam, surprised.
 
   "Ever hear the story about how America came to be a country that spanned a continent? How about the last world war, or the rise of pretty much any large nation in the history of the world?" asked Scott flippantly. He leaned forward then said, "Fucking someone over to get what you want is about as human as it gets with some people."
 
   Adam really had nothing to say to that. There were a lot of good things about humanity, but he had to admit that there were many terrible people in the world as well.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Inside the cozy living room of the Jacobs estate, Scott and his rodent brother from another mother were deeply engrossed in quality television viewing. Soon they would head back to ARS, but Scott had wanted to return just before first light on their part of ARS. As such a few more hours had to be spent on Earth.
 
   Herbert munched happily on popcorn as he watched the epic fantasy show that had piqued his interest. It was a deeply philosophical tale of love and friendship between an adorable yellow murder-rat, and his mentally challenged human boy.
 
   The Grassrat chittered happily when the yellow rodent unleashed a powerful bolt of lightning and his pet human cheered him on. For some reason the humans talked a great deal more than the main character and had more screen time, but Herbert assumed that the chatter was somehow integral to the story. There was also a certain appeal when the main character was the strong silent type.
 
   Not long after the final bolt of lightning was cast, a quirky song began to play while the credits rolled. It was something about being the greatest master. Herbert nodded in respect. It made sense that the adorable rodent was a great master. His pet human praised him constantly.
 
   Herbert unleashed a happy little sigh then glanced over to his human. Unlike the small boy in the story, Scott could actually fight. It was better that way. The grass dancer was no great master like the rodent hero in the story. He could not have kept a small and unintelligent boy safe through such dangerous experiences.
 
   Thoroughly amused by television, Herbert realized that he could spend most of his day on any given day watching other people have interesting adventures. Briefly he wondered if that was something other people felt as well, or if he had started to become lazy.
 
   A few more random stories were told on the story box before it was time to return to the world of ARS. Herbert was both excited and slightly saddened by the change. Television was quite addictive. There was something similar in the hotel room that they had been using as a base, but it was not quite the same. There were no rodent heroes on C-Vision, at least none that he had seen.
 
   Time passed and soon Scott took them back to their hotel room on ARS. Herbert immediately ran over to his little work station to check on the items he had been working on prior to their mini-vacation. Scott called out, "Hey, Herbert? Do you want to go into town with me?"
 
   Herbert waved him off with a paw and a light shake of the head. He had things to do here and now.
 
   Scott left the room, and the tiny little rodent went back to work. He had items and plans to make.
 
   Tiny little paws poked and patted the cat skull that had been selected from the battle field. He had managed to separate the bone in several areas so that he could widen and elongate it for his purposes.
 
   It was a necessary skill for a Grassdancer. The various body parts of an enemy held a portion of their power. By drawing upon the essence of the creature's nature, its greatest traits could be granted to the wearer of the item.
 
   Herbert pulled out a small vat of glue and another one filled with wax. He eyed the skull briefly then nodded. Slowly, he crafted the item of power that he desired. Several hours passed while he performed painstaking work. He waxed and then glued six eagle feathers to the side of the skull near the back. After a brief moment, he repeated the process on the other side. He applied glue to a leather strap then wrapped it around the skull to help hold the feathers in place.
 
   Bits and pieces of fur, leather, and beadwork were added to the skull as part of the craft. Herbert was not entirely pleased by the overall look of the helm, but it was a work-in-progress. His skill at crafting such things would increase over time, but for now it would be a great gift once it was completed.
 
   There was nothing left to do for now but to allow the glue to dry. He would need to make a few more adjustments to it before it was complete, but for now it had to settle and harden into place.
 
   He left his gift on the work table that he had been using, really more of an end table for normal sized people, and went to begin his dance training for the day. The hotel room balcony was the perfect place to practice as it allowed him to feel a breeze but provided a sense of solitude.
 
   While the diminutive rodent moonwalked his little heart out, Scott had wandered off into the city. He had wanted to view some of the early morning city life before he went out to train once more.
 
   The hardest type of experience to acquire quickly was social experience. It required someone to either spend a great deal of time socializing, or to accept and complete jobs. Basically, social contract completion equated to increased social experience.
 
   A simple method to acquire small amounts of social experience was to simply wander around the city while taking in the local color. Scott felt it would be doubly beneficial if he soaked up that local color while familiarizing himself with the capital city. It was also one of the last chances he would have to wander the city alone before Rhea returned. Once she arrived they would spend a little time reminding each other of their love, and the rest of the time on easy to accomplish missions. She had to focus her in-world time on development due to her schedule.
 
   During the battle and the subsequent clean-up the daily routine for his little group had been heavily focused on going back and forth from one location to another without much time to explore. He had taken the bus on occasion, but he had only walked the streets a handful of times.
 
   His meandering journey allowed him to learn a great deal about the local populace. About an hour after dawn he started to notice that small groups of children had begun to gather near local bus stops. Representatives of various races, the little ones were quite the motley collections. There were lizard kids and rabbit kids. There were a few centaur kids, and a wide variety of other zoo-themed children as well. Human, or almost-human, children were the most numerous of all.
 
   Roughly a half hour later Scott smiled brightly as he noticed a familiar face. He had never made friends or really spoken to them, but a certain mother daughter badger team had appeared.
 
   "Now children, you know that you should behave properly while you wait for the bus." admonished the pretty badger mother. The small collection of children had begun to laugh and carry on loudly, as children often did.
 
   "Mummy, you're embarrassing me in front of my friends..," said the little badger girl while several of her anthropomorphic friends giggled at her.
 
   "Now, now, sweety. There's nothing embarrassing about proper civic behavior," said the white haired badger mom in a soft warm tone.
 
   Scott did not want to seem like some sort of weird blue-haired stalker, so he continued walking. Eventually he discovered that the gathered children were going to ride the bus to school. The city had proper education facilities that were fairly similar to something from Earth. Though, he assumed that their elective courses would be much more entertaining.
 
   The wanderer eventually meandered his way into one of the shopping districts. Most of his purchases had come via his Crysta-Com. Curiosity piqued, Scott entered the closest store Greelak's Sub-Machine Guns.
 
   The interior of the store was different than the sorcerer had expected. For one thing, the name of the place was a play on words. It was a sandwich shop that also sold firearms.
 
   "Hey, mah man. What can I get for ya?" asked a massive green skinned man from behind a deli counter. He wore a flannel button up shirt behind a bright white apron. Small white tusks poked up from behind his bottom lip, and he had the slightly pointed ears one might expect from a hog.
 
   "Answers and a sandwich, maybe?" asked Scott.
 
   The orc shop-keeper laughed merrily. "Always glad tah answer questions s'long as yah buyin' somethin'."
 
   Scott ordered two subs, what some might call a hoagie or a grinder, and then paid the owner the two coppers that he asked for. It was quite the deal, really. "So, what's with the sandwich and gunshop thing?"
 
   "Sandwich and gunshop thang?" The orc grunted then laughed once more. He was quite the genial fellow despite his brutal appearance. His laughter rumbled like thunder and his whole body shook with the power that it expressed. "Brother. Tha way I figures it, tha perfect shop was one that let mah customers buy 'em some lunch, or buy somethin' to go out and get it themselves if they don' like mah cookin'."
 
   Scott laughed at that as well. It did make a weird sort of sense. Buy your lunch or buy something to go out and kill it and cook it yourself. It was a solid business plan for an orc if most fictional sources were taken into account.
 
   "What kind of guns do you sell here?" asked Scott.
 
   "All kinds, mah man! Look and see. You already bought somethin'. So, I don' care if ya look aroun' all ya want." laughed the barrel chested orc as he placed his fists to his hips.
 
   Scott wandered off to look at the various firearms hidden behind display cases. As he did so, another patron came in and asked about the nature of the place. It was a new establishment in the area, and Scott was not the only curious party.
 
   Unfortunately, something odd happened during the conversation. The new arrival, a man wearing a baseball cap and slightly rumpled clothes, asked, "Hey, what's this place about?"
 
   "It's about fine dining, mah man!" exclaimed the orc in a good mood.
 
   "Fine dining? I don't see anything but sandwiches and guns," said the man.
 
   The orc's genial and overtly enthusiastic nature declined into a more neutral tone. "Yah, it's what we got here."
 
   "Well, how can you call a sandwich fine dining?" asked the man.
 
   The orc's eyebrow twitched a little. His lower tusks rose up slightly for a moment as his lips formed into the beginning of a snarl. He caught himself, however, and answered in a way that Scott decided was clever. "Well, sandwiches are just fine if yah wantin' to dine."
 
   The new arrival snorted then shook his head. "Whatever."
 
   The twitching eyelid became a full eyebrow quirk as the shop owner's hands curled into tight fists. "You sayin' a sandwich ain't good enough for ya?"
 
   "Maybe when I was a kid," said the snarky customer. "Who'd pay for a damned sandwich when you can make one at home?"
 
   Scott casually raised up his sandwich bag in victory even as he continued to peruse the gun selection. He loved sub shops back on Earth. It did not take long to get your order, and he could usually have them made exactly the way that he wanted. It had been no different here.
 
   The sorcerer's actions were not wasted; both the annoying potential customer and the shop owner saw his upward thrust of sandwich victory. It was like he had chosen between warring factions as he immediately gained respect from one and a snort of derision from the other.
 
   "Whatever. When I heard that an orc ran a restaurant I expected something heartier than a sandwich," said the man, after he snorted at Scott.
 
   "Oh? Like what?" asked the orc in slow, measured, tones.
 
   "You know, lots of roasted meat."
 
   "I got ya roast beef right here, fella," said the orc white gesturing at his expertly sliced roast beef.
 
   The snarky man shook his head. "Whatever, I'm just gonna go."
 
   His rude commentary would have been allowed to slide. However, as he walked away the man muttered, "Damned greenskin trying to act civilized."
 
   What the poor unfortunate moron did not know was that orcs had both an excellent sense of smell and an excellent sense of hearing. The latter was not quite the same level as a blood tracker or an elf, but it was still sharp enough to hear the muttered thoughts of a man who had both wasted the shop owner's time, and insulted his race.
 
   "Oh? It's like that?" snarled the orc before he gripped his oversized butcher's knife and leapt over the counter.
 
   "Me Greelak Elfsmasher make new meats!" snarled the flannel clad orc angrily. He then waved his butcher knife around like a madman.
 
   The snarky pseudo-patron screamed in girlish fashion and ran for the door, but he tripped halfway there. Greelak started to shout random orcish stereotypes. "Me Greelak chop man-meats and raid villages for more man-meats! Have non-consensual sex with elf girl-daughters and elf girl-mothers who still good looking!"
 
   The butcher's knife slammed down into the floor a full two feet away from the now crawling man, but he screamed like he was being killed. He took a hard boot to the ass that made him scurry forward.
 
   Scott watched casually while the blubbering man desperately tried to escape from the ham-actor who followed behind him. It was easy to see from his vantage point that Greelak could have actually attacked the man seriously if he wanted to, but with the exception of the foot in his ass there had been no physical contact.
 
   "Man-meat squeal pretty like elf girl-daughter... Make Greelak question his lifestyle choices." snarled Greelak while he waved his butcher knife around once more.
 
   "Oh goddess above!" blubbered the man as tears poured heavily from his eyes. He sniffled loudly as snot began to flow from his nose without sign of stopping. Somehow, he managed to escape from the rabid orc and ran off into the early morning light.
 
   Greelak poked his head out the door and shouted, "Thanks for shopping! Please come again!"
 
   "I needed that," said the orc before closing the door and walking back to the counter. His overwhelming rage died away completely. He was once again a genial and overly friendly restaurant owner. After counting out ten silver from his change drawer and annotating the expense in his ledger, he sighed heavily and waited for the inevitable.
 
   Scott continued to shop for a few minutes as the gun selection was quite varied. Everything in the store was used or refurbished. Given the previous scene he was fairly certain who had used them. Sadly, even the cheapest weapon was outside of his current budget. Though, they were less expensive than new weapons. He could easily see himself buying a gun here.
 
   While ranged attacks were a sorcerous specialty, that sort of spell required a great deal of knowledge and training to pull off in this world for a member of his class. Until his magical abilities were as strong as his knowledge of how the spells looked and felt in the classic server, ranged weapons would be a good idea.
 
   Scott bullshitted around long enough that he was able to see the rest of the little drama play out. About ten minutes after the man had fled for his life, he returned with a police officer.
 
   "That's him officer!" exclaimed the bedraggled man.
 
   The black armored officer mentioned wore a set of full-body plate armor that looked like something a storm trooper from Star Wars might wear. Included was a full-head helm, and a face obscuring mask that prevented the officer's identity from being known through visual recognition. On duty, he was only a badge number, nothing more.
 
   The officer raised one hand and then turned his head slightly to the side. "Remain silent and wait outside, citizen."
 
   "Of course," said the man before stepping outside, a smug look on his face.
 
   The heavily armed and armored officer strode confidently to the counter. "Are you Greelak Elfsmasher?"
 
   "Damn right," said Greelak seriously, a slightly cocky expression on his face.
 
   A tense moment ensued as the officer stood silently in place. The tension was broken when he asked, "Do you know what I am here for, citizen?"
 
   "Yes," said Greelak, his eyes narrowing.
 
   The officer tilted his head to the side. "Can you add pickles? My little girl wanted them but forgot."
 
   "Of course. Do ya still want the hot sauce?" asked Greelak. He then began to make the sandwiches that had been ordered prior to Scott's arrival, and before the little scene that had occurred.
 
   While Greelak made the sandwiches, the officer pulled out a datapad and wrote him a ticket for simple assault. He paid for his sandwiches promptly, and then collected the ten silver fine prior to giving Greelak a receipt for paying his debt to society.
 
   "Hey, you coming to Garr the Red's bachelor party tonight? There's gonna be some hot elf chicks there man." asked the officer while he pocketed his change. "You know the kind, right?"
 
   "I'm caterin'," said Greelak with a hint of pride.
 
   "Ha, course you are, man. Best sandwiches in the city." admitted the officer before he collected his sandwiches and headed toward the door. "Oh, be careful tonight. Gretchen's brother is gonna be there."
 
   Greelak's expression shifted to a neutral one. "Seriously?"
 
   "Can't be helped. You know how it is," said the officer.
 
   "Yeah, yeah." muttered Greelak before he set about wiping at his counter. No longer angry or jovial, he had become quiet and introspective.
 
   Just before the officer reached the door, Greelak called out, "Tell mah sister that she needs tah pay back the money that Ma leant her! I'm tired of her callin' me tah complain about it!"
 
   "Oh that wife of mine," said the officer with a laugh, before he told Greelak that he would pass on the message.
 
   Scott watched quietly as the scene ended. There were a million stories in this city, and he would never know them all. Still, it was interesting to see how people lived in this world.
 
   His eyes narrowed slightly then he looked at the nearest gun once more. Such a simple scene had further driven home the purpose of his mission. These people were real and led real lives that had nothing to do with him or some game. He had to become strong enough to help keep this wonderful world spinning with all of its people intact.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   The hotel room welcomed Scott home a brief moment before Herbert did. Scott and the little Grassrat shared typical pleasantries for a moment, and then something even more interesting became the topic of conversation.
 
   Herbert chittered curiously. The blue-haired man did not know what the rodent was saying, but he could guess well enough. "Yeah, his name is Greelak. The job is decent enough, and probably a good tip for future hunting trips."
 
   The rodent nodded his little furry head then reached up and stroked the tuft of fur under his chin. After a moment he chittered casually.
 
   It was a bit more difficult to guess his meaning this time, so Scott shrugged. "No idea what you're saying, fella."
 
   The sorcerer raised up one finger. "Though, I have heard that the level range for the area is eight to sixty, with the higher level opponents further into the city ruins. If we stay on the outskirts we should be fine."
 
   Whatever misgivings Herbert had previously seemed to be dispelled by that admission. The job did seem lucrative and the loot promised to be useful. Herbert made a little rodent fist and raised it up. Scott reached down with a fist of his own and soon they bumped them together. It was time for a little brofisting badassery.
 
   They shared the sandwiches Scott had gotten from Greelak, then left their lovely abode for the train station. A short while later the train left Valkovia and the dynamic duo would soon be at the location of their next mission.
 
   For some reason the train car that they rode in was sparsely populated. There was a fat man in the far front who looked sort of like an ant eater. A few green skinned kids who looked a bit like the goblins he had fought back on the casual server were amiably chatting a few seats away. No one else caught Scott's attention.
 
   "See! I told you this would be fun Garushke," said a little goblin girl. She had hair that was a darker shade of green than her skin, and wore a little blue bow in her hair.
 
   The slightly larger goblin, a young boy with beads in his hair, smiled slightly. "I guess it is."
 
   "Hey. Don't be like that! We get to go see grandpa," said the girl.
 
   Garushke nodded. "Yeah, but ... you know."
 
   "Right... Brother, I know you liked her and all, but..."
 
   Garushke frowned at his little sister. "Veste, don't say it."
 
   Veste sighed. "Someone has to say it."
 
   "Whatever," said Garushke in a surly manner before he crossed his arms and looked out the window.
 
   "Ashkanti is a mountain centaur. She's freaking huge!" exclaimed Veste.
 
   "We could have worked." muttered Garushke petulantly.
 
   "Her fiancé is even huger," said Veste with a laugh.
 
   
  
 


Garushke's snort of derision showed his feelings on the subject. He lifted one of his hands then shook his head slightly. "So what if he's bigger? I could take him."
 
   Veste snickered at her older brother. "Maybe you could." She then leaned in and offered him a bit of sisterly advice. "But there are some ways he would be bigger that you just can't deal with, besides it's not like you were even dating."
 
   "How do you know?" asked Garushke.
 
   "Were you dating? Last I heard, she'd been engaged for years." asked Veste. She nudged her brother with her elbow. "Did you ever speak to her, even once?"
 
   "What's speaking to a woman got to do with dating?" asked Garushke with another snort.
 
   Scott tried not to listen in on their conversation, but it was hard not to become invested. The brother and sister duo were not shy about discussing the boy's love life. Scott would have pegged Garushke as being a twelve year old at best, but from what he had heard the brokenhearted goblin was closer to twenty.
 
   Their chattering quieted down after a while. Scott pulled out his Crysta-Com and began to fiddle around with his apps. After he spent a little time screwing around, he checked to see if there were any other quests set for the Trinity Highcrowne ruins fifty miles north of Valkovia.
 
   A slow smile spread across his lips. He showed a few things to Herbert and they made plans. There were actually several missions set in that area that would work to their purposes. Scott selected four of them that seemed to be the simplest, and then decided to do a little app-based window shopping. It would not be long before he would need an equipment upgrade. Herbert was almost done with the helmet that he wanted to make, but the rest of Scott's gear needed to be improved.
 
   He was notably interested in one type of item, the item that he hoped to find as a loot drop in the ruins of Trinity Highcrowne. Since the moment Scott had seen them during his tutorial mission, he had been enamored of them.
 
   Primarily a sorcerer, weapons were not really his thing anymore. However, there were some situations that popped up in combat that would allow guns to perform better than spells. For one, he did not need to understand the fundamental nature of the magical universe to shoot someone. Some firearms also worked in magic nullifying locations. 
 
   Another solid point was the nature of the weapons and how they were used. So long as he was within a direct line-of-sight, he had a good chance of hitting what he aimed at. Their aiming mechanics were similar to the type of weapons he had used throughout his military career. Without a firearms skill he might not be able to generate as much damage with them as he would like, but that could be changed in time once he acquired said skill.
 
   The train ride had taken a few hours. Scott and Herbert ate a quick meal at the local diner since they would not be eating dinner till late that night. Afterward, they set out for the ruins further to the North.
 
   The grassland around the train station soon gave way to a dry wasteland. The rocky landscape filled with cracked earth was a living reminder of an ancient tragedy. The life force of the town built by Albertus Trinity, third prince of the realm during his time, was stripped from it during a time of unrest. His elder brothers vied for the throne, and decided that his neutral stance was not to be allowed.
 
   Whatever fell power had stripped the land of its life force had never been fully revealed. The only certainty was that Trinity Highcrowne, ancient city of magical science, was a ravaged wasteland. Machine monsters and the occasional specter could be seen among the ruins. 
 
   Occasionally expeditions were sent in to clear out the monsters, but the kingdom of Valkovia never bothered to clear it completely. It was far more lucrative to allow the ancient ruins to continue in their fashion.
 
   Sight-seers came from all over the world to stare at the derelict remnants of the former existence. Treasure hunters still found hidden rooms on occasion. The interest Scott had in the place was the monster spawns. He was only partially convinced by the lore of the place. Ultimately, it was simply a location to hunt monsters and find loot.
 
   The sun was already starting to drop low on the horizon by the time they found their first prey, only a few hours of daylight remained. They were on the extreme outskirts of the area, a relatively safe place to hunt at their level. The monsters supposedly never came in groups larger than two, and were among the weakest available.
 
   In the distance, Scott saw a weird conglomeration of house hold appliances wandering aimlessly around the area. It had the head of a toaster, and a body like a washing machine. Instead of legs, it rolled around on some sort wheel barrow. The arms looked to be bits and pieces of metal collected at random, and they were tipped with power tools.
 
   "Hmm, let's go see if we can take out a scrap heap," said Scott.
 
   Herbert chittered warmly then gestured toward the scrap heap in question. There was a lot of open ground. Stealth would be next to impossible with the skills that Scott possessed. The rodent member of the team was still small enough to be able to act as a lure. They worked out a plan, and then set it into action.
 
   A brief few moments later, Scott was hidden behind the only large rock in the area. Herbert moved forward in a slow zig-zag. They would test to see how close they had to be to their prey before it noticed them.
 
   As it turned out, the heap of junk was not particularly observant. Herbert stopped a short distance from the rolling scrap pile then jumped up and down. He chittered loudly then turned and wiggled his little rodent booty at the thing.
 
   Scott frowned then came out of hiding. He trotted toward Herbert. He nearly reached the rodent's position when the scrap pile finally took notice of him.
 
   The toaster it had for a head made a popping noise. Surprisingly, fresh toast popped up. Scott glanced toward Herbert. The rodent glanced back to him. They both then looked to their potential prey. For a brief moment, they wondered if it was friendly. That moment passed right about the time when the power drill came online.
 
   With a loud Vreeeee the power drill arm of the scrap heap was thrust forward. The wheel barrow riding washing machine monster rolled toward them at a rapid pace, hell-bent on drilling for fun and profit.
 
   Both Scott and Herbert easily avoided the creature's attack and immediately began to counter in their own way. Herbert danced a passionate freestyle dance routine that bolstered Scott's attack and agility. Scott leapt toward the critter and unleashed a powerful flying kick that hit it squarely in its boxy backside.
 
   The entire heap of moving metal fell over then began to emit sparks. Not long after that, it fell apart and became nothing but useless junk once more.
 
   "Seriously?" asked Scott. Sure, his stats were more along the lines of someone who had gained twenty or thirty levels even before Herbert's boost, but a single kick taking the thing out seemed weird. It was a machine monster. Why wasn't it more resistant to physical attacks?
 
   Herbert shrugged at him. An easy win was still a win.
 
   Scott frowned a little then shrugged as well. All the results of the previous battle meant was that they would probably need to penetrate further into the area. This thing was probably the weakest type of machine monster that they would face.
 
   The rummaged through the scrap heap, for a while and collected the only things of note. They took the machine core, the power drill, the toast, and the wheel barrow. Scott pushed the wheel barrow while Herbert rode inside, toast in hand. The little rat ate to replenish his stamina from the short dance, and the day wore on, the better part of an hour passed during their travels.
 
   The duo ran across two more of the junkyard rejects; neither was particularly powerful. The first of the new challenges had been something that was shaped a little like a giant sunflower made of garbage. It had spat seeds made of shrapnel, but the force behind them was so weak that they barely made it three yards before hitting the dirt.
 
   Machine cores were a part of one of his side quests, so Scott was not too unhappy about the easy fights. He needed two hundred of the things. The simplicity of the fights made that a simple matter to deal with. His other quests included acquiring useful items like the power drill or rarer scrap metals such as copper or aluminum. The wheel barrow proved quite useful for hauling the bulkier materials, but the rarer scrap metals were in short supply at the moment. So far he had found a single aluminum clamp.
 
   "Hey, what's that?" asked Scott a few minutes after defeating a pile of rusty metal crap that had been held together by a ragged tarp. He pointed to a bit of dust rising up in the distance.
 
   Herbert tilted his head to the side then shrugged. He could not tell at the current distance, either.
 
   Scott located a large rock and parked the wheel barrow behind it. He and his little buddy moved forward in order to see what was going on.
 
   The dust was revealed to be a rusty motorcycle puttering around the area. Every now and then it would backfire loudly. The thunderous sound was reminiscent of a shotgun, and would have easily been heard from miles around.
 
   Scott and Herbert shared a look then nodded. This one might be rusty, but it was not a collection of scrap like the others.
 
   Moving as a team, Scott and Herbert split up. They did their best to avoid detection, still a difficult prospect in the mostly open terrain, and moved to flank the slowly rolling motorcycle. Unlike their first attempt at limited stealth, there were a few larger rocks in the area. They used them to their best advantage and were soon in place.
 
   The sputtering motorcycle puttered right along, all the while it was unaware of the dangers lurking just beyond its observable world. At the exact moment that it came into range. Scott hopped up onto his rock then leapt atop his unsuspecting prey. Herbert began to dance atop his rock as well.
 
   A loud Vrooo-vreeeeooom roared from the rusting bit of mobile scrap. It reared back on its hind-wheel then pealed out down the road at a brisk eight miles per hour. Scott could tell the speed by the cracked speedometer on its control panel.
 
   Now that he was on the thing, he had one problem. "How the hell do I fight a motorcycle?"
 
   The motorcycle honked its horn aggressively. Scott responded by punching at its little control panel. He immediately drew his hand back and shook it briskly. Punching a motorcycle hurt a bit compared to kicking a pile of crap.
 
   "Aha!" cried Scott, as an idea occurred to him. He clutched his thighs tightly to the seat then squeezed the hand brakes. The motorcycle lurched to a jerky stopped. The angry little rust bucket screeched and vroomed in protest.
 
   He kept the back wheel's brake clamped tight and began focusing on his elemental control over lightning. He was uncertain about any actual spells that he might bring to bear at the moment, but he did know that he could at least shock the rusty bastard.
 
   Elemental energy surged through his body, and then he magnified that elemental force with mana. It was no spell, but it was useful. Electrical current arced and crackled from his fingers as it was drawn into the machine. The power he generated was not enough to harm him, due to the slight resistance that drawing upon the energy granted in the first place. However, it played havoc with the angry little machine's electrical system.
 
   In some ways, the piles of rusty machine parts were like undead monsters. They were kept in the world via a tenuous spiritual resonance. The stronger the monster, the stronger that resonance. The motorcycle took several minutes of continuous charge to finally give up the machine ghost, so to speak. 
 
   The motorcycle rattled to a stop and Scott sighed. "Tougher, but not quite where we need to be for training." he said.
 
   It was true enough. The rust-bucket had required more effort than the first three scrap heaps. However, if his most basic capacity to use elemental energy could stop it, they needed a tougher challenge as a team.
 
   Herbert came over and Scott looked down to him. "Let's scrap this guy and head back for the day. We'd need to go further in to find anything decent, and it's already getting dark."
 
   The little rodent agreed. So far the pickings had been slim. Tomorrow promised to be better if they went further into the area, perhaps even into the actual ruined city.
 
   
  
 

Chapter 6
 
   Sound and fury echoed through the air. The dangerous sonic dissonance of a revving engine combined with the whining buzz of a power drill heralded an incoming attack that would be difficult to dodge. A loud cry erupted from Scott's lips a split-second before he leapt back from his current foe. He clutched at the ruination of his left arm, and fought back a wave of nausea that threatened to overwhelm him.
 
   Blood poured heavily from his terrible wound. The flesh was shredded down to the bone by his mechanical enemy. If the fight went on for too much longer, he might die from the injury.
 
   "Shit," snapped Scott while he clutched at his wounded arm. He hopped back further in order to avoid another drill attack. He was off-balance now. Unable to move around as freely as before, he was forced into a series of last minute dodges as the monstrosity pressed the assault. Eventually, he moved far enough from the beast to get a little breathing room.
 
   Outside the range of the rusting hulk, Scott circled the mechanical junk pile. He was hurt badly, but he did not want to abandon the fight. Not yet.
 
   The beast brought over a dozen mechanical arms to the fight. Each of them was tipped with a cutting or drilling implement. It was hard to get in close, and even more difficult to get away once an attack began.
 
   On the verge of collapse, he downed one of the few restorative items that he allowed himself to purchase. While the miracle of modern magical alchemy performed its healing work, he kept a wary eye on the murderous contraption.
 
   Scott's problem with the slow moving scrap pile was that he did not have an effective ranged weapon. Even his celestial spell proved to be less effective than he would have liked. Technically, the beast was a spirit inhabiting a machine. Despite that fact, the nature of its existence did not translate entirely to undead status. Perhaps it held some sort of innate defense against celestial power? It was possible, but hard to say. It should be no different than a zombie, except for the fact that its body was comprised of random junk.
 
   Herbert dodged past a buzz saw arm then dived inward toward the center of the beast. The cape wearing rodent launched himself up into the air then landed with a hard double-kick to the monster's refrigerator body. The result was a small dent, and a re-orientation of all of the mechanical arms toward the attacking Grassrat.
 
   Scott saw that as an opening for an attack of his own. He rushed in and performed a powerful spinning heel kick that slammed into scrap beast from the opposite side. The new dent was much deeper than the old one, but it was not nearly enough to end the fight.
 
   His arm was healing, but it was still too injured to be used effectively. The bleeding was slowed greatly, but the pain was excruciating whenever the damaged limb moved. However, that did not stop him from following his attack up with a brutal kick to one of the closest mechanical arms. As both luck and Scott's current skill would have it, his heel impacted one of the mechanical beast's arm joints. It was loosely constructed from random scrap. There was no way that the annoying creature could withstand the force of Scott's blow at such a location.
 
   A loud combination of a cracking sound and the scream of overstressed metal split the air. The arm joint was weakened considerably after the attack. Suddenly, the tide began to turn. The fighters had discovered a path to victory.
 
   The only saving grace in this battle was that the monster was a bit on the slow side. It could attack quickly once its limbs were lined up, but it took a few seconds to put them in place. In some ways, the beast was like a cross between a hermit crab, a refrigerator, and one of those mechanical arm crane games. It must be lined up perfectly to get the prize. The prize of course, was sawing or drilling into Scott's sweet manly meats.
 
   Fighting with renewed vigor, the sorcerer and his rodent brother kept the pressure on during the fight. The refrigerator body was battered with kicks, while the dynamic duo did their best to avoid receiving what could easily be considered a deadly attack sequence.
 
   It was a ruse. The real goal was to disorient the mechanical monstrosity to the point that Scott would be able to kick one of its arm joints.
 
   Herbert had it easiest during the battle, even if his attacks also did the least damage. The hermit crab refrigerator monster faced difficulty when it tried to accurately striking at the speedy little rodent. His task became that of the aggressive guy who kept most of the monster's attention.
 
   Not all of the beast's attention was stolen by the agile rodent, however. Scott was forced to duck under an incoming saw blade strike. Luckily he was not foolish enough to remain in place when he did so. He immediately rolled to the left in the process of evading the attack, and narrowly avoided a sudden downturn of the whirling blade. Out of the weapons that the possessed scrap pile could bring to bear, the saw blades were the most difficult to deal with at any given moment. The drill attacks would only lunge forward, but the saws would occasionally swerve downward without warning.
 
   The battle continued unabated for several tense minutes. Outside of a few minor lacerations and a near-miss from another drill attack, neither of the two received another injury. Eventually, the murderous mechanical hermit crab fell to the ground and sputtered its last pitiful sputter.
 
   Neither man nor Grassrat ceased the battle at that point, however. They continued to beat on the machine just to be certain. Once they finally tired of pounding on the scrap heap, they set about taking it apart to find decent salvage.
 
   "Man, this thing was a pain in the ass," said Scott as he tore off one of the mechanical arms. Most of the metal was rusty garbage, but one of the motor joints seemed to be in good working order. It would be worth a few copper at least.
 
   Scrap metal by itself, mostly steel, was only work a few copper coins per hundred pounds. It was not worth lugging it all over the countryside without a heavy duty truck to haul it. The cores and occasional working parts weighed much less, but were each worth a good deal more.
 
   Herbert squeaked excitedly then patted the side of the refrigerator. Scott moved to investigate then grinned after he saw what had gotten the little fellow so worked up. "Now that was worth it."
 
   Scott reached into the refrigerator body and ripped out several wires that were attached to the largest core that they had found so far. "Looks like the entire casing is made of aluminum, too."
 
   Copper, aluminum, and silver were sometimes found inside the beasts. Those metals were worth their weight and should always be carried back to town.
 
   Outside of the core, a few servo-motors, and the bits of various scrap metals worth scrapping, there was not much else of value. Scott calculated that the core was probably worth about eight normal cores. It was not a major find, but it was equal to beating eight of the weaker scrap heaps that they faced previously. It would be more than enough to finish up their core collector mission. The metal price would vary, but along with the motors they would probably see a full silver after coming their way after this fight. Dangerous, but the battle was worth it in the end.
 
   Scott reached over and checked his arm. The health tonic helped a bit, but the wound was still deep. "What say we pack it in for the day, buddy? Rhea's coming back tomorrow. We might as well settle up some of these missions."
 
   Herbert nodded in response then waddled over to the wheelbarrow. He would get a free ride back to town, while the injured man had to push the haul. The perks of being small and badass were not wasted on the little fellow.
 
   The long walk back gave the duo time to consider recent events. They'd fought long and hard as a team, though their skills and experience barely increased. The focus on actively building wealth, and acquiring better equipment, was one that allowed them to grow in different ways. Recently, they had traded the ability to level up quickly for financial gain.
 
   "You did good back there Herbert," said Scott.
 
   The Grassrat raised up one paw and waved him off. It was no big deal to him.
 
   On the way back, Scott considered the way things went that day. The refrigerator hermit crab creature was not particularly strong, but it possessed a lot of short range attack avenues. He could not afford a firearm at the moment. Finding one in the field would have to wait until his group could penetrate deeper into the area. Till then, a different sort of ranged weapon might be a good idea. Magical ranged attacks would take a while to develop into a proper attack tool.
 
   Time passed and they eventually reached town. The local scrap yard was as popular as ever. They rarely saw another hunting party out in the wilds, but back in town it was common to see a few dozen people in line to complete quests or to sell scrap.
 
   Scott and Herbert got in line behind a tall man in a jump suit. The word man might be a bit off, however. He had dark blue skin, and a mass of tentacles where his chin should be. Everything about him except for the squid chin and skin color seemed quite normal, however.
 
   The squid man began to mumble after a while. "Whose brain do I have to suck to get this line moving?"
 
   The brain sucking enthusiast continued to mutter and bemoan the line for quite some time. Every now and then he would look at someone and his tentacles would wriggle in agitation.
 
   Lines took time to deal with. That was their nature. No matter how long an individual had to wait, it was usually too long. The scrap yard line did move, however. Eventually, squid face got the chance to turn in his quest and a handful of servo-motors. He received his payment and left in a huff. His time was quite important, after all.
 
   Scott wheeled the group salvage over to the weigh station, and then began to separate everything into different empty bins set aside for each kind of item that the yard was interested in buying. The items were weighed, and he was given a sales slip that included a mission complete statement.
 
   "Alright," said the cat-eared girl working at the payout desk. "With mission pay included... That comes to twenty-three silver."
 
   "What? Seriously?" asked Scott. Herbert stared wide-eyed at the cheerful woman. Neither of them could believe the result.
 
   "Oh yes, we just sent off our collected load of copper and aluminum so we are giving out the best prices for the day."
 
   "Hey, I'm not complaining. It's more than I expected," said Scott. He had calculated eighteen silver at most for everything they had salvaged that day, mission pay included.
 
   Scott collected payment and then paid a few coppers to store the wheelbarrow. Finished with work for the day, the dynamic duo opted to return to Valkovia on the next train. Rhea and Scott had made plans for her return to ARS. Since actually meeting up would take time anyway, they decided to make a day of it.
 
   A quick dinner was shared between the two before Scott and Herbert's train arrived. It was a bit more populated this time when compared to the last, but there were fewer persons of interest. The most notable was another squid-faced individual. A young girl by all indications.
 
   Scott played with his Crysta-Com for a while before a conversation caught his interest. Two teenage boys, humans by the look of them, were talking to the girl with the squidly heritage.
 
   "Come on baby, you can tell us," said one of the boys. He looked to be in his mid-teen years, perhaps fourteen or fifteen. His friend was roughly similar in age.
 
   "I am not your, baby," said the girl, her tentacles writhing in agitation.
 
   "Why not? You ain't too bad lookin' for a squid," said the youth.
 
   "I am aware of my beauty. Thank you," she said in a non-comital manner. She then sighed loudly and crossed her arms over her chest.
 
   The boys persisted, however. The second youth asked, "You ever use those tentacles for anything fun?"
 
   Another loud sigh echoed through the train car. Her disinterest caused the teens to become even bolder.
 
   "Lookit this one! She thinks she's too good for us," said the first boy.
 
   "Yeah, stuck-up squid," said the second boy in a loud and obnoxious voice.
 
   Scott rolled his eyes. It never failed with some guys. If a girl wasn't into them, it had to be her fault.
 
   The boys continued to pester the girl for quite some time, until she grew fed-up with them and chose to change seats. The only available seat happened to be adjacent to the one Scott shared with Herbert.
 
   "Excuse me. Do you mind if I sit here?" asked the girl.
 
   "Feel free. I don't own the train," said Scott with a smile.
 
   The boys gave him a death glare, but he ignored them. Instead he moved a few of his things over onto his lap so that she could sit down.
 
   "I see you've had a hard trip so far," he said pleasantly.
 
   Her tentacles shifted a little and she sighed in response. "It would be nice if I could take one train ride without some brat or other seeing me as a piece of meat."
 
   "Is it really so bad?" asked Scott. He had never heard that chicks with squids for chins were some sort of sexual prize.
 
   "Are you from around here?" she asked him curiously.
 
   "Not really, no."
 
   "Ah. Well..." Her eyes closed part of the way and the skin of her cheeks darkened to a slightly deeper shade of blue. "There's a stupid stereotype about the females of my race."
 
   "Oh? What would that be?"
 
   "It's embarrassing..." she said.
 
   One of the boys answered for her by calling out, loudly, "Them squilanti chicks give head so good it blows your mind!"
 
   She hissed at the rude little shit, her tentacles flailing in annoyance. "Was your mother a goat, you rude child?"
 
   "What did you say about my mama?" asked the annoyed little shit.
 
   "She had to be a goat for you to be raised to bleat any stupid thing you wished to say without concern for those around you!" The angered squilanti girl crossed her arms over her voluminous bosom and made a huffing noise.
 
   It was not long before a security officer made her way back to the scene of the growing argument. When she found out the reason for why it started, the boys were made to leave the train at the next stop.
 
   "I can see why you get annoyed by stuff like that," said Scott.
 
   She looked to him, and her left most tentacle wriggled. "Yes, it is quite annoying. While it is true that my people have certain skills... That does not mean that we're interested in using them on just anyone whom we run across."
 
   Scott smiled at her once more, but did not answer. He was not sure what to say to that, and it was possible that anything he did say might be mistaken for something else.
 
   After a brief silence passed, he changed the subject. They chatted about her people, and what little he knew about his supposed people. They traded stories about their lives and passed the time in a friendly manner.
 
   At the next stop, Scott's temporary train companion rose from her seat then prepared to leave. She turned to him and said, "If you like, you should bring your fiancé with you to visit my family estate sometime. I am certain that my father would enjoy meeting you both. He has a certain interest in sorcery and in the natural magic of the elven peoples."
 
   "I'll keep that in mind. It's out in the Salt Marsh region in the far western territory, right?" asked Scott.
 
   "Yes, correct." Her tentacles swayed in a gentle manner that Scott took to be something again to a smile among her people. The expression of her eyes certainly suggested it.
 
   "Perhaps we will see you later then, Ms. Amiscoototiloanosci."
 
   "You remembered my name?" Her eyes widened slightly. "Most humans end up mangling it, badly."
 
   "I'll probably live up to that reputation next time," he said with a grin.
 
   She laughed warmly, her tentacles wriggling in a happy sort of way. "That seems a fair possibility. See you later then."
 
   Scott's new associate left the train after that. The rest of the trip back was made in relative silence. He did not know whether they would indeed visit the girl's home, but it was nice to meet new people. "Hmm, Rhea did want to do more as a couple..."
 
   Thoughts of coupledom dancing through his head, Scott left the train in a slight daze. He did not realize that three sets of eyes peered at him from the dark. One set of which was quite beady. In a not so subtle whisper, Beady Eyes said, "See. Told you we'd see him get off the train if we waited here long enough. Let's get him."
 
   "This guy's AFK," said the elven girl while gesturing to the third member of the trio. His eyes were open, but he was obviously asleep.
 
   Beady Eyes looked over to his lightly snoring companion and groaned. "Well don't that beat all!"
 
   He set about slapping the guy around for wasting their golden opportunity. He'd have more than a few minor bruises when he returned. 
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Night in the city was a time of whimsy, of wonder. No one seemed to sleep in Valkovia. Scott looked down from the balcony of his hotel room, and spent time thinking about the people and vehicles moving down below. In many ways, at this distance, the city was like any decently sized town from Earth. Only closer inspection would show that the people were often made different than the normal mass of humanity he had been accustomed to throughout his life.
 
   "I wonder what they would act like if they knew..," said Scott, a slight frown on his lips. The citizenry went busily about their lives. Many of them had no serious concerns in the world save for their current armed conflict with the Storm Tyrant.
 
   The time for the board to act was well over a decade away, potentially. It was strange to Scott, even so. How would the people of Earth react if the situation these people faced was forced onto them instead? What if they were suddenly forced to fight for the survival of the human race? How would they react when they discovered that it was because a handful of people did not think the current world was profitable enough? Worse. The ones who might choose to end everything did so despite the fact that they lost nothing truly remarkable if they did not destroy the place.
 
   Money was essentially meaningless to the gods due to the fact that they lived an immortal existence. The ones who might kill off the people of this world, would do so solely because it was in character for their particular human-like lifestyle.
 
   Scott ran his fingers through his hair then took a deep breath. "How strong do I need to be to have a chance of taking down the Lords of Terror, anyway?"
 
   Leveling required a great deal more effort in this world. Constant battle only took someone so far. He had to complete missions, interact with the locals, and train. For the next few years Rhea was going to be left behind when it came to such things. Most of their time together would have to focus on completing missions. It was necessary for the possibility of buying more time, but it was also problematic.
 
   The biggest difficulty was the fact that his profession required more attention to detail. It provided incredible capacity for growth and customization, but he literally needed to build his powers from the ground up.
 
   "Ero will be back with us in a few weeks. Rhea's going to be here for a few days." Scott bit his lower lip then slowly nodded his head. "I need a training plan."
 
   He considered the possibilities before, but he came to the conclusion that he needed a definite training regimen. Scott went back into the room and sat down at a table. He spent a short time scribbling down training ideas.
 
   Currently, his training was a bit haphazard. He needed to spend time trying different methods for creating spells. Now that he had done so for the most part, there were a few things that he needed to work on aside from that. He needed to work on his physical skills, but there was also one class of magical energy that he had ignored for the most part outside of limited study in the library.
 
   The primordial magic he had access to due to events on the casual server was known in this world, but it was not the sort of thing that would be discussed at length in a book found in a public library. He would have to search for the answers. 
 
   Scott finished scribbling down a few notes, and then looked them over. Afterward, he chose the three things that he felt were the most necessary for immediate training.
 
   "That should cut down on a lot of wasted time." Scott went back to the balcony and immediately began to train. He had already slept for a short while. He had six, perhaps seven hours before Rhea would once again walk the land. It was time that he needed to spend in training.
 
   He focused on the lightning, the elemental spark that resided within himself. Electricity flowed along his limbs and then to the space between his palms. It moved from one hand to the other in short arcing bursts. After training his magical mastery to his current level, it was easier to control the flow of the elements. Now it did not require an extreme effort to coax the energy to flow between his palms.
 
   Scott stared into the space between his hands. He watched the electricity arcing back and forth for a moment. The easiest victory he'd had against a machine monster other than the very first pile of scrap, had been the battle with the motorcycle.
 
   Electricity was a better deterrent against the mechanical junk piles than celestial energy. That must be a design choice by the monster designers among the gods. Otherwise, his celestial attacks would be deadly to those critters. They were not much different than the living armor monsters he fought before. If anything they were close cousins.
 
   Lightning attacks, like so many others, eluded him. However, recently he began to suspect that it was because he failed to realize a still hidden truth.
 
   The electricity arced back and forth between his hands for a moment while he contemplated. The patterns he worked with to date were designed for specific elements. They were highly useful, but the main issue for him was that they were not really designed for sorcerers. They were meant for the other types of magic wielders. Sure, he would gain basic patterns for developing his magical abilities, but they were just training aids.
 
   Other professions used magic like a tool. A sorcerer existed alongside magic. He was supposed to be part of that flow. He had heard such things from Rhea on rare occasion, but most of what he truly knew about sorcery came from his brief time with the master who helped him achieve his current status.
 
   "What was it that the master said about the elements ...?" Scott searched his memory. There were dozens of little tidbits, small hints mixed into the situation.
 
   Scott took a breath then said, "Serene is Water before it flows. Fire is a furious blaze as all men know, but from small spark within does it grow. Wind is formed by gentle breeze or terrible will, always in motion and never still."
 
   The words stuck with him for a moment, before he continued. "Earth is unchanging throughout time, unbroken, unbending, an element sublime. Lightning is the will of men, one to none and home again. Shadow is an existence within all kinds, a darkness that erodes even the strongest minds."
 
   "The master said that a true sorcerer had to be what he was. He must speak his mind in a clear and simple manner until he knows enough to be silent." Scott tasted the words for a moment then made the tiny spark of lightning arc between his hands.
 
   Scott watched the lightning arc for a moment. "One to none and home again... Lightning is the will of men ..."
 
   He tilted his head to the side then his eyes widened slightly. "A true sorcerer has to be who he is... Speak his mind until... What if...?"
 
   Realization struck the man like a sledgehammer to the face. "Could it be so simple?"
 
   It was possible that he had fallen for a verbal trap. He had thought that the master had meant something else, but what if he had literally given him the key to the basic foundation of all sorcery!
 
   The sorcerer watched the lightning arc between his hands once more. "One to none and home again... Lightning is the will of men..."
 
   Scott did the one thing he had not thought to do before. Instead of trying to will the lightning or any element into place, he spoke up and said, "One to none and home again... lightning flow between my hands..."
 
   Perhaps he had imagined it, but the next arc of energy seemed to flash brighter. Scott decided to try a slightly different tactic. He envisioned the lightning stopping between his palms to form a ball of brightly shining light. "Lightning flow from one to none. Do not fail to stun someone."
 
   It was a terrible rhyme, but the result was a brief flash of light that did in fact stun him a little. Scott blinked his eyes rapidly, momentarily flash blinded. Despite the spots in his vision, he could not help but laugh. "I think I'm on to something!"
 
   After his vision cleared up, he tried again. This time he left out the part about stunning someone. Instead he merely chose to create a little rhyme that that was designed to generate a bright flash of light.
 
   The resultant flash of light lit up the area like a flashlight going on and off. "There's no way this can be so simple!" exclaimed Scott happily.
 
   He spent his time studying patterns, like a mage, but the truth was that his power was fundamentally different. He held more in common with a monster than a mage. Animals and monsters used their magic by instinct. Monks and sorcerers were supposed to be closer to magic than any other caster class. Only those individuals with racial benefits could claim otherwise and still follow a different path.
 
   "I'm supposed to be a twilight sorcerer, a master sorcerer. Yet, I failed to realize just what I really was..," said Scott.
 
   Patterns were great things to study. They can provide insight into the way in which mana and the elements worked together. Yet, the truth was that they were meant to provide mages with a means of using magic. As a sorcerer, Scott was supposed to be part of magic.
 
   The exultant sorcerer quickly gleaned his memory in search of the knowledge and hints the master had left him. There were many such tidbits to consider. In order to master his magic, a sorcerer must master himself. It was the sort of teaching one might expect from a martial arts movie, but it had real applications.
 
   A sorcerer was magic. It wasn't something he used, it was part of him. It was like his arm or his leg.
 
   "One to none and home again. Lightning is the will of men..," said Scott softly.
 
   Scott lifted up his right hand, palm up. The power, the real power, was there all along. Developing it would be a constant act of self-discovery. The more he mastered himself, the more he could master his magic. It was not the magic. It was his magic.
 
   "My dumb ass," said Scott. "I've been putting the cart before the horse, huh?"
 
   Until now, he spent his training time trying to will magic into patterns. The truth was, that magic worked through him as an extension of his body and soul. He needed to use his words to evoke the power into the world, until he mastered that specific expression to the extent that he could simple do so as an act of will. The words were not a requirement like a mage or a priest. They were a training tool to focus his mind!
 
   He thought carefully on what to say, and how to say it. His words needs to be confident and possibly a bit dramatic to make certain that he was not acting in a manner too casual to effectively change reality. It did not take long before he felt that he the needed words. "I am the light that illuminates the shadows. Let no darkness survive my presence."
 
   A crackling sound emanated through the air at a point roughly one foot above his upraised palm. The crackling sound intensified. Scott suddenly felt a sense of weakness roll throughout his body, but he had expected something like it to happen. He was burning his mana at an incredible rate while focusing on the creation of his chosen power.
 
   "I am the light that illuminates the shadows. Let no darkness survive my presence," he said once more, this time with greater confidence.
 
   Sweat began to pour down the side of his face. For the first time in this world he was attempting to create magic in the true manner of a twilight sorcerer. Even this simple feat was extraordinarily draining. There was no pattern, no safety net. Scott now attempted to warp the very nature of existence to effect the change that he wanted, not as a mage would do it, but as a pure unadulterated act of will.
 
   He repeated the words once more. His breath became measured. His body began to calm itself. It would take time and focus to create the change he desired. It was entirely possible that it would not happen now, but over the course of the next few minutes ... it did happen.
 
   A crackling ball of brightly shining elemental lightning hovered above Scott's palm. He was the lightning. The lightning was he. Scott raised up his other hand and willed the mystical ball of radiant death to arc through the air. He shifted the energy within himself and captured that lightning above his other palm.
 
   He held the manifestation as long as his concentration and mana would allow. A few minutes later, it faded away as though it never existed.
 
   Thoroughly exhausted from his triumph, Scott could only smile while he leaned heavily upon the balcony rail. Patterns were good. They would teach him a lot, but now he understood more about his true nature. Sorcery was hard work. It was the art of will merged with the flesh. Unlike a mage, he would have to be able to unleash his spells at a moment's notice while actively engaged in physical combat. He would rarely have the luxury of standing around at a distance while chanting.
 
   Scott sighed heavily. He was temporarily exhausted by his feat, but there was a smile upon his lips. "I wonder what Rhea's gonna say about this?"
 
   He rested for a time then began to practice once more. As the moments passed, he became bolder and more curious. His currently skill level would allow for some interesting developments, even though it would take time for any of them to become strong enough to be of use in a fight.
 
   After a long and eventful night, morning came. With it came a beautiful promise. That promise came in the form of a blue haired goddess descending unto the mortal realm in her chosen form, that of an equally blue haired high elf. Origin, in her guise as Rhea, stretched her arms then yawned delicately into her hand.
 
   "Feels like I slept for a week," she said cheekily before offering a small grin to the world around her. She returned to the world in the same location that she left, near the fairy town that Ero was currently located.
 
   She scanned the area for a moment then headed out toward the train station. During her walk she took in the sights and sounds of the world. It was nice to be back. Previously she found it difficult to be here for anything other than level grinding, but now the worlds of ARS represented a much happier place for her. It was no longer just a job, or simply stress relief. It was a world filled with the promise of beauty and love.
 
   Once she arrived at the station, she read the schedule then nodded. "About half an hour, huh?"
 
   Rhea went to get a drink then sat down on a bench. The train station was not crowded that early in the morning. Most people took the later train, since they would actually be awake in time to catch it. That left Rhea mostly alone in the area.
 
   The goddess in elven form began to hum a cheerful song while she took out her Crysta-Com. "Better let Scott know I'm coming..."
 
   Message sent, she took a sip of her drink then waited for his reply. It did not take long. A warm smile spread across her lips at the swiftness of his reply. It was nice that he was as eager to be reunited with her as she was with him.
 
   She read through what he had sent, mostly stuff about how he could not wait to see her. There was an interesting bit about wanting to show her something that may or may not have been innuendo, but the most interesting thing of all was the last line. "I have enclosed an artistically rendered photo for your viewing enjoyment."
 
   Rhea laughed a little then took another drink. While she did so, she clicked on the attachment that had been sent. She froze in place for a brief instant before the contents of her mouth shot out like a water from a firehose. Rhea's face turned bright red and she made a strangled noise.
 
   The image on screen was of Scott. Had it been nothing more than a simple selfie, it would have been sweet but unremarkable. However, this particular image featured Scott completely nude. He was lying down with his back to her, the curvature of his masculine booty lightly arched to further her supposed enjoyment. He looked at her over his shoulder with his head tilted back a bit, an expression on his face that was a cross between goofy and sensual. One hand gently framed his chin, while his lips were slightly puckered in the ancient style known as duck face.
 
   Rhea barked out an embarrassed laugh then covered her eyes with one of her hands. After she stopped her body from shaking, her fingers slid open. She peaked at the image on screen once more. Her laughter returned and tears began to flow. She tore her hand from her eyes and waved it at the air as though she was warding off an enemy. "R-really, Scott?!"
 
   The thoroughly amused and embarrassed girl could not see properly due to the tears pouring down her face. Her hands were a bit unstable from the raucous laughter she continued to unleash. The few people in the train station drew away from her a little. It was not right to mess with the crazies.
 
   Unfortunately for Rhea, her current state caused her to do something she would never have intended. Thinking to respond with a strongly worded message about how she was going to get payback, she attempted to open a message window. Instead of the reply button, her shaking hands and reduced vision caused her to click on the share button instead. Defaulting to share all, the image of her fiancé in all his ridiculous glory was sent out not only to her immediate family, but rerouted through her work terminal. The not safe for work image was sent out to all company staff members. 
 
   It was not long before she became flooded with replies from her immediate family and notifications that she was receiving large numbers of messages from staff members at her terminal. Rhea realized what she had done then slapped her palm over her face once more, and started to cry for a different reason.
 
   "No, no, no..." she mumbled like a mantra. The messages and notifications grew rapidly from there.
 
   A few minutes before the train arrived, she developed the courage to read what her family sent to her. She did not even begin to have the nerve to see what the company staff was going to say about it.
 
    
 
   [--]
 
   Mid_the_Amazing: Dear Childe...              
 
   [--]
 
    
 
   [--]
 
   Silence_Bro: Sister dear. Contrary to what certain assholes on D-Net forums might say, I am really not into this sort of thing.
 
   [--]
 
    
 
   [--]
 
   Sexy_Mama: Oh my... Dear heart. If you don't want him, I'll take him.
 
   [--]
 
    
 
   [--]
 
   Big_Sis_Theta: Wow, so that's what all the fuss was about. Pretty sweet level design there sis...
 
   [--]              
 
    
 
   Rhea groaned loudly as she read through those, and then a few more messages from the family. Shara's was certainly expected even if it took a while to come through.
 
    
 
   [--]
 
   Modern_Ninja_Girl: So cruel... *Sniff. Sniff.* PS: Does this mean you've changed your mind about sharing? *puppy dog eyes*
 
   [--]
 
    
 
   However, when her father responded Rhea took a deep breath before she read the message. "Wow, even dad..."
 
   Rhea bit her lower lip. How would her father respond? This was without a doubt the single most ridiculous thing she had ever done by accident. Timidly, she clicked the message to open it.
 
    
 
   [--]
 
   Lord_Arbiter_1024: Daughter. I do need a new screen saver, but this does not seem appropriate for work.
 
   [--]
 
   Rhea's eyes bulged outward slightly. "He... He played it off as a joke?"
 
   Her delicate fingers rose to her trembling lips. Her smile returned, this time a gentle indication of warmth welling up inside of her. "Maybe daddy approves of him?"
 
    
 
   [--]
 
   Incoming message: Lord_Arbiter_1024
 
   [--]
 
    
 
   She blinked then clicked on the new message to see what her father wanted. Rhea immediately groaned a little after she read what he said.
 
    
 
   [--]
 
   Lord_Arbiter_1024: Don't jump to conclusions, my daughter. 
 
   [--]
 
    
 
   "That's dad for you..." she muttered. He was keeping his decision on whether he approved of Scott, or not, a carefully guarded secret even now.
 
   Still thoroughly embarrassed, Rhea sighed at the picture of Scott's bare backside then shook her head. "What am I going to do with you?"
 
    
 
   [--]
 
   Incoming message: Sexy_Mama
 
   [--]
 
    
 
   Rhea groaned loudly once more. "Mom! I am so not reading that!"
 
   "Mommy, what's wrong with that lady?" asked a little boy in a slow, deliberate, manner.
 
   "Hush now. It's not polite to question people about their troubles," said his mother, before pulling the child further away from Rhea.
 
   The mortified high elf sent Scott a simple message. He was so going to get it when she got there. His reply caused her to turn bright red once more.
 
    
 
   [--]
 
   The_Fiancé: I hope so. Your its are the best thing ever.
 
   [--]
 
    
 
   Rhea snorted softly then huffed a little. "I'm mad at you, you know..."
 
   Sure, she had brought it on herself. He was the instigator and needed to bear the responsibility for forcing her to witness his naked glory.
 
   She sighed slightly after a brief moment then looked down at her chest. She sent him another message, and asked if he was sure about what he'd just said. Her smile returned when he responded with a prompt, "Hell yeah."
 
   Slightly mollified after her horrific embarrassment, she became a little playful. Rhea leaned back and made a tough expression then poked her lips out just a little for emphasis. She took a quick photo, and then sent her much less embarrassing photo to Scott with a message that said, "Does this look like the face of mercy to you?"
 
   Scott's response caused Rhea to nearly fall over due to the sudden explosive occurrence of another ridiculous laugh. "You ass!" she cried, before she laughed once more. Attempts to draw enough breath to continue living were made, but she was soon gasping for air.
 
   The love of her life had responded with an image. He had dropped his pants and bent over a little before taking a photo of his rear end. The attached message had read, "Please be gentle."
 
   And so, two of the people who were in many ways the last best hope for the world continued to send each other ridiculous self-shot photos to pass the time while they were waiting to meet up for their date night. Neither of them could know the veritable storm of intrigue and controversy one little accidentally shared duck-face selfie might cause, but it would not be too much longer before they found out.
 
   
  
 

Chapter 7
 
   The train pulled into the station at Valkovia a few hours after the incident. During the time on the train Rhea was forced to continue to deal with the fallout from her accidental overshare. Unfortunately, another problem occurred on her way to see her fiancé.
 
   A loud emasculated scream echoed through the air as the train doors opened. Rhea was the first to reach the platform from her section, but not long afterward a large man with bull horns growing from his head staggered out of the train. He clutched at his injured manhood and cried out high-pitched promises of pain and death toward Rhea, before falling to his knees.
 
   The elf maiden tossed her hair over her shoulder then strolled off from the scene as though nothing happened. She had needed that. Crushing the hopes and dreams of a train pervert greatly improved her mood.
 
   It did not take long before she spied her boys. Scott and Herbert stood next to each other, each of them smiling warmly in their own fashion. Herbert's smile was a bit subdued due to his rodent features, but it was obvious that he was happy to see her.
 
   She strolled over to where they stood, but then took a surprised step back when Scott called out, "Battery! Attention!"
 
   Scott and Herbert stood up straight, arms at their sides. "Present... Arms!"
 
   The silly duo saluted Rhea in unison. Scott spoke up. "Welcome home lady ma'am sir."
 
   Rhea laughed warmly then stood up straight and returned the salute. "Carry on!"
 
   "Oh, I shall," said Scott before rushing forward to scoop her up in his arms.
 
   Herbert crossed his front legs over his chest and chittered a little in amusement. These two were always fun to watch.
 
   Scott spun around in a circle with Rhea in his arms then kissed her softly. They stayed that way for a while before she mentioned the fact that he could put her down.
 
   "Request denied," said Scott. He hefted her into his arms in a princess carry then turned toward the sidewalk. Herbert ran over to him and climbed up his back till he reached his shoulder. "Battery! Forward, march!"
 
   Rhea laughed again as her ridiculous fiancé marched off toward the exit to the train station. A thought occurred to her before they reached the sidewalk at the exit. "I thought it was company forward and all that?"
 
   "I'm an artillery man. We have batteries instead of companies," said Scott lightly.
 
   He pivoted smartly and turned off down the sidewalk, Rhea still held in his arms like a princess. She spoke up again a short distance later, a sweet smile on her lips. "You can't seriously intend to carry me like this the entire way."
 
   Scott nodded his head. "You're right. This will never work."
 
   Rhea quirked her eyebrow slightly. Before she could say anything, Scott cried out, "Double Time! March!" and took off at a steady running pace. Rhea cried out in surprise then clung to him a little. Herbert was forced to grip Scott's shoulder tight to avoid falling off.
 
   He raced down the sidewalk as quickly as he could while avoiding the other pedestrians. Rhea could not help but laugh at the absurdity of the situation.
 
   The blue haired artillery sorcerer weaved through the sidewalk crowd with practiced ease. However, after turning a corner he only narrowly avoided running into an enforcer patrol.
 
   "Battery! Halt!" cried Scott without any concern for how he looked. He came to a stop and stood at attention.
 
   "Hey, what's the rush, citizen?" asked one of the black armored men.
 
   "I am on my way to begin an important campaign," said Scott.
 
   "Military campaign?" The men glanced to each other then back to the blue haired man holding an elf maiden in his arms. "What campaign?"
 
   Scott lifted Rhea up a bit and she giggled in response. "Operation: Fiancé Shock and Awe."
 
   The men stood there stone-faced for a moment then grins broke out on their faces. "Carry on citizen," the one on the left said before they both stepped to the side.
 
   "Battery! Forward, March!" cried Scott before he took off at a steady march once more. Once he was past the enforcers he called out double-time and ran off toward his mission objective once more.
 
   "Wonder what unit he's with?" asked the enforcer on the left.
 
   "With that hair? He's probably from one of the Lunarian regiments," said the enforcer on the right.
 
   "Ah, a sorcerer... Makes sense."
 
   Despite the distance, Rhea's laughter echoed through the air to such an extent that the men could still hear her. The enforcer on the right called out, "Give her hell soldier!"
 
   The enforcers looked to each other then laughed again. While Scott retreated into the distance the enforcer on the left said. "Hey, I'm hungry. Want to hit up the sandwich shop?"
 
   "Yeah, sounds good. Greelak is supposed to be getting in a new shipment of explosive ordinance soon, too," said the enforcer on the right.
 
   "Think it's come in, yet?" asked the enforcer on the left, his eyes wide with the possibilities.
 
   They stared at each other for a moment then their grins returned. "Let's go!" they cried simultaneously, before running off to find a proper sandwich perhaps a few quality hand grenades.
 
   Three hours later, up in the hotel room that the group shared, Herbert did his best to concentrate on the task at hand. He carefully slipped a bead along a bit of braided leather. He was close to finished with his handicraft, would even be done with it already if not for a last minute bit of inspiration.
 
   As he carefully threaded the bead, he was forced to put his whole concentration into the creation. Unfortunately a loud cry echoed through the room that caused the bead to fly out of his paw. "Boom! Ar-tillery!" shouted Scott. Rhea's ridiculous laughter echoed through the room as operation fiancé shock and awe continued into its second hour.
 
   Herbert stared at the door to their room with a flat expression for a moment then sighed. Briefly he toyed with the idea of trying to work on the helmet again, but another loud cry convinced him that it would be useless for the day. "Who's your king of battle?"
 
   "That's some big ordinance you have there, lieutenant!" exclaimed Rhea, getting in on the act.
 
   "That's one hundred fifty-five millimeters of freedom and democracy, ma'am," said Scott in an overly serious tone.
 
   Rhea said something that the wall muffled slightly. Scott's much louder response was a bit cheeky, "I'm an officer and a pervert."
 
   Herbert's mouth dropped open a little then he made a slight gagging noise. He tossed the braided leather down then headed toward the balcony. It took a little time and effort, but he managed to open the sliding door enough to squeeze through. The voices were muffled enough now that he could at least concentrate on his dance practice. The little rodent was glad that they were spending quality time together, but must they me so noisy about it?
 
   Time passed. Eventually, Operation: Fiancé Shock and Awe became Operation: Hold on, I Have to Pee. This new campaign's mission statement led to Scott and Rhea coming up for air long enough to shower and get dinner.
 
   Rhea walked out of the bathroom wearing nothing but a towel, and a smile that bespoke absolute bliss. Scott walked out not long after, wearing the same outfit. He looked her over once, then made a joke about how their outfits matched.
 
   She reached up and patted him on the cheek. "Goof."
 
   In response Scott reached down, gripped her by her impertinent rear and pulled her close. They shared a sweet lingering kiss for a moment, before breaking apart to get dressed.
 
   Once they left the bedroom, Scott and Rhea were greeted to the sight of Herbert standing on a platter of food. "What? Where did this come from?"
 
   Herbert pointed to a slip of paper nearby. After reading it, Scott blinked then looked down at the happily eating rodent. "How could you have possibly ordered room service? Do they speak Grassrat?"
 
   The little professional dancer shrugged his shoulders then offered Scott a slice of cantaloupe. Scott declined. "We were planning to head out to eat. Do you want to come?"
 
   Herbert shook his head then made a shooing motion toward them. It was as though he was telling them to go have fun.
 
   Rhea and Scott said goodbye to their companion and set out to find a reasonable amount of dinner and romance. Herbert sighed a happy little rodent sigh. He finished his slice of fruit while silence reigned in the room.
 
   Once he finished his brief meal, he wandered back over to his helmet. Maybe he would be able to get a little work done now that the screaming was done for a while.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   The city of Valkovia, one of the largest on the continent, was a city alive with people and excitement. Scott and Rhea chose to walk to their desired dinner destination. One of the best parts of being together again, was the simple joy of actually being close to each other once more.
 
   As they walked along they would occasionally stop and take in one of the sights of local color. They witnessed all manner of people doing interesting things. People watching in a fantasy world was quite the event in and of itself. The schizo-tech in this world made perfect sense given the nature of the world's existence, but there was still something to be said for the sheer variety.
 
   They took a moment to enjoy the sight of a war elephant walking down a smooth asphalt road. The massive animal was loaded and ready to go to war. Twin mini-guns folded down from the riding area on top, and what appeared to be a missile launcher was mounted to the top of the seat itself.
 
   Rhea thought it was interesting, but she had seen it before. Scott wondered how they fired the guns without shooting the elephant. 
 
   "They have cars and flying vehicles, but they load down an elephant with equipment like that?" asked Scott. His obvious curiosity about the insanity that he saw before him caused Rhea to smile.
 
   Rhea chuckled softly then shook her finger. "All this time and you still think like an Earth-human."
 
   "Well. I've spent a lot more time there, you know."
 
   She gripped his hand tightly for a moment then nodded. "True. Well, war animals are popular because they can be trained and will gain levels. Only the most expensive technological items can do the same, and the cost effectiveness is much lower."
 
   "Ah, I see," said Scott. "How do they operate those things without killing the elephant, though?"
 
   Rhea waved him off. "They would be stupid enough to fire straight forward. There would normally be two or three people in the saddle if they took that big girl out to fight. She makes a great living weapons platform."
 
   "They call it a saddle?" he asked, curious.
 
   "Well, on Earth they have other names like the Howdah, but here it's just an elephant saddle," said Rhea.
 
   Scott watched the big critter wander down the street. Her handler kept her well under control so that she continued to move properly along with the light vehicle traffic.
 
   "A vehicle would be nice," he said.
 
   "Well, you mentioned that you are out fighting machine monsters. Why don't we go and hunt down a few vehicle types?" asked Rhea.
 
   "They would fall apart if we tried to use them, right?" asked Scott, curiosity in his tone. The idea had occurred to him before, but none of the monsters stayed in one piece after a fight ended. The random collection of junk left behind was so poorly held together that hand tools were rarely necessary to take them apart.
 
   The blue haired elf maiden laughed at him a little. "Well, maybe the one's on the outskirts. If we go further inside we can probably find a few that could be fixed up. Definitely used vehicles, but still less expensive than buying something flat out."
 
   "Now that sounds like a plan," said Scott with a warm grin. After a brief moment that grin slipped downward slightly to become a thoughtful expression. "How likely is it that there would be giant robots or power armor there?"
 
   Rhea's eyes widened slightly then she offered him a warm smile. "If there are any, you'd need to go deep into the area. Even with our stats, we wouldn't be able to do much to them, yet."
 
   "Yeah right, the levels go up to sixty there. Our stats are about the twenty to thirty range," remarked Scott thoughtfully.
 
   Rhea leaned toward him and cupped her hand against her mouth. She whispered in a conspiratorial manner. "Actually, no. The highest real levels in that area would be between one hundred twenty and one hundred sixty."
 
   Scott blinked then looked. "What do you mean? There's a hundred level jump?"
 
   Rhea shook her head then clarified. "The innermost areas have tier two monsters. They might be technically level sixty, but they already reached level one hundred and started their lives anew as a second tier monster. Of course, that really just means that they spawn as tier two monsters in the system."
 
   "Damn," said Scott. "Glad you told me. I would have pushed further inward thinking they were only level sixty."
 
   Rhea reached over and patted him on the cheek. She smiled sweetly at him and said, "Always happy to help."
 
   "Do you know when the power jump starts? How far we can go inward?" asked Scott while leading his lady love down the street.
 
   "The downtown area of the city. It's marked off, if you pay attention to the subtle hints. Outside of there, the highest level monsters are in their forties, but tier one."
 
   "Look at my beautiful tour guide," said Scott lightly. Rhea looked askance at him for a moment, but then cried out in surprise when he pulled her against his chest and held her close. "Doesn't she know that there are no better sights to see than the one I'm seeing now?"
 
   Rhea's eyes widened slightly then began to shimmer a little in the light. Her cheeks became flush and she leaned her head against his shoulder. "Sometimes you say the sweetest things."
 
   He nuzzled the side of her head with his cheek. "It's easy when it's you."
 
   Rhea giggled softly in response and snuggled closer. Random people stepped around them as they continued on their way. Despite the absurdly sweet public display of affection, no one bothered them. They held each other close while the rest of the world walked by.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Deep in the bowels of a divine office building three deities were hard at work on the task of finishing up their latest assignment. The task at hand seemed bizarre at first, but the preliminary numbers showed that it might be exactly what was needed to turn things around.
 
   "Does the boss really want this?" asked a red haired deity. He had a pencil tucked behind his ear, and a spreadsheet in his hand. His divine appearance was that of a grizzled public relations department manager from the 1980s era of American business.
 
   "You'd know better than we would, sir," said one of the other public relations department workers. "So much better..." 
 
   Her sultry voice spoke volumes about her possible meaning and the potential for innuendo. She was a blond haired deity who enjoyed the sexy office lady concept. She wore six inch stiletto heels and showed far too much cleavage for her own good.
 
   Grizzled department manager glanced at her, tried to swallow his saliva briefly, and then coughed once to return the conversation to normal. She had quite an effect, to say the least. Of course, every department had at least one such individual working in it. Her archetype was practically in the job description.
 
   The third deity was a young god, barely past his sixteen hundredth year of life. An unpaid intern, he dared not say anything to his superiors. His duty was to do the busy work and to fetch things.
 
   "Well, if the boss wants it. She gets it. Let's run with this, full bore," said the elder deity.
 
   The blond business bombshell laughed in a sinful manner then placed a finger to her lips. "I do wonder, though..."
 
   Both men looked to her again and she smiled. "Is this the legendary blue haired boyfriend?"
 
   "Probably. It's a strange tactic, but a brilliant one," said the department head before he made his crew get busy with their assigned task. Recently, he sent a message to the head of the company to receive new instructions for their PR campaign. The image that she sent in response was certainly unexpected, but he believed in the boss' business acumen. It even made a strange sort of sense.
 
   Less than one hour later, they had the public relations machine up and running full bore. The picture of Scott looking back at the camera, his naked man booty shining for the world to see, would go out to every forum and magazine in the divine city. Memes were created and slipped into place in a fashion that would seem organic.
 
   They were now in the main room of the PR department. Hundreds of staff workers were busily going about the business of relating to the public.
 
   The blond office deity printed out one of them for personal use. "My, my..."
 
   Scott's glorious man booty and duck face selfie had been captioned with the words, "ARS for your pleasure."
 
   "You know... I haven't actually logged in to play in a while," she said lightly before tilting her head to the side and making a series of cutesy little pouty faces at the photo in her hand.
 
   "Who has the time?" asked the department head.
 
   The intern nodded in agreement, but did not speak his mind. He had a sweet job, and was the envy of the other young divinities. If he kept his nose to the grind stone, and his head down, he could very well end up working for the company as a true employee. However, he did want to ask one question. At some point he knew that he would screw things up and ask it.
 
   "Let's get these over to the guys in marketing so they can start up the new ad campaign properly. This should do wonders for our player base."
 
   Unable to hold back any longer, the intern innocently asked. "Uh, how will this help to bring in players?"
 
   Two sets of eyes turned toward the youth. Their gazes were hard, penetrating. He was the lowest form of corporate life and he should know his place.
 
   Despite the misstep of actively questioning the boss, the department chose a friendlier route. The head decided to indulge the youth. "Simple. The boss has obviously been setting this up for a while. She allowed people to see this guy in a few fleeting images, and it became a serious topic of gossip that he was her boyfriend."
 
   The intern nodded. That much he understood. The legendary blue haired boyfriend was a hot topic for quite some time now.
 
   "Well, the city has been simply ravenous for more information about the guy. Now we have this ridiculous duck-faced nude selfie. Scandalous! The legendary blue haired boyfriend of the beautiful Origin, empress of our glorious gaming empire, has bared it all for her," continued the PR department head.
 
   "Yes, but..." began the intern.
 
   The blond office lady spoke up then, "Look kid. You put this beautiful naked ass on the Internet and the female player base will go crazy. New female, and some male, players will gravitate heavily toward that bouncy backside. Do you get it?"
 
   "So... We'll get a few new female players?"
 
   The department manager sighed. "Kid, you really need to open your eyes. Think bigger."
 
   He scratched his head for a moment then shook his head lightly before looking to the intern once more. He grinned like a predatory shark. "This goofy naked bastard is bait. We catch a few new female players, and that will net a lot more male players."
 
   The office lady laughed in a sultry manner. "The girls will come to find their sexy man candy, and the boys will come to offer their naughty treats to the girls in the hopes that they will accept a substitute. It's brilliant!"
 
   "As expected of our glorious empress," intoned the department manager. "She has seen the best path forward."
 
   The department head turned swiftly and pointed to the large poster on the wall, a wall-sized printout of Scott's naked ass. "That backside is the pathway to the future! The road to salvation for our empire lies through that beautiful masculine ass!"
 
   "Bask in its ridiculous afterglow! Revel in it!" snarled the department head passionately.
 
   The entire department grew quiet. Gods and goddesses peaked at the manager from around the sides, or the tops, of their cubicles.
 
   "Revel in it, damn you!" snapped the department head once more.
 
   The office workers immediately snapped to attention and delivered simultaneous salutes. "Sir! Yes, sir!"
 
   "The ass is beautiful! It makes me feel alive, when I was once cold and empty inside!" cried one of the office ladies.
 
   "The ass makes me want to work out more!" cried one of the male office workers.
 
   The ass is bouncy, and makes me happy in strange ways!" cried another office worker.
 
   Dozens of voices cried out in unison, each of them vying to be heard over the cacophony of screams and outcries. Each of them reveled in the glorious backside that might save four worlds. The way forward had been decided. There was no room for doubt.
 
   "Now then. Our glorious empress has decreed that it should be so," said the department head.
 
   He turned swiftly to face his subordinates, and then punched one of his fists into the air while zealously shouting, "Let's grip that ass tight with both hands and ride it hard into the future!"
 
   A split second of silence passed through the room before a sudden thunderous clamor of voices erupted impassioned throats. Wild passionate cries made the cubicles rattle as hundreds of gods came on board with the new direction for public relations. When life locked the front door of the house, the smart money was on going in through the backside.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Blissful are those who in their ignorance never come to know the true horrors of the cosmos. Scott and Rhea continued their lives blissfully unaware of the ridiculous truth. In worlds beyond, bold new concepts were being presented to a people hungry for something new and exciting. Innocent in their way, the lovers chatted freely about simple things.
 
   After spending several hours walking the streets of Valkovia, they had finally arrived at their dining destination. A nice, quiet, little restaurant that had the perfect lighting and atmosphere for a couple out on the town.
 
   "Oh, so you made a new friend?" asked Rhea slowly, after she swallowed a bit of the rice of her fork.
 
   Scott finished sipping his wine. He did not drink often, as the taste was not for him. He considered this to be a special occasion, however. He nodded to the love of his life, and said, "Yes, she seems nice enough. Wanted us to come visit her family estate if we ever managed to head in that direction."
 
   Rhea eyed him curiously for a moment. "She seems awfully friendly for someone whom you have only met once."
 
   "She was," said Scott without rising to her bait. "I figured that we haven't been able to do too much as an actual couple in a while, so I thought I'd see if you wanted to go hang out at some posh estate and make new friends."
 
   The light began to dance in her eyes the moment that he admitted to wanting to do things as a couple. "Oh? That does sound nice..."
 
   Dinner continued in its cheerful manner. Scott and Rhea laughed, they shared soft smiles, and enjoyed each other's company without the specter of gaming in the way. Life in a living, breathing, roleplaying game might often lead to people talking about stats and skills. But for now, life was a much simpler affair. It was the beauty of quiet laughter. It was sweet words about a future that would be brighter simply because they planned to spend it together.
 
   After dinner, they walked the streets once more. Night had fallen. Valkovia was alive with light and sound. People from all over the world made their way through the unsleeping city. The sights and sounds provided myriad chances for wonder and whimsy, and perhaps a little romance for those lucky few.
 
   Eventually, they made their way to the city park. Scott wanted to show his lady love something that he had figured out recently.
 
   The park was filled with couples. The lookout hill was gone, but a new one was being constructed in memorial to those who lost their lives during the attack. Valkovia lost much that day. An entire section of town was partially abandoned, even certain areas of the park went largely unpoliced due to the damage. It was off-limits, but manpower had to be directed toward protecting the residential and commercial areas.
 
   It was to one of the less policed areas that Scott took Rhea. "I know this will probably seem pretty sad to you, considering what you can do back home." He smiled at her then moved into position. "Still, it's a big deal for me."
 
   She smiled warmly at him then sat down on a nearby stump. After crossing her legs delicately like a lady, she granted him an imperious wave of the hand. "Begin, good sir."
 
   A slight grin crossed his lips. "Prepare to be slightly amazed. I came up with this after tinkering with my new discovery. It's sort of like a summoning spell..."
 
   Rhea's eyes widened considerably. "You've learned how to summon something in only the few days that I've been gone? That's... amazing!"
 
   "Well... sort of a summoning spell. You'll see. I literally figured out how to do this an hour or two before you arrived in town," said Scott with a barely constrained laugh.
 
   "Alright! This I have to see," said Rhea. The smile that she granted him was wide, and warm. Her eyes practically sparkled in the dim light of the evening.
 
   Hands that only a few months before had never touched upon the power of magic where pulled to one side. Scott cupped them like he planned to hurl a traditional fireball in a fighting game. "Oh power that turns back the darkest of nights, and gives rise to hope."
 
   His hands moved swiftly to the other side of his body, a line of crackling light skittering through the air. "Spirit that nurtures all life and helps it to thrive."
 
   He drew his hands to the center of his body, still cupped. The line of light followed his motions in dynamic fashion. "With this sign, know that your power is needed."
 
   "Oh great power! Come and be one with me!" he shouted while moving his hands up above his head. Suddenly, a bright cone of light shot out from his cupped palms and displayed a symbol against the clouds high overhead.
 
   Rhea's warm smile remained for a moment as she looked upon this new wonder. Slowly that smile shifted as the symbol's true nature became clear. She blinked then tilted her head to the side. "Scott... That... Is that...?"
 
   "Yes. At first I spent most of my energy trying to do one thing with a lot of one element. However, after practicing this morning, I discovered there was even more to my recent discovery..." Scott began to laugh a little.
 
   He became a bit giddy as he explained what he'd learned about his powers. Once he realized how his magic worked, several things began to fall into place. Tiny amounts of elemental energies could be woven together to create phantom images. They held no special power at his level of skill, but they were still neat.
 
   "I used a combination of several elemental energies to create a sort of illusory image. It was actually really easy to do after I figured out the basic steps! Once I discovered that combining tiny amounts of elemental energy from several elements would allow me to—"
 
   "No, no. I get that. What I want to know is if I'm looking at a giant pair of boobs using a cloud as a backdrop," she said, her voice slightly higher pitch than normal.
 
   Scott's expression was soft and disarming as he said, "Yes. Yes, you are."
 
   Rhea looked at the boob symbol in the sky then realized something. "They look familiar."
 
   "Well, they should," said Scott. "They're the best in the business."
 
   "Scott..." began Rhea in an embarrassed tone of voice.
 
   Scott grinned at her. "Hey, I needed an image that I could focus on completely. You know, something I would never grow bored of thinking about..."
 
   "Scott. Get my breasts out of the sky, please," asked Rhea in slow measured tones.
 
   He tried not to laugh while he allowed the image to fade. Rhea sighed at him in exasperation, but the twinkle in her eyes spoke volumes about the truth of the situation. She was less angry than bemused. In fact, it was not long before she asked, "You came up with a paragraph length chant and mastered it well enough to cast it in one try... all to create that?"
 
   "Actually, I have a short form version that I came up with first. Let me show you," he said cheerfully.
 
   "What? No, that's al—" began Rhea. She was drowned out, however, as Scott began his new chant.
 
   "Rhea's!" he cried, while moving his cupped hands swiftly to one side.
 
   "Rhea's!" Just like the first time, his hands moved to the opposite side, a trail of sparkling light left in their wake.
 
   "Rhea's boobs!" cried Scott, before thrusting his palms into the air.
 
   "Ho!" he roared with all the breath in his body. The word echoed through the area as a brilliant cone of light erupted through the air to emblazon Rhea's epic breasts upon the clouds once more.
 
   "Oh... You... Oh..." Rhea had no idea what to say to that. In the end, she placed her palm over her face and sighed deeply. Her fiancé had decided to make a summoning spell after all, one patterned off of a certain 1980s cartoon series.
 
   Her face burning bright red, she stalked over to the ridiculous sorcerer and grabbed him by the ear. Scott's laughter was cut short as she started to pull him along. "Hey, that hurts, you know."
 
   She muttered, "It's supposed to," and continued to pull him away from the area.
 
   It was not until she mumbled, "You're gonna get it, buster," that Scott spoke again.
 
   "Will I like it?" he asked curiously.
 
   "Maybe," she said in a slightly lighter tone.
 
   She continued to pull on his ear for a short time, before she stopped and sighed. "Scott, what possessed you to make a spell like that?"
 
   He shrugged. "Nothing else worked. It came out as little flat silhouettes for the most part. Even when I tried to project Ero, I tended to get the proportions wrong.... sometimes ridiculously."
 
   "So, is that all you see me as?" she asked him softly. "Is that why it worked so well for you?"
 
   Scott laughed a little. "No. I can make a decent copy of your whole body. It's just easier to focus on one thing."
 
   "Oh? Why is that?" she asked, uncertain of his motives.
 
   The sorcerer smiled in response. "You're always on my mind, so it's easy to remember everything about you."
 
   Rhea blinked. Her nostrils flared slightly as his hand moved over to her face.
 
   He softly traced the curve of her cheek then caressed her lips with his thumb. "The curve of your face, the softness of your lips... That wonderful expression you make when you want to set me on fire... Everything about you is unforgettable for me."
 
   Her face reddened again slightly. She looked at him with a loving expression. "Oh Scott..."
 
   "Yes, Rhea...?" he asked her sweetly, his eyes locked to hers and a tender smile on his lips.
 
   She reached up and lightly ran her fingers along his cheek as well. Softly, she tilted her head to the side, and then suddenly she snatched his ear and turned around to drag him off again.
 
   He cried out in surprise, but she refused to let go. "What are you, my mother?" he asked in a cringing voice.
 
   "You've been a naughty boy. Now come with me," she said seriously.
 
   Scott could have easily gotten out of her grip. Truthfully, it did not even hurt that much due to his stats. Still, he did wonder what her game plan was at the moment. Concerned that it could lead to a fight, he made a reasonable suggestion. "Hey, you could always just show off my chest to the world or something. I mean, damn, my little spell didn't even show nipple."
 
   Rhea stopped cold. She then stood perfectly upright and made a slight coughing noise.
 
   "Rhea...?" asked Scott, surprised by her sudden change in demeanor.
 
   The blue haired maiden turned toward him slowly. She sucked on her lower lip briefly while she looked upon him with an expression of concern. "Well... About that..."
 
   Eyes locked together, they shared a silent moment before Rhea took a deep breath. What followed was an explanation that Scott had not even remotely suspected.
 
   She looked up at him, her eyes wide and sorrowful. "So, yeah... That's what happened."
 
   "You... shared my naked ass with your family and the entire company?" asked Scott slowly.
 
   "I– Yes," she said softly. Her eyes began to lower toward the ground, but her head snapped up when she heard Scott's loud obnoxious laughter. It was reminiscent of a braying jackass.
 
   "That's awesome!" Scott's laughter grew louder and he shook his head. "Man, I can't even imagine."
 
   "It's not funny, you jerk!" cried Rhea.
 
   Scott drew her into his arms and held her tight. "That could only happen to you."
 
   "S'not funny," she insisted petulantly.
 
   "It's kinda funny," said Scott shamelessly.
 
   "No. Not even a little," she said without giving him an inch.
 
   He stroked her hair then tried to fight down the laugh that was building up within him once more. The idea of his naked ass being sent to the whole company as a direct line from their boss was just too good.
 
   "It really upset me, you know..." she said softly.
 
   "I bet." He leaned his chin down against her shoulder and gave her a warm hug. "Forgive me for laughing?"
 
   "Sure..." she said with a soft smile. "Forgive me for sending my father a picture of you naked?"
 
   "No problem," he said. Quickly he continued, "Everyone needs something to believe in."
 
   Rhea blinked. A moment later she understood what he had said then pulled away from him. "Really?" she asked, laughter in her eyes.
 
   "What better image can there be to bring hope to the world?" proclaimed Scott.
 
   "Right, because the world needs to see my fiancé naked," muttered Rhea.
 
   Scott kissed her sweetly on the lips then cupped her face in his hands. "Hey, don't worry about it. This will all blow over in a day or two. It's not like anyone outside the company saw it, right?"
 
   "Yeah, that's true. Good thing I'm not going to work for a few days," said Rhea with more confidence than she had shown in the last few minutes.
 
   "I disagree," said Scott in a stern voice.
 
   "Wha... Scott?" she asked, confused by his sudden change of demeanor.
 
   He scooped her up in his arms then spoke in a lower octave than normal. "I'll be putting you to work ma'am."
 
   "Scott?" she asked again, a bemused expression on her face.
 
   "The night is still young," he said before offering her a silly grin. "Time to work off your debt to me."
 
   Rhea crossed her arms over her chest. "What debt do I owe you, mister?"
 
   "I have yet to be compensated for your trafficking of my naked masculine backside," he said, before starting off toward the park exit.
 
   "Hey, you showed my boobs to the world! That makes us even," she said in a feigned huff.
 
   "I don't recall doing anything like that," said Scott seriously.
 
   Rhea snorted at him. "You made an entire summoning spell designed to call me to you, and based it on my boobs! Ring a bell, now?"
 
   "Nope. You are obviously suffering a delusional episode brought on by a lack of hot sex," explained Scott, before coming to a stop near the entrance.
 
   "No, I'm sure that really happened," she said.
 
   "I see. The symptoms are worsening." Scott held her tighter and started to run down the street once more. "I must administer the cure immediately."
 
   "What cure might that be?" she asked with a wry smile. As goofy as Scott was, she did enjoy it when he became excited about things in general.
 
   "It comes in the form of an injection that must be administered through the anus," said Scott.
 
   "I'm pretty sure it doesn't," said Rhea, her tone flat and dismissive.
 
   "The delusions are becoming worse," said Scott. He looked into Rhea's eyes then feigned panic. "Don't worry! I'll get that anal injection in there, no matter what it takes!"
 
   "No! I really don't think it works that way," she said, her face turning bright red, and her voice becoming high pitched in the process.
 
   Her words fell on deaf ears as her ridiculous fiancé raced off toward their hotel room. She held on for dear life as he moved with determined efficiency. He had a life to save tonight.
 
   
  
 

Chapter 8
 
   The sound of people laughing at the little things in life can cause many thoughts to cross the mind of one who listens to their sweet moment. Those who have love in their life might feel a sense of warmth, or perhaps nostalgia, for one they long to be with again. Those who have lost their love, or never had it at all might become bitter, even hateful.
 
   It was sweet laughter, and the joyous union of three people having fun, that caused what happened next. The chainsaw armed beach chair bounded forward, its fold out leg flapping ridiculously while it tried to cut apart the good humor that its opponents felt.
 
   "Ha! Too slow, chainsaw bro," cried Scott excitedly. The chainsaw whipped through the space where he stood only a brief instant before. The artful dodge left the bizarre construct open to a sudden and decisive strike from Rhea's saber. Lightning danced along the blade and invaded the spiritual circuitry of the homicidal outdoor furnishing.
 
   "Arargh!" shrieked the chainsaw wielding lawn chair before it fell to the ground, defeated.
 
   Scott bounced from one foot to the other and wiggled his booty a little. "Hell yeah, this is a lot easier with three of us."
 
   Rhea laughed at him a little before she started to kneel down. The creature needed to be salvaged for loot. However, she did not make it. Scott hopped over and took her by the arm. "Dance with me!" he cried before dancing around like a fool.
 
   "What! No. We're working you goof." Rhea laughed at him again, but soon she gave in and began to dance with him. She too jumped and wiggled like a fool, just like the creature she intended to marry.
 
   Herbert chittered warmly at them then joined in. He was never one to give up on the chance at an impromptu dance party.
 
   Scott shook his hips from side-to-side, and then lifted his hands to his chest. He started pumping them back and forth with his elbows out. "Goosh, goosh, goosh."
 
   "What are you saying?" asked Rhea, just before she copied him.
 
   "Dance music. You know you can feel the beat!" Scott gooshed and gooshed some more while his friends danced around like happy morons.
 
   The source of his joy was the fact that they managed to make it to a decent area for training. With the help of Rhea, Scott was able to tank the monsters based on his agility. Relieved of openly having to both tank and strike, he could focus on being an irritating bastard to keep the enemy focused on him. So far they had defeated more opponents in one day than Scott and Herbert took down in several days.
 
   Scott lunged forward and gripped Rhea tight. "Yeah, yeah!" he said while wiggling his shoulders around.
 
   Rhea pushed at him, but soon laughed as he spun her around and started dancing with her from behind. Rhea started saying, "Goosh, goosh, goosh," in her sweet voice and Scott nearly lost it. His laughter echoed throughout the area.
 
   Herbert clapped his paws together then held his hands out palm up while he started to spin in a circle. He was feeling the music.
 
   "Go Herbert! Go Herbert!" said Scott while he kept dancing behind Rhea.
 
   The dance party slowly came to an end after a few minutes, but the three dancing fools were full of energy now. They looted the chair then tossed it into the large cart that they rented for the occasion. Rhea had been right. Working together they could haul in much more than normal. A wheel barrow would just not cut it for the sort of loot they were earning.
 
   Scott gripped the handholds of the cart and started toward the next battlefield. He hummed merrily while he pulled the heavy cart along like it was nothing. As it turned out, he learned something extraordinary. He had earned one entire point in strength after hauling the cart around that day.
 
   The cart was at his proper working limit, and as such extensive use of it could actually increase his strength! His long dry spell in regards to stat upgrades was nearing an end. Soon, he would be able to train them normally again. Of course, that also meant that he would be facing opponents with stats similar to his more often as well.
 
   Unfortunately, there was no way to know whether the single day of cart pulling had generated the stat point increase, or if it was the culminations of several weeks of work. Otherwise, he would have considered spending a lengthy period of time just pulling a heavy cart around every day. It was something to consider for the future, however.
 
   "Hey, I think we got one," said Rhea quietly. She pointed to a crawling figure in the distance.
 
   Scott looked then glanced down at Herbert. "Ready buddy?"
 
   The Grassrat was ready for the next dance. So, the trio took off and began their typical attack pattern. Scott and Rhea slipped up just outside its sensory range. Herbert ran in and got its attention.
 
   The monster of the moment was also a type of chair, a wheel chair in fact. However, it was strange in that there was some sort of robot pushing it around.
 
   The wheelchair bot took notice of Herbert and immediately tried to run him down. The Grassrat played his part well and drew the creature back toward Scott's position. The sorcerer had set up shop behind a fallen petrified log. The moment Herbert and the chair-bot rush past, Scott leapt out and nailed it in its mechanical back with a lightning enhanced flying kick. The mecha-critter went flying forward and fell sideways. Its robotic legs kept kicking at the air like it was trying to run really fast.
 
   Taken off guard by the attack, the mechanical monstrosity took a moment to right itself. Just as it came for Scott Rhea rushed in from her hiding place in a nearby ravine. She launched a powerful strike to its back then hopped away.
 
   The creature, unable to multi-task, tried to turn to attack her. However, the moment it tried to do so, Scott's foot swept out and tagged it across its robo-jaw.
 
   Thus went the battle as Scott and Rhea traded blows with the creature and kept it thoroughly confused. In the back ground of the fight, Herbert danced in a passionate manner. His footwork caused both Scott and Rhea's agility to increase. The mechanical beast had no chance of victory, and eventually succumbed to the two-sided barrage.
 
   "Wow, he was easy, but he took a lot of hits," said Scott thoughtfully. Most of the things that he and Herbert fought went down with only a handful of strikes if lightning was used.
 
   "We're getting closer to the higher level monsters," said Rhea. "The last few were a bit sturdier."
 
   Scott nodded to her. "The cart's almost full. Think this one is enough for the day?"
 
   "Sure, maybe. Let's see what he has and go from there?" she asked thoughtfully.
 
   Scott saw her slight hesitancy then smiled. "Well, we could always sell all this off and come back. I know you need to train as much as possible while you're here."
 
   "That sounds good!" she exclaimed, her relief obvious.
 
   Scott looked to Herbert. "Is that alright with you buddy?"
 
   Herbert gave him a thumbs up sign and nodded his head. Scott smiled at the little rodent then said, "Alright, let's loot this poor bastard and go get some money!"
 
   Rhea's stomach growled at that exact moment. Her cheeks became a little flushed and she looked away. "Um..."
 
   "And dinner," said Scott with a smile.
 
   The elf maiden bit her lower lip then giggled. That had been a little embarrassing.
 
   The trio looted the robotic caregiver in anticipation of returning to town. While doing so, Rhea gasped happily then pulled something free from the wreckage. "This might work!"
 
   "What did you find?" asked Scott, before he tossed a large aluminum screw into the back of the cart.
 
   Rhea showed him her wonderful find. It was the outer casing of the robot's left leg. It had a little rust here and there, but nothing too damaging. "This is something we can use." she said with a smile. Before he could reply she leaned in then softly said, "If you really want that power armor you've been talking about."
 
   "Power armor!" Scott's eyes widened and he reached for the leg. Rhea drew it back and away from him with a laugh.
 
   "It's not ready you goofball. We have to get it processed, repaired, and fitted. It needs to be worked on, basically," said Rhea.
 
   "What about the rest of this thing?" asked Scott while gesturing at the robot.
 
   "Scrap, sadly. I mean, if either of us had a high-level machine repair skill then maybe we could do something."
 
   "What, like fix the robot?" asked Scott curiously.
 
   "Sure, that's one thing we could do. Its body parts could be reformed into armor as well," said Rhea.
 
   Scott eyed the robot then glanced at the leg casing in Rhea's hand. "How many parts would we need to make decent power armor?"
 
   "Decent? We can't really make decent stuff with anything out here. We can make something that you can train in, though," said Rhea.
 
   "Is it the bipedal monsters that we need to find?"
 
   "Just for stuff like the legs and feet. Mostly what we need is intact circuitry and a control core. An actual power armor frame would be nice, too, but we'll have to go further into the area."
 
   "Downtown?" asked Scott.
 
   "Probably not that far. Though, if you wanted something truly decent like you said, we'd need to go in there," said Rhea.
 
   "Can you put it together if we find all the pieces?"
 
   Rhea shook her head. "Rhea doesn't have those kind of skills, and these parts aren't exactly plug-n-play. It'll cost money, probably at least a few gold. That's if we can find someone to do it, and if we get all the parts."
 
   Scott started to nod, but then stopped. "You said that a little oddly."
 
   "Did I?" asked Rhea thoughtfully.
 
   "Yeah, you said Rhea didn't have those kind of skills," he said simply.
 
   The blue haired elf maiden sighed. "Well, it's true. Rhea is who I enjoy being when I just want to be myself and run around killing things."
 
   "I think you once mentioned having other avatars," said Scott.
 
   "I do, and I guess I have one who could solve this issue over time. It would take quite a while to set things up so that my other self would be able to clean robot parts and repair them."
 
   "So, we can handle this on our own?" he asked, excited.
 
   "Well, in time, yes. But..." Rhea sighed softly and looked away.
 
   "There's a but?" asked Scott.
 
   Rhea nodded to him. "Well, I was going through a rebellious phase when I made her." She coughed lightly into her hand.
 
   The curious quality of her cough made it sound like she had said something. He pressed her for information and she spoke again. "I made the character to be unlike me. I haven't played as that avatar in years, but I had a few skills that could help. Albeit, they would work through magical means and could fail a lot since the other me isn't a true machinist."
 
   "Oh, would you like to try working with her?" asked Scott curiously.
 
   Rhea coughed loudly, her eyes going wide in the process. "I could, but I mean... She's sort of..."
 
   "Sort of what?" asked Scott.
 
   The elf maiden sighed then took a deep breath. "Well... How do I put this...?" She bit her lip a little. "I was younger and well, I got really tired of being called an ice queen just because I didn't want to let the players feel me up."
 
   Scott placed his hand to her shoulder then squeezed it gently. "I can understand that."
 
   Her nostrils flared slightly and her face reddened further. "Well, it was before I met you. Nothing ever happened, but I thought I would try it out, and well..."
 
   "Rhea, hey! It's OK." Scott pulled her into a warm hug and lightly stroked her hair. She made a soft noise then snuggled in close to him. "If it's going to cause you problems, you don't have to do this."
 
   "No! I... I want to you meet her." Rhea smiled shyly. "I want you to meet all the avatars of me... "
 
   She continued after a moment. "They, well they all represent different sides of me, I guess."
 
   "If it's a side of you then I'd love to meet her," said Scott.
 
   "Alright... but,"—she began, only to snap her head up and look Scott in the eyes— "Rhea's still going to be my primary avatar, OK?"
 
   "Sure?" asked Scott, slightly confused.
 
   Rhea nodded then sighed a little. "Well, I think I left her in the area. It's why I brought her up at all."
 
   "OK, so do you want to change over to her now... or?" asked Scott.
 
   "I'll go get her... But just remember that I want to be Rhea as much as I can. I can't really focus on raising other avatars," said the girl hesitatingly.
 
   "Hey, Rhea's the version of you who you claim to be the one who looks most like you," said Scott. He kissed her on the forehead then said, "So, it makes sense to me that you want spend time with me as Rhea."
 
   She nodded. "I'll be here in a few minutes... You, uh... You'll know me when you see me, but I'll call out to you."
 
   Scott nodded as well, but she reached up and pinched his cheek. "Just please try to control yourself when I arrive... We have work to do!" she said, before logging out of ARS.
 
   "What in the world?" asked Scott lightly while rubbing his poor cheek. Why wouldn't he be able to control himself?
 
   He looked down to Herbert and then they both shrugged their shoulders. Neither of them knew what to expect out of the coming situation.
 
   Several minutes later the earth began to shake a little. Scott felt the tremor through the soles of his feet a brief moment before the ground split open before him. Hellish screams arose from the crack in the earth. An evil red light shined up from the newly spawned abyss, and weird little fog creatures appeared. They roiled upward while wailing, crying out for their freedom. Their faces were made with naught but holes in the fog.
 
   Up from the pit rose a vision of unholy beauty. She had ruby red lips, curves that would make anyone question their ability to handle them, and wore an outfit that would have made a dominatrix weep with envy.
 
   The newly arrived girl had the golden tan skin tone of someone who might spend their life like an avid beach goer. She had shockingly red hair that flowed down in twin hair drills. In her leather clad hands she carried a whip, and on her back jet black bat wings sprouted. There was also a dark red tail with a heart shaped spade on the end that swished sensually behind her.
 
   "A tasty mortal has appeared," said the overly sexual demon girl. She strode upon the air as though it were hard-packed dirt. Thus did she cross the chasm and move to stand before Scott.
 
   "Shall I devour him?" she asked thoughtfully while running her fingers along his cheek.
 
   "My fiancé may not approve," said Scott after getting his bearings. He was forced to step back, however. The raw sexual heat this hellish vision of beauty was putting out was quite overpowering.
 
   "That silly little elf?" asked the she-demon with a smile, before she slipped her arms around his neck and clasped her hands behind his back and in the air. "Don't you prefer a real woman?" she asked, her tail lashing back and forth.
 
   "Can we go back to the part where you devour men?" asked Scott curiously.
 
   She laughed languidly then flashed him a pretty smile. A moment later she offered him a saucy devilish wink. "Well, it's implied in the backstory at least."
 
   "Rhea!" exclaimed Scott.
 
   "Oh, calm down you silly boy," said the demoness before she kissed him on the nose. "This is why I rarely take this form."
 
   "Why did you do it in the first place? You said you were tired of being called an ice queen. But..."
 
   Not-the-Rhea threw back her head and laughed beautifully. "Oh, dear Scott... You are so cute when you are confused."
 
   "I must be the most adorable critter in the world right now," he said lightly.
 
   "To me you are," said the demon girl before leaning in to plant a sensual kiss on his lips. "But sadly, I did not come here to drag your mortal soul creaming into the abyss..."
 
   "W-why do I feel disappointed?" asked Scott after her words penetrated his brain. "Also, don't you mean screaming into the abyss?"
 
   The demoness drew back from him once more then eyed him curiously. "You know, even if the way this world works causes me to be a little friskier, I still have never been with a man in this form..."
 
   "I like how you said man, instead of me," said Scott with a smirk.
 
   She grinned at him, then placed a gloved finger to his lip. "Hush now, little boy. An adult is speaking."
 
   Scott causally bit at her finger and she laughed once more. "Alright, alright. Enough of this... I'll end up as pregnant as Ero if we keep talking."
 
   "Well, if all we did was talk..," said Scott.
 
   "What's the fun in that, though?" asked the demoness before she pressed her devilish assets against his chest.
 
   "Rhea...?" he asked with a soft laugh.
 
   "Actually, no. In this form I'm known as Amaryllis Bloodheart."
 
   "Sexy," said Scott with a smile.
 
   "You have no idea," said Amaryllis while slipping her tail around to slap Scott on the backside.
 
   "Wow, never knew you had this in you..," said Scott, his smile widening.
 
   Amaryllis laughed sensually. "There is still a lot to learn about me, and I you. Though, I admit it is nice to have the mental reinforcement keep me from blushing every few minutes."
 
   Amaryllis sighed a little. "I do that enough at home."
 
   "Oh and one other thing," said the demoness.
 
   Scott's eyes widened in surprise as Rhea popped up next to him and looked at him with an angry expression.
 
   "Scott, what's the meaning of this?" asked Rhea in a demanding tone.
 
   He blinked at her then looked back to Amaryllis and blinked again. The demoness winked at him. He looked back to Rhea and she grinned. "Wow. Is it my birthday?" he asked, surprised.
 
   Rhea and Amaryllis laughed in unison then spoke in unison as well. "Ah, poor Scott. He just doesn't know what to do."
 
   "Yeah I do," he said, before he reached over and pulled Rhea into the group hug with both him and her other self.
 
   Rhea and Amaryllis laughed once more then they both pushed at him. They then spoke in unison, each saying, "Hey now buster, what kind of girl do you think we are!"
 
   "It's confusing, but I'm into it!" cried Scott.
 
   Herbert sat on a nearby rock and watched everything go down. It was times like this that he wished that he had popcorn. Free shows such as this were perfect with popcorn.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   A few hours passed while Scott got to know Amaryllis. Rhea had left the scene after a few minutes due to the system restrictions on multiple active accounts. The character avatars tended to act in sync instead of independently, even though the gods were more than capable of splitting their consciousness into multiple versions of themselves.
 
   Amaryllis possessed several interesting skills that had nothing to do with making Scott uncomfortable in the bedroom. Each of the notable abilities that she possessed, were magical in nature and focused on metal refinement.
 
   The red haired goddess in demon form held up a piece of rusty metal. She ran her hand over it several times. Each time she did so, a little rust fell away.
 
   "It's a time-consuming process since my skill-level is still so low. But we seem to be getting somewhere now," said Amaryllis.
 
   Scott sat on a nearby fallen log and watched her work. He loved Origin, and adored her Rhea form. Honestly, that form was the one he thought of when he thought of her. The demoness in front of him, however, looked like sex on wheels. It was a bizarre thing to see, like a devout nun suddenly deciding to dance at a strip club. Was it possible to picture it? Yes. Did it seem likely? No. At least it was not likely outside of a particularly good porn script.
 
   Amaryllis pouted at the slip of metal then sighed. "This is as good as it can get. I'll have to start combining everything as best I can now."
 
   Scott nodded slowly, a lump forming in his throat every time his fiancé moved. It was hard to think, to do anything but nod and hope she approved.
 
   She glanced at him then offered a warm smile. In her current guise, however, that smile caused all manner of natural reactions within her husband to be. Scott coughed into his hand then looked away, strangely embarrassed. He spent intimate time with Rhea frequently once they finally realized what they meant to each other, but this was different.
 
   Amaryllis lashed her tail provocatively then flashed a hint of a fanged smile. "Do you miss your cute, innocent, little elf maiden?"
 
   "You're you, no matter what you look like," said Scott with as much conviction as he could manage in the situation.
 
   "Really? That's," –She leaned back then stretched languidly like a cat, her body moving in ways that were far too interesting for any normal man to withstand. She glanced at him out of one eye while keeping the other closed— "quite sweet of you."
 
   "You're doing this to me on purpose," said Scott, the knuckles of his fingers had turned white while he gripped the petrified log he used as a seat. He was trying his best not to rush over to the obscenely erotic creature that his fiancé had become.
 
   She laughed warmly, the dulcet tones caused Scott's manhood to stir in the manliest of ways. "Of course I am, you silly boy. It's what I am supposed to do in this form."
 
   Amaryllis finished up with what she was doing and then chanted a series of strange words that made the very air blister. A flame rose up from the ground, along with a floating stone cauldron that hovered above the flame without any visible support.
 
   The red haired she-demon continued to put salvaged bits of metal into the cauldron until it was half full, then rubbed her hands together to clean them off. She sauntered saucily over to Scott then sat down beside him, once she was done.
 
   Scott glanced at her then looked away a little. It was weird to see Rhea in a different body, even if they had a lot of similarities. She still looked a great deal like herself in the face and form, but the way she acted and dressed was so far removed from the norm that it was freaky.
 
   Amaryllis hummed a merry tune for a moment then glanced to the side. She made a loud yawning sound then casually stretched one arm around Scott's shoulder.
 
   "I'm conflicted," said Scott, after she performed the same action with her tail. Said tail lightly tugged at him.
 
   "Mortals often are, sweet one," said Amaryllis in a light tone.
 
   Scott looked down then said, "Is it cheating if your wife is currently inhabiting another body?"
 
   "Didn't stop us on Earth," she said without missing a beat.
 
   "Good point," said Scott before he lost the last of his resolve. He flung himself sideways and knocked Amaryllis to the ground.
 
   The demoness laughed uproariously as Scott tried to do things with her, any of the things his overstimulated brain could think to do. "What are you doing?"
 
   "I don't know, but I'm doing it!" cried Scott as his body received mixed signals that complicated the process. There was so much to do, and so little to help him focus on which way to proceed. He literally wanted to do everything sexy with her, but his body tried to do it all at once. The end result was a ridiculous flailing about with his hands that eventually led to something sexy happening.
 
   The metal in the cauldron began to bubble and melt, even as the overly excited sorcerer did the same. They laughed and did their best to make use of their time while they waited for the cauldron to do its thing.
 
   By the time the metal had melted completely Amaryllis was as naked as the day her character would have been born, and Scott had dozens of hickeys and sets of lip prints all across his face and chest. He panted heavily and reached for her, but she merely laughed and span away. "Now, now, I have some more cooking to do..." She admonished him with a sexy wave of her finger and a tilt of her hips.
 
   She summoned out an oversized crystalline ladle and stirred the metal a bit. The heat of the fire and the molten materials did not cause her problems in the slightest. She stirred the cauldron slowly then looked up at Scott. Her expression was sweet, yet enticing. "I should cook for you more often."
 
   Scott sat up then smiled at her. "I'd love that."
 
   Amaryllis lashed her tail from side to side. A thoughtful look was followed by a simple question. "Scott... Do you really like Rhea more than me?"
 
   "I like you, period. You said this was a side of you, but so is Rhea. How can I like one more than the other?"
 
   Amaryllis blinked then looked down at her cauldron. Strangely, her cheeks became a bit flush. "You should know. It's not common that a man can make a demoness blush."
 
   This was more like the Rhea that he knew. Scott smiled at her softly. "I don't want to make a demoness blush. I just want to be with you."
 
   "Fu. Fu. Fu..," said the demoness in a merry tone.
 
   Scott blinked then snorted out a laugh. Amaryllis lifted out her ladle and pointed it at him. "Just what's so funny, you tasty little mortal?"
 
   "Nothing really. I just realized that right now you're the sort of girl who actually annunciates a dark sexy laugh," said Scott before he tilted his head down and said, "Fu. Fu. Fu."
 
   "Does the mortal think that he can tease me?" she asked him before shifting her weight from one side to the other and offering him a provocative pose.
 
   Scott stood up then placed his hands on his hips then flexed his chest. "Yes, yes he does."
 
   Amaryllis snorted at him then tried to hold back a laugh since she had to stir her cauldron a little more. "S-silly mortal," she said, still fighting the laugh.
 
   The demoness picked up a few more pieces of metal and tossed them into the cauldron. She stirred the metal soup for a moment then put in a few more pieces. She continued that process until the cauldron was half-full of metal once more.
 
   "It won't be long now," she said before strolling back over to Scott. She stood in front of him with her hands on her hips and her lips slightly parted. "However will we pass the time?"
 
   "You're really getting into this aren't you?" asked Scott before slipping his hands down to lightly grip her hips.
 
   She kissed him softly, her tail curling around his left leg. "Do you disapprove?"
 
   Scott held her close then smiled at her warmly. "Are you enjoying yourself?"
 
   Amaryllis snuggled against him then kissed him once more. "It is nice, actually. I feel more confident in this form."
 
   "I didn't know Rhea lacked confidence," said Scott thoughtfully.
 
   Her leg rose up and she softly caressed his hip with her thigh. "Just, Rhea's too much like the real me. Sometimes it's hard to... you know."
 
   Scott kissed her softly then picked her up and carried her over to his log seat. She sat on his lap in a casual manner. "Do I tease her too much?" he asked softly.
 
   "Sometimes..," said Amaryllis.
 
   He leaned forward and their foreheads pressed together. He lightly stroked her cheek and said, "Should I apologize? I like teasing her..."
 
   "Do you?" asked Amaryllis, her tail lashing lightly. "Why?"
 
   "She's such a sweet person, I can't help but make her blush," said Scott, before kissing Amaryllis on the side of the neck.
 
   She made a soft, pleased, noise and then stroked the back of his head. "Don't worry about making her blush. She's just not used to doing things like we are now..."
 
   "Oh?" asked Scott.
 
   Amaryllis shook her head then offered him a teasing pout. "She's never even had a boyfriend, you know... She's not sure she knows how to keep him happy, and tends to get nervous when this sort of thing comes up."
 
   "I should let her know that just having her beside me makes me happy," said Scott softly, before he kissed her on the chin.
 
   "I'm sure she would like that," said Amaryllis, her face becoming slightly flush in the process. "She worries a lot, especially about how close you are with Ero..."
 
   Scott gripped Amaryllis' hips and pulled her closer. "She won't talk to me about that much."
 
   "She can't. Every time she starts to do so, she becomes worried that you'll tell her that you love Ero more than her."
 
   "Oh," said Scott. He looked into amaryllis' eyes and saw a hint of concern. The roleplay session had ended. He was seeing Origin in her eyes right now.
 
   They looked into each other's eyes for a moment before Scott spoke again. "I should tell her that she has a place in my heart, a beautiful place that no one else can fill." 
 
   He ran his fingers down her cheek then took a breath. "I do love Ero. But she fills a different place in my heart, one just for her. Rhea's place? No one else can fill it," said Scott.
 
   The demoness looked into his eyes for a moment. Scott could see her eyes tear up slightly. An internal conflict seemed to be occurring behind those shimmering eyes.
 
   "What about me?" asked Amaryllis, as Origin slipped back into character. She kissed his lips softly, and then a slight hint of a blush appeared on her cheeks once more.
 
   She lashed her tail while looking deeply into his eyes, "Don't I have a beautiful place to fill?"
 
   Scott grinned as he pulled her closer. "I'll say you do."
 
   They both laughed then, though Amaryllis' laughter was less sensual than she had shown previously. If anything, there was an undertone of relief.
 
   He noticed something interesting then spoke again. "I can see the steam rising."
 
   She kissed him softly on the nose. "If you're that hot, you should drink some water."
 
   "Well, the thirst is certainly real," he said with a smile, before pointing to the molten metal, "but I meant your cauldron."
 
   Amaryllis blinked then looked over to her cauldron. She made a cute noise then hopped off of Scott's lap. "Metal's ready."
 
   She sashayed her way over to the cauldron then began to stir the contents. "We'll have to use this before we can melt any more of it."
 
   "What are you planning with that, anyway?" asked Scott. Neither Rhea, nor Amaryllis, had been entirely clear on what melting the metal down would do for them.
 
   "Simple! Using this metal, we can magically infuse some of the remaining bits and pieces to make them worth a lot more. We can also fix the leg casing so that it can be used for power armor."
 
   "Hmm, I already knew that... Why did I forget?" asked Scott. He took in the sight of Amaryllis stirring the cauldron then blinked. His mind slowly began to go blank from the strange sensuality of her movements. However, he managed to shake the metal fog away after a moment. "Oh, that's why?" 
 
   Amaryllis laughed softly at his antics then lightly slid a finger down the ladle. "See something you like, mortal?"
 
   "Nah," said Scott.
 
   She leaned back and pouted at him. "Is that so?"
 
   "I see something I love," said Scott lightly.
 
   Her left eyebrow rose into the air. She took her ladle out and pointed it at him. "You better be careful, buster. Keep talking like that, and you'll have to show me that beautiful place you mentioned."
 
   Scott looked at her for a moment then smiled broadly. "I really like today."
 
   She murmured a little then slowly stirred her cauldron once more. Amaryllis looked up at Scott, a soft smile on her lips. He was right. Today had been fun.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Evening had come upon the world, like a dark shroud that blots out the light of the life-giving sun. Evil was on the prowl, sexy evil. "Found you!"
 
   Amaryllis hopped out of her hiding place and whirled to the side. Several bats made of magical energy erupted outward from where she stood previously. They flew forward and circled the hapless mechanical construct, thoroughly confusing its sensory capacity.
 
   The lamp post was set atop a continuous track system, the sort of thing that a tank might use. Other than this strange adaptation there was nothing to make it seem particularly special. It flailed its broken light around in an attempt to swat the bats, and was so thoroughly distracted in the process that Scott was able to rush in and unleash a small amount of lightning into its frame.
 
   The busted lamp sparked wildly, showing the way that it had broken in the first place. Scott leapt away and hellfire flared up all around it. The extreme temperature caused the metal to melt slightly.
 
   The machine monster fell not long after that series of attacks. Without its high-power heat lamp, it possessed little damage potential.
 
   Scott and the crew set about looting the monster after that. It was not long before Amaryllis cried out in excitement. "Yes! We've done it."
 
   "What have we done now?" asked Scott curiously. Herbert ran over to see what she was talking about as well. He stayed out of the principle fighting right now, as he was much more useful as an enemy lure and a support member at the moment. Still, he liked to see what the loot was after each fight.
 
   "I can fix some of these parts, and we could probably get any decent weaponsmith to form them together. Also, these tracks will fit the frame we found!" said Amaryllis excitedly. "If we sell off most of the superior scrap we have, we can probably scrape up enough money to make it happen."
 
   "Sweet!" exclaimed Scott. "So, we'll finally be able to make it happen?"
 
   "Sure. Let me get to work," said Amaryllis. She immediately called up her hell cauldron and started her work. Scott and Herbert went back to looting the machine monster. Since Amaryllis was brought into the picture, not a single part had been wasted. The random junk pieces were made into superior grade materials through her magical metal working, and they were able to hunt down more monsters than before due to the cart. In short, they were looking at a serious haul this time.
 
   As usual, there were a few servo-motors and a machine core to be looted. The wiring was pulled to the side, as copper, silver, and occasional tiny bits of gold were used. None of the monsters had platinum parts in this area, but someday they might return to fight the monsters downtown. They would have higher grade parts with platinum and gold as more common elements.
 
   Scott separated the materials while Amaryllis worked the cauldron. She always started with the least valuable materials, as they were the most numerous. Once the basic steel was melted down, she conjured up metal molds. The steel was poured into the molds and rapidly turned into steel ingots.
 
   "This is the fun part, huh?" asked Scott as he sat down on the dirt. There were only a few places around to hide as it was a flat area, but none of them was a suitable place to sit.
 
   Amaryllis grinned at him then ran her hand above two of the ingots. They began to glow briefly then magical energy crackled between them. The ingots slowly drew together and formed a single ingot.
 
   "What do you call that again?" asked Scott.
 
   "Recombinant Metal Synergy," said Amaryllis. "It's one of the basic types of synergy, a common one for those who work with metal."
 
   "There's more than one type?" he asked, curious about this fascinating power.
 
   She combined another set of ingots then nodded. "Yes, there used to be only one synergy skill, but it was too broken to be allowed to continue in that form. So, we separated it into a few hundred lesser skill-sets."
 
   "Broken, how?" Scott watched as Amaryllis combined the two new ingots into yet another.
 
   Amaryllis gasped in delight as the new ingot shifted hue during mid-synergy. "Great! We got another one."
 
   "Dark steel?" asked Scott.
 
   "Yes, dark steel. I can't make ebon steel, yet, or I'd try to combine this with the other ingot," said Amaryllis. She carefully set the much more valuable bit of steel to the side then set about combining more regular steel ingots.
 
   While she worked with the metal, she continued to speak about synergy. "As far as the synergy skill, it could basically combine almost anything together. A handful of grass and a piece of leather might create a piece of armor, for instance."
 
   "Sounds like a great skill!" exclaimed Scott. He'd love something like that.
 
   "Yeah, it was," she said, after finishing the next ingot.
 
   She looked at him before continuing, "It was too great. There was no need for any other crafting skill. Who needs to learn smithing, or crafting, when you can simply combine two items and keep combining until the system popped out something amazing?"
 
   "So, you nerfed it?" asked Scott.
 
   "Some players still claim we did. We didn't, though," said Amaryllis before she started work on another set of ingots. "We broke the skill up into different skill-sets. Someone who wanted to be a synergistic weaponsmith could still gain all the necessary skills. They just had to learn more than one."
 
   "I see." Scott sighed softly. "It would have been nice to have that skill."
 
   Amaryllis smiled at him. "Maybe someday. A lot of indie game companies that use the OEC GPL basic world engine leave it intact at first."
 
   "They do? Isn't it unbalanced, though?" asked Scott.
 
   "Highly. In fact, the existence of that skill is a hallmark many use to determine whether the game being created is well-coded or not. Only terrible programmers with no desire for game balance allow it to be used whole-cloth," she said, though she thought better of it after a moment. "Well, not always. Some game worlds are created where synergy is one of the core mechanics and most of the skills revolve around it. That makes more sense to me."
 
   "So, the world creators that use it whole-cloth are either terrible designers or use the skill itself as almost a game engine of its own?"
 
   "Exactly," said Amaryllis. "The original version of synergy was completely game breaking."
 
   "Makes sense... It would replace a lot of other skills, after all," said Scott. "Though, a game breaking skill would be nice to have if the board started their shenanigans." 
 
   Amaryllis laughed. "Sorry. Most of the completely broken skills have been dealt with over time. We've been at this world creation thing for a long time, you know."
 
   Scott nodded to her then reached out his arm. Herbert climbed on then crawled up to his shoulder. Together they watched as the demoness used magic and hell fire to do the mundane task of melt and combine metal.
 
   The steel was eventually combined into the best possible version that she could make it. Master grade steel was the type used to create master tier steel items. It was a step below elemental, dark, or light steel, which was its own grade of metal and considered a magical metal. Every metal had that sort of grading system. There was the common capacity, up to master grade. Then it could become elemental, dark, or light.
 
   "What's the highest tier of magical metal?" asked Scott, curious about what he could find eventually.
 
   "Legendary Beast, Celestial, and Infernal," said Amaryllis while she watched the tiny bits of gold they found melt down inside her cauldron. She included the already melted and reformed bits from earlier battles.
 
   "So, there's a legendary beast steel?" asked Scott.
 
   Amaryllis smiled at him. "Actually, it would be the name of the beast. Phoenix Steel, Dragon Steel, Unicorn Steel, and other things like that."
 
   "Is it just for specific elements then, or is the beast some kind of totem?" he asked, keenly interested in what she would say. If knowing this meant gaining an edge later, he would learn as much as he could.
 
   "It's a little confusing because the element associated with the steel can be seen with a lot of beast names Dragon Steel, for instance, can come in all elemental forms. Phoenix steel is just for fire. Unicorn Steel is only for light elemental steel, or water elemental steel," she said, before finishing up with the gold melting process. She poured the tiny bit of metal into a little mold. The result was a marble sized object made of pure gold.
 
   "Almost enough for a gold coin," she said thoughtfully.
 
   "Can you make all those kinds of steel?" asked Scott.
 
   Amaryllis shook her head. "No. Only a handful of races can do them all, and even then it has to be someone who absolutely chooses to master the synergy skills almost exclusively due to time constraints. I couldn't even if I wanted to do so."
 
   "Why not?" asked Scott. "Not enough motivation?"
 
   The red haired demoness put the gold marble in her pocket then smiled at Scott once more. "Motivation is simple enough. I just can't create celestial steel, or any non-fire and darkness based elemental steel. However, if I trained long enough I could eventually develop the ability to create infernal steel, the wicked counterpart to the celestial steel."
 
   "I see. It's a simple, but still complex system..," said Scott.
 
   "True, no one race or class gets to have everything. The few races that can do all the metal working and creation, also have to do so as a crafting class with heavy combat and non-crafting magical penalties."
 
   "Who knew my sweet Origin would have a side to her that was so into metal?" asked Scott with a smile.
 
   Amaryllis grinned at him then struck a dangerous pose. Her bat wings flared outward and she placed one foot in front of the other. She then canted her hips to one side.
 
   Her left hand on her left hip, she pointed the index finger of her right hand toward the ground. "Bow down mortal! Worship at the feet of your dark goddess of the metal!"
 
   Scott laughed then got down on his knees. Herbert hopped off and Scott bent forward with his hands out. "I'm not worthy! I'm not worthy!"
 
   The dark goddess of the metal giggled at him in a surprisingly cute way. "OK. You might be a little worthy."
 
   "Shall I pray for darkness?" asked Scott lightly.
 
   She laughed at him in a sultry way then lashed her tail. "Just don't pray for death. I have no interest in having my brother show up right now."
 
   Scott laughed loudly, obnoxiously really, after hearing that. "He'd make a scene?"
 
   "He'd never let me live it down if he saw me dressed like this," said Amaryllis with a softer hint of laughter in her voice. She then walked forward and stretched out a hand to her slightly worthy supplicant. "Welcome to my beautiful darkness."
 
   Scott grinned at her then lunged upward and tackled her to the ground. She cried out in surprise then pushed at him a little. "What do you think you're doing, mister?"
 
   He slipped a hand down to lightly stroke her between her thighs. "You invited me in... As a demoness, you should know that you lose all power when you do that..."
 
   "Am I helpless before your mortal might, then?" she asked curiously, an amused smile on her lips.
 
   He laughed a little then said, "Wow, you're burning up down there."
 
   "Well, I do come from the inferno..." she began, but then her eyes went wide as his questing fingers dared breach the gates to the underworld. "S-Scott!"
 
   He leaned down and whispered into her ear. "Abandon all hope, ye who enter here...?"
 
   She exclaimed something incoherent, mixed with warm laughter. Her rear end wiggled around a little as his questing fingers made it difficult to keep still.
 
   Scott laughed a little. "Shall I welcome myself to the underworld?"
 
   "Don't tease me!" she gasped then lifted her thigh a little. "I'm playing a role here."
 
   "I'm playing a role, too... The part of the Fiancé who can't hold back anymore," he whispered into her ear, before he nibbled on it.
 
   "W-what kind of part is that...?" asked the demoness, her body heating up further.
 
   "A big one... and it's all for you," said Scott, in his warm masculine voice.
 
   Amaryllis gasped once more. This wasn't how she had planned for things to go, but she had to admit the truth. She loved the part that he was about to play.
 
   
  
 

Chapter 9
 
   Sparks flew as metal and skill worked hand in hand to create something truly amazing. On the outskirts of Trinity Depot, the small stop-over point where people who sold scrap gathered from the Trinity Highcrowne area, a metal shop owner had taken up the challenge that Scott and crew had presented to him.
 
   Earlier that day, Amaryllis returned to the sexiness from whence she came. Rhea was brought back into play. The group set out to find a true machinist, and in the end hired someone to put together something remarkable.
 
   Scott, Rhea, and Herbert had just come back from a long day of hunting to discover that the shop owner was almost finished with his work. It was still difficult to believe that he completed such a massive undertaking in a single work day.
 
   Crankshaft Onetooth, the middle-aged orc mechanist who ran the shop, continued his efforts with the precision of a laser beam. Scott and Herbert were completely enraptured by the deftness of the orc's hands. The master machinist effortlessly machined parts to precise specifications, often without the need of measuring tools.
 
   Rhea was simply happy that the job would be done before she had to go back to work. She'd seen such things often before. While his skills were indeed impressive she was not awestruck like her other party members.
 
   It was nearly dark before Crankshaft finished his work. The result was a thing of beauty. The balding orc lifted his goggles then grinned at them. "Hey brother, your ride's ready."
 
   "Sweet. You even put the camo paint on already," said Scott.
 
   Crankshaft laughed in a good natured manner. "Hey, it's a rush job for a friend of a friend, but it's still about quality."
 
   Scott grinned at him then looked over the new party ride. "Man. I want to go blow some stuff up."
 
   The orc mechanist laughed again then slapped Scott on the back. "Hah, that's the spirit."
 
   "Let me show you how it all works first, though," said the shop owner. He gestured for the others to follow as well, while he drove the newly crafted ride out the shop door and then down the street.
 
   Once they left the depot gates he continued out into the wasteland for a short distance and then pointed to a few twisted trees in the distance. "Your targeting grid should be accurate, but let's zero your new weapons to be sure."
 
   Zeroing the weapons consisted of lining up the crosshairs that appeared over the target when looking through the windshield. Crankshaft wiggled the steering wheel a bit until the crosshairs seemed to be perfectly aligned with the target, a tree in the distance, and then fired three quick bursts from the forward guns. The double guns fired six rounds in total. After they impacted the target, Crankshaft frowned slightly.
 
   "Needs adjustment. One moment." He took out a wrench and hammer from a tool bag at his hip then started banging on the left gun. After he finished his adjustments, he made another attempt to zero the weapons then smiled as he managed two sets of tight shot groups.
 
   "Right, now for the charge..." He pressed down on the top of the batwing shaped steering wheel using his thumbs. The front of the gun barrels began to glow gently as power built up. Three seconds later, he pulled the triggers with his index fingers. Two grapefruit sized energy shots blasted outward. Roughly halfway to their intend target they broke apart, and the target was blasted with multiple energy rounds.
 
   "Twin shotgun pattern is good. Time for the big shot," said Crankshaft, a grin split his face revealing why he was called Onetooth. He was missing half of one of his canine teeth.
 
   Crankshaft charged the guns for a full eight seconds before squeezing the triggers once more. The energy blasts shot out once more, each the size of a bowling ball. A short distance away there was a sudden crackling of elemental power between them that caused them to merge together into a singular ball of energy the size of a beach ball.
 
   The energy blast hit the tree with tremendous force that exploded with a thunderous sound. The ancient twisted thing was blown apart with little effort. For several seconds afterward splinters and chunks of wood rained down onto the wasteland all around it.
 
   "Now that's what I like to see!" called out Crankshaft.
 
   Scott glanced at Rhea and then down at Herbert. All three of them began to grin like idiots. It had literally emptied their bank account, and they would need to make a few more similar payments, but their new ride was exactly what they needed to make things happen.
 
   "Alright, gather round, and I'll show you how everything works," said Crankshaft. "Too bad you made a down payment on this thing. I almost want to keep it myself."
 
   Scott chuckled lightly. "Well, if we bring you the same parts, you can make your own."
 
   "Sounds good!" Crankshaft laughed heartily then waggled his finger. "You bring me quality parts like the ones you brought me for this beauty, and I'll consider that one of your payments made."
 
   The three glanced at each other, and then Scott nodded. "Sounds like a plan." They marked it down on their Crysta-coms as an official quest. The system would catalog it that way anyway. All agreements were held in that way. Though, Crankshaft did pull out a piece of paper and a pen to write it down officially. That way they would get experience as well as have proof that he made the offer.
 
   Crankshaft showed them how to fire the weapons and how to line up shots. The guns only pointed directly ahead and followed the movement of the front end of the vehicle. After that he showed them the trunk storage system, and the movement conversion system. As he did so, the wheels were rapidly replaced by tracks. The system converted freely back and forth using the storage system as a basis.
 
   It worked on similar technology to the bags that held a great deal more than they should. The difference was that there was a computer control scheme that allowed for specific deployment and storage at will with the flip of a switch.
 
   "Out in the wasteland, the tracks are your best bet for crossing. If you go on the road, though, you use the wheels. Sharp turns are a lot harder with the tracks, and you have to be going at least ten miles per hour just to turn decently." He gestured with his hand then said, "Besides, the wheel system lets you drive faster."
 
   "It'd be a lot easier to get stuck or run over scrap metal out here and blow a tire," said Scott with a nod of the head.
 
   "Exactly. Hell, you're better off with one of those elephants, or whatever, than trying to actually drive a wheeled vehicle through that tire death trap. It's like you want your tires to blow if you go out there with wheels," said Crankshaft.
 
   "Sweet deal," said Scott. He then asked another question. "And the repair system?"
 
   "Ah, yeah. That." Crankshaft pointed out a button on the console that was near the movement conversion system. "You press that when the vehicle takes damage. It will take the proper materials from storage and use recombinant repair synergy to auto-repair simple parts."
 
   Crankshaft clarified what he meant by simple parts after he saw Scott nod his head. "It won't repair computer systems or wiring. Nothing intricate. It only repairs things like the body, frame, wheels, and paint job." He thought better of it after he spoke, however. "It'll repair the guns, too. But won't realign them properly. Need a specialist to do that."
 
   "That sounds like a lifesaver," said Scott.
 
   "It can be, but you have to have enough materials for it to work." Crankshaft pointed to a section of the console. "You could only afford that much storage." The symbol showed that he had one hundred sixty out of two hundred forty pounds of storage remaining.
 
   "I put some basic scrap in there, left-overs from what you brought me and a few other things like paint. A few wrecked tires, and an extra energy core as well." Crankshaft pointed to the button that worked the storage containment system. "You'll want a few more properly fitted cores, and probably want a little more scrap. I'd keep about a hundred pounds of random crap in your storage that can be used to repair your vehicle on the road."
 
   "The cores power everything right? Using any of the systems drains it?" asked Scott.
 
   "Right. So, you use the guns a lot and you could go dry out in the wastes and have to push it back. The more you have in storage, the more it takes to maintain that storage. That draws a constant percentage," said the orc. "You can get them refilled easy enough, doesn't cost a terrible lot. Still, the less you waste, the less you pay."
 
   "They recharge on their own too, right?" asked Rhea.
 
   "Right. Takes time though. If you turn off everything but the storage system, a medium core like this one uses will recharge over night as long as you're not in a null-mana zone," said Crankshaft.
 
   He patted the front of the vehicle. "The small core that runs the storage system will start pulling from the main core once it gets down to thirty percent, so keep that in mind and recharge often. You want to go on a long trip with it, you need extra cores. It's that simple."
 
   Crankshaft flipped open a side panel and pointed at an empty slot. "Takes longer than a recharge station, or the auto-charge that happens when you turn this baby off, but you can put a medium core in there and charge it up in about two days."
 
   "We appreciate it. Thank you for helping us with this," said Rhea, a smile on her lips.
 
   "Nah. It's fine. I don't usually extend credit, but Greelak sent you out this way. I trust his judgment," said Crankshaft.
 
   It was a stroke of good fortune to discover that Greelak and Crankshaft were old friends. They used to run in the same circles and had gone out to explore ruins together in their younger days. Greelak had been the heavy gunner. Crankshaft had been the mechanic. He was that one guy who turned common vehicles into the instruments of death and dismemberment that made any true orc consider shedding a manly tear.
 
   They chatted for a little while then parted ways after Crankshaft showed them a few more interesting features, one of which was merely for fun. He had installed an extra insulated compartment for holding sandwiches. Greelak would be thrilled to hear that.
 
   After they finally got sole access to their new ride, Scott spent a moment looking his sweet baby over. She was a beauty that combined the utility of a dune buggy with the concept of the three wheeled motorcycle. It looked a little like a forest camo version of a vehicle he heard about on one of his trips to Earth, the Polaris Slingshot. Two wheels in the front, and a wide backend seated over one wheel, there were two seats sitting side-by-side. 
 
   The targeting mechanism was centrally located and would take getting used to as the steering wheel was on the left side of the vehicle. Still, it only fired in one direction. Lining up the crosshairs was simple enough.
 
   Between the seats was a fold-out section that could be lowered to reveal two smaller seats for a certain Grassrat and a delightful fairy. Scott grinned like an idiot. "I can't believe we have this thing..."
 
   Rhea laughed at his joy. "Well, thank Amaryllis for her efforts. Even with her help, and bringing in most of the materials for parts, it still cost a good bit more than all our money combined."
 
   "I know. I'll thank her properly," said Scott with a grin, before leaning over and kissing Rhea softly on the lips.
 
   She murmured sweetly then kissed him in kind. "You better thank her properly..."
 
   Herbert pulled down the central seat and hopped onto it. He was ready to see what this thing could do.
 
   After Scott and Rhea stopped their proper thank yous for a moment, Herbert chittered at them to get their attention. They looked down and then blinked as he pointed his right forepaw forward. They followed his gesture with their eyes and saw the wasteland ahead.
 
   "Forward to adventure, huh?" asked Scott with a smile.
 
   Herbert nodded then flashed a smile of his own. It was time to hit the road.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   The wasteland was a glorious place to drive a well-crafted death machine. Scott was used to the roads of Earth where traffic was a constant issue. In the wasteland, however, he could freely go anywhere he wanted to go as long as the happy little transport was powered and ready.
 
   "Yeah buddy!" cried Scott as he swerved around a hill at a moderate rate of speed. Rhea and Herbert held on for dear life as one side of the vehicle went up the side of the hill, while the other track remained on the flatter surface of the hard-packed ground.
 
   "You're having way too much fun with this," said Rhea with a laugh as the vehicle shifted sideways then righted itself.
 
   Scott laughed then sighted a machine monster. "Ptew! Ptew!" he cried as he aimed the crosshair on screen and opened fire. Triple bursts of energy shot out from each of the gun barrels with deadly intent. The machine monster in the distance flailed around as tiny dents appeared along the surface of its body.
 
   He practiced the shot gun blast effect after that. The hapless golf cart looking thing that Scott had been firing at sudden burst into flames as the energy struck a vital component. A pitiful beeping honk warbled outward from the dying machine before it rolled to a start.
 
   A big grin on his face, Scott turned to Rhea and said, "I like family outings."
 
   "Goof!" she said with a slight groan. The smile on her lips spoke her true feelings, however. It really was fun to go out into the wasteland as a family and shoot things.
 
   The gun happy trio drove over to the downed machine then began to loot it. Their current excursion was just to have fun and test the vehicle. Tomorrow they would get a cart to pull behind their lovely little murder machine.
 
   Mr. Happy Golf Cart, or whatever the machine had thought to call itself, turned out to have a few interesting salvageable parts. Space in the vehicle storage was limited, so only the good parts were taken for the day.
 
   "You want to have a go?" Scott asked Rhea.
 
   Rhea grinned at him then ran over and hopped into the driver's seat. "Why yes. I do."
 
   They took off again and continued searching for easy prey. The guns were decently powerful, but they were not ready to risk wrecking their new baby on a fight with a stronger opponent.
 
   It did not take long to find another critter to bring down. The next one was a walking spider-like thing that had an old rusty tractor for a body. Rhea revealed a feral grin, then gripped the steering wheel tight. "Oh, yes."
 
   Scott glanced at the love of his life then looked at the poor tractor-spider. Dozens of shots rang out as Rhea opened up full burst on the machine. It honked, and revved its engine, but it was too weak to withstand the continuous fire from their new ride. It fell to its side with a pitiful last rev of its engine. The monsters in the actual town of Trinity Highcrowne would be a much different situation. Out here on the edge of the combat zone, destroying the weakest of the machine beasts was ridiculously easy.
 
   "Vehicle combat... I like it," said Scott. "Feels like old times, sort of."
 
   Rhea smiled at him while she drove over to the poor dead machine spider. Just like before, they looted all the good stuff and left the rest for later. They could try to pick up whatever they left behind in the morning. If the scrap was left where they downed the monster, anyway. Other scavengers, or even a new machine spirit, might find it overnight.
 
   It was Herbert's turn next. Rhea held him up in her hand while he maneuvered their sweet ride. She worked the gas and brakes while he grassratted the guns. He would have manned them, but he was not a man.
 
   The murder-minded rodent had an intense expression while he drove around. His expression shifted to one of delight as he found a target that seemed reasonable.
 
   "Ok, we'll do this together. Alright?" Rhea smiled down at Herbert and the rodent nodded his agreement. They each took one of the guns and began firing. After a few shots, Herbert chittered then placed one paw on the top of the steering mechanism on his side to hold it down. Rhea followed suit with her side after a few more shots.
 
   They powered up the main gun to full power then at Herbert's chittered command they both pulled their triggers simultaneously. A large ball of energy shot out. The machine monster that they chose to hunt, an odd conglomeration of blenders and various other kitchen equipment that rolled around on a single wheel, was hit with a furious blast. It exploded in a shower of household appliance knick-knackery.
 
   Herbert started to dance around in Rhea's hand, and chittered a bit. Scott laughed at his antics. "Yeah, me too buddy."
 
   Rhea looked to Scott then rolled her eyes, before granting him a sweet smile. "Like you understand what he's saying."
 
   "Of course." Scott nodded to her then crossed his arms. "Any guy would know the sort of thing Herbert was thinking."
 
   "Oh, yeah? What then?" she asked him curiously.
 
   Scot placed a hand to his throat then cleared it. "Ahem."
 
   He then tilted his head back and said, "Awww Yeah! Get some, boy!"
 
   He made two fists, and a strained expression, just before he cried out, "I'm so fucking hard right now!"
 
   Rhea barked out a laugh then shook her head. She happened to glance down at Herbert and he gave her a cheeky rat grin and nodded his little furry head. "Oh wow. So it's true," she said, another laugh rising up to join the first one.
 
   "The desire to blow shit up is an unspoken bond between men." Scott nodded to her, his expression serious for the most part.
 
   "I'm riding around with barbarians," she said with yet another warm laugh.
 
   "Lucky you," said Scott before reaching over to lightly stroke her hair. They shared a tender moment, before they got out to loot the area for useful scrap.
 
   The next few hours were spent in hunting and looting before they headed back to town. The scrap yard had already closed down for some reason, so they drove over to Crankshaft's shop and paid him a small fee to secure their ride for the night. The last thing they wanted was to risk some jackass stealing it in the night.
 
   Not long after that a decision was made. Neither of them was particularly tired, yet, so they opted to head outside of town a short distance to train various skills for another few hours. In the dark, they worked on various combat skills and other things. Scott and Rhea went through their combat forms in order to perfect the basics, and then sparred a little. Herbert danced.
 
   It was nearly midnight before they finally dragged themselves back to town once more. They slept at one of the few local inns. Rather, they tried to do so.
 
   Rhea nuzzled against Scott then kissed him on the cheek. Scott rubbed her lower back and smiled at her in the darkness of their room.
 
   "I wonder how she's doing," said Rhea.
 
   "Ero?" asked Scott.
 
   "Yeah." Rhea sighed a little then snuggled closer.
 
   Scott kissed Rhea on the forehead then said, "I can feel her even now. I can't really talk to her because of the distance, but she's mostly happy."
 
   "Mostly?" asked Rhea curiously.
 
   "Yeah, I get the impression that she misses us," said Scott.
 
   Rhea suddenly kissed him softly on the lips. She slipped her body on top of his then hugged him tightly.
 
   He wrapped his arms around her, and held her close. There was no need to ask what was wrong. Some of it was obvious. Even so, Rhea began to speak. "I can understand. I miss this as well."
 
   "I love you," said Scott without a hint of shyness or hesitance. He kissed her warmly then stroked her hair.
 
   Her happy sigh was all the answer he needed, but a softly spoken, "I love you," did escape her lips.
 
   From his bed inside of a sock drawer, Herbert rose up quietly then wrapped his arms across his chest. He did his best to mimic a kissing motion while wriggling his body. After a moment he rolled his eyes, offered up his version of a smile, then slipped back down into the drawer. Sometimes they could be nauseating with their sweet talk, but he enjoyed their presence.
 
   While Scott and Rhea reaffirmed their love, and nauseated Herbert with what would soon be a loud and raucous bit of love making, a certain trio finally tracked down their prey. Of course, their prey had largely ignored their existence until now. So, finding them was not exactly difficult.
 
   "You sure they came here?" asked a certain strong arm bandit named Clarence, the formerly known first and second guy.
 
   "Yeah, this is way out in the middle of nowhere," said Barbara, the red haired common elf.
 
   Beady Eyes, the only one who did not currently have a warrant out for his arrest, snorted at them. "Yes, of course. They have been here for days apparently, just hunting those scrap heaps."
 
   "What noobs," said Clarence. He snorted then waved his hand around a little, "still hunting for scrap."
 
   "Well, whatever they're doing out here doesn't matter. we just have to wait till they head out to the wasteland again and we can follow them," said Beady Eyes.
 
   "Yeah, how fast can they walk with their little noob stats?" asked Clarence, a smirk on his lips.
 
   Barbara sighed loudly then smoothed down her skirt. "Is this even worth it? We haven't done anything in days besides chase these idiots around. We could have already earned more than their crappy gear is worth."
 
   Clarence frowned at her. "What else are we going to do? Get a real job?"
 
   The words hung in the air for a moment, and then the three dumbasses shivered as though a chill wind had passed over them. The very idea of actual work caused them to become a little dead inside.
 
   "Don't say that," said Beady Eyes.
 
   "Yeah..." Barbara hugged herself then grumbled a little. The horror. Oh, the horror of that thought!
 
   "Look, it's either this or we go back to other things... You know what I'm talking about," said Clarence.
 
   "I refuse to go back to that," said Barbara.
 
   "Yeah, no. That guy was a total ass," said Beady Eyes.
 
   "Damn Straight. Sax was a tool bag. I'm just glad we weren't part of that guy's main group," said Clarence.
 
   The others nodded in unison. Barbara spoke up, however. "Getting ganked in that cave was the best thing that ever happened to us."
 
   Clarence snorted at her. "No, getting out of the casual server before the lockdown on Sax and his idiots was the best thing."
 
   "Yeah, no kidding," said Beady Eyes. He took a breath then leaned against a street light. "Some of the others were stuck there after their player IDs were tracked down."
 
   Barbara murmured something thoughtful, but not loudly enough to be heard properly. Clarence asked her what she had said. She repeated herself with greater emphasis on her words. "Wouldn't it be hilarious if the noobs we were chasing were really Origin and Sweet Buns."
 
   "Do you have to call him sweet buns?" asked Clarence, obvious annoyance in his voice.
 
   "Hey, that ass is everywhere and it's mighty sweet," she said in a strangely serious tone of voice.
 
   "Doesn't really matter." Beady Eyes shook his head then narrowed his eyes. "There's no way those idiots are the real deal."
 
   "True. Origin is like the empress of an entire empire, or about to be," said Clarence. "Why would she be slumming in the scrap yards? She could have anything she wants in this place."
 
   Barbara yawned loudly then covered her mouth. "Well, it was a thought."
 
   "Oh please, you're still just hoping for that stupid selfie," said Clarence.
 
   The red-haired elf frowned at her associate. "It's not stupid."
 
   "It's ridiculous!" Clarence pointed at her then said, "You really expect some stuck up bitch like Origin to take a selfie with you?"
 
   "She's not stuck up!" growled Barbara.
 
   "Oh, like you'd know," said Clarence with a snort. "That ice-bitch wouldn't give you the time of day."
 
   "I'd kind of like to talk to that boyfriend of hers," admitted Beady Eyes.
 
   Clarence eyed the Beady Eyed man for a moment then tilted his head to the side. "You know, it's none of my business... but dude..."
 
   Beady Eyes groaned then flung his hand outward toward Clarence. "Stop acting like a moron, man. I just wanted to actually test my skills against his. That fairy friend of his drowned me with a tidal wave, and he was already dead from running into our trap."
 
   "Why are we even discussing this?" groused Clarence. "Neither of them would give us the time of day."
 
   "Maybe not, you," said Barbara. "I'm pretty sure they wouldn't mind giving me the time of day."
 
   "Celebrity worship is lame," muttered Clarence.
 
   Barbara snorted at him then crossed her arms over her impressive chest. "Say what you want, but I still like what I like. Besides..."
 
   Beady Eyes nodded to her. "I get it."
 
   He cracked a smile then laughed a little. "When celebrities murder you, you kind of want to get a selfie with them, or something."
 
   "Yeah," said Barbara with a nod. "My friends would have been super jealous."
 
   "My sister can't stop talking about the ass. She's even trying to convince me to pay her way into this server," said Beady Eyes with a laugh. "I mean, she's only fourteen hundred years old and she wants to find a boyfriend with that sort of ass."
 
   Barbara laughed as well. "Girl knows what she wants. I like it. If I could get a pic with Sweet Buns, my sisters would probably burst into flames."
 
   "Gives mom nightmares. She keeps thinking my sister will join one of those stupid youth gangs that run around and pretend to commit crimes in the city," said Beady Eyes.
 
   Clarence groaned. Why had he been cursed with celebrity seeking gossip hounds? All they did was talk about celebrities, or their stupid friends and family. It was dumb. Who needed friends anyway?
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Morning came, and with it the sad reminder that Rhea would have to go back to work later that evening. After selling off their scrap from the day before, they decided to get a little breakfast then spend a few hours hunting.
 
   After breakfast they headed out to Crankshaft's shop to get their vehicle. Fully charged and primed for action their sweet ride was ready to roll. However, there was a pit stop to make first. On the outskirts of town, they sold off their collected scrap and picked up a pull trailer. They would not get to have as much fun riding around today because of it, but they could do a bit of actual work.
 
   The primary goal today, was to train combat skills. So, the guns would not see as much use. The team cut a straight line through the wasteland and bypassed the weaker monsters in order to head directly toward the outskirts of Trinity Highcrowne itself.
 
   The first true sight of Trinity Highcrowne was the broken road that led toward a dilapidated stone house. That stone house was a former access control point that was designed to keep people from entering and exiting the city without authorization. It marked the boundary between the wasteland, and the actual city. The monsters in the outer areas of the city proper would be much stronger than the ones further away in the wasteland, though still not at the same level as the monsters at the heart of the ruined metropolis.
 
   In a bygone era, guards would have asked for paperwork at the checkpoint. Now, the only guard on duty was a ramshackle conglomeration of buckets and power tools that slid by on power cable tentacles.
 
   "Tentacles..," said Scott, thoughtfully. He glanced at Rhea then eyed her up and down.
 
   She shook her head then rolled her eyes. "Don't even think about it."
 
   They had a good laugh then left the comfort of their vehicle. Shooting the monster down would probably be easier, but they did not need easier. What they needed was a decent combat challenge to improve their skills.
 
   Battle with machine monsters was always a hectic affair. The beasts usually only had a few attacks, and they operated in a dedicated set of attack patterns. Until that pattern was known, and the attacks had all been shown, it would be a dangerous proposition to take on even the weakest of such creatures.
 
   The moment the trio got into position and made their move, the creature noticed them. Several of its tentacles pulled away to reveal something that no other machine monster had used before, a minigun.
 
   "Holy shit!" shouted Scott as he dived for cover. Dozens of tiny energy bolts tore through the area that he had only just evacuated.
 
   Rhea slipped sideways and took up a position behind a large slab of stone that had once been part of a building. Herbert went with her.
 
   The bullet barrage ended and the machine began to move toward them. Scott made a hand gesture toward Rhea and she nodded. He had a simple plan. It was time to test the monster to find its attack patterns.
 
   Scott hopped out of his hiding hole and ran toward the monster. The moment it revealed its mini-gun he hurled himself to the side and kept rolling. However, the monster only fired directly in front of itself.
 
   Emboldened by the possibility of a simplistic attack pattern, Scott rose up and rushed forward. The creature continued firing for several seconds. However, it finished just before Scott reached it.
 
   Cables lashed toward him like tentacles, electricity sparking at the ends. He dodged one strike, and then another. The third tentacle stung his left leg, however. He immediately crumpled to the ground. He temporarily lost control of himself due to the high volume of electricity running through his body.
 
   "Scott!" cried Rhea. She rushed over to her fallen fiancé, desperation writ large on her face.
 
   The sorcerer took several more hard strikes across his body before Rhea reached him. She attempted to bat away the cables with her sword, but ended up dropping it from nerveless fingers as the electricity flowed into her hand.
 
   She cried out in pain, but the effect was not as strong since it was not a direct attack. Rhea kept the cable tentacles busy by dodging around until Scott regained his senses. They pulled back, after she reclaimed her sword, but were forced to dodge a minigun barrage once they were outside the range of the tentacles.
 
   "You alright?" Scott asked Rhea, after they made it back to cover.
 
   "Me? What about you?" she asked him while panting for air.
 
   "Won't lie. That hurt like hell. A few more hits like that, and I would have been praying for someone to drag me to a priest," admitted Scott. Even now his body was stiff in several places and his heart beat felt strangely erratic.
 
   "It seems simple, but..," said Rhea, as a change of subject. She did not want to think about Scott needing to visit a priest. Resurrection was a thing, but that did not mean that she wanted to see him go through it in person.
 
   Scott fought to keep his eyes open for a moment, "Yeah. It might be trying to trick us, but it seems like it can only use one kind of attack at a time. Minigun at range, electric cables close-up."
 
   "Right. So, if we can slip in close while it uses its minigun," said Rhea.
 
   Scott nodded to her. "Yeah, that's what I just tried. My timing was a little off, though."
 
   Rhea looked down to Herbert. "Think you can do your dance that makes us more agile?"
 
   Herbert nodded to her and began to moonwalk like a pro. It was not long before the group felt lighter on their feet.
 
   "Right. I'll play decoy," said Scott. "With the stiffness I have in my muscles, I'll probably have better luck surviving the barrage than the tentacles." They discussed the plan for a brief moment after that. The elf maiden agreed to his assessment then readied herself.
 
   Herbert continued to moonwalk under the cover of the slab while the other party members split up. Scott drew minigun fire, and Rhea slipped around to flank the beast. However, she did not immediately attack. Scott dodged two more rounds of fire while she moved around behind the monster.
 
   It was strong, but not particularly bright. The moment it began its fourth minigun assault, Rhea rushed in and leapt up into the air. Her sword blazed with elemental lightning just before she slashed the bucket head of the beast. A deep dent was carved in the side of the metal. Lightning surged into the beast, damaging critical systems and weakening its ability to function slightly.
 
   She managed two more quick strikes before leaping away. The minigun barrage ended just as she got back out of range of its tentacles.
 
   The beast tried to reorient on her, but Scott kept its attention by throwing rocks and shouting random robot obscenities. "Your mother was a toaster! Your father was a prison toilet!"
 
   His obnoxious behavior might not have caused the machine monster any concern, but the rocks must have convinced it that it was under attack. It turned back to Scott and prepared to open fire.
 
   The battle continued for quite some time while they continued their chosen tactic. Scott would annoy the hell out of the beast. Herbert would dance. Rhea would rush in and perform damage dealing.
 
   Some might think it strange to have the dedicated magic user as the team tank, but it worked. As it turned out, Scott made for a fairly decent agility based tank. At the very least he was annoying enough to keep the simple-minded beast's aggression focused on his position.
 
   The best fell eventually, and the team cheered their victory. Scott said, "Now that was a better fight."
 
   "I wouldn't try it without a party, or strong ranged attacks, though," said Rhea. She did not want him getting any silly ideas while she was away at work.
 
   "No worries there. The weaker critters out in the wasteland are a good work out when it's just me and Herbert," said Scott.
 
   Herbert joined them as they looked the beast. Rhea's eyes lit up as she checked the power cables. "Copper... So much copper."
 
   There were several dozen of tentacles, and each of them were as thick as one of Scott's fingers. "Man there has to be over a hundred pounds of the stuff."
 
   "Easily," said Rhea, "even if I don't bring out Amaryllis, the unprocessed copper alone will be worth a few silver."
 
   Scott liked the sound of that. What he liked even more, however, was the minigun he pulled out of the junk pile. It was well worn due to the passage of time, but Greelak would probably pay decently for it. He wanted guns to sell and would gladly refurbish anything found in the area in order to have more merchandise.
 
   He checked the information that he had placed in his Crysta-com after taking the job from Greelak then scanned the minigun. Greelak wanted a shipment of twenty guns, but had said that some weapons would count as more than one.
 
   "Sweet. This thing counts as four guns," said Scott.
 
   "Four guns?" asked Rhea curiously. She then blinked and said, "Oh, the job from Greelak?"
 
   Scott nodded to her. "Yeah. He wants a new shipment of guns to work on while he sells his old stock."
 
   "Great. We're off to a good start," said Rhea, a smile on her lips. "Though, I'm surprised that you don't want to keep it."
 
   Keeping the minigun would be something Scott would love to do, but at the moment he had no firearm skills and a great need for money. Besides, now they knew where to go to get guns that could be rebuilt. "If we find a few more, I'll keep the best one. Until I can afford to get a firearm skill, I probably won't do much as damage with it anyway."
 
   "Sounds good," said Rhea, before pulling the bucket head off to reveal the main components underneath. Her smile returned as she found a medium sized core and two smaller control cores. "This thing was profitable."
 
   "What are you thinking it was worth to us?" asked Scott. He looked over to see Herbert pull an aluminum casing out of what was probably an engine block before the thing fell apart.
 
   "As is? Easily twelve silver or more," said Rhea. "I mean, cores of this quality alone are probably worth about four or five."
 
   Scott nodded to her. He'd seen first-hand that some people were paid more for cores of the same size as the ones he had dug out of a scrap heap. "Makes me wish we could handle the monsters in the center of town."
 
   Rhea laughed loudly then shook her head. "Don't even think about it. Sure, we would probably be talking gold instead of silver for each of the cores, but those things are on a whole other tier. We'd need to be nearly level two hundred without reincarnating just to survive there."
 
   They stored the cores and copper in their vehicle storage due to the value of the materials. The random junk scrap was tossed into the cart.
 
   Several more interesting battles were had before noon. None more dangerous than that first fight, but also none were quite as rewarding, either. After a while Scott began to feel a slight headache. The intensity of the fights had pushed his physical combat skills to the limit. Once again he was approaching his limit for combat and skill experience.
 
   He suffered in silence, however. Rhea still needed to train, and who knew what Herbert needed.
 
   By mid-afternoon the headache became moderately severe. However, Rhea finally reached a point where she felt like she should stop fighting. Herbert also seemed ready. The machine monsters in the area were much higher level than they were, but the stats that the team possessed were high enough to compensate as long as they fought as a party.
 
   The difference in level was still quite extreme, and as such the experience acquired was much higher as well. Even the number of battles that they fought over the course of the last few days, when combined with what they dealt with today, was enough to push them to the point of their experience pools overflowing.
 
   Scott and Herbert gained only two levels over the course of the week that they had been training alone. In the last few days, the trio banked enough experience to gain five levels once their social experience caught up.
 
   They drove over to a spot close to where Amaryllis logged out, and Rhea transferred her consciousness to the overly sensual demoness avatar. After a few minutes of teasing Scott with her beautiful darkness, she set about improving the materials that they had collected. There was less total material than last time, but it was all better quality. By the time she finished, and they sold their load at the scrap yard, they managed to pull in a beautiful haul of just over one gold coin. Purifying and upgrading the metal nearly doubled the total value of everything.
 
   The best part of their loot haul, however, was that they managed to collect the weapons that Greelak needed. As it turned out, some of the monsters had multiple guns attached to their bodies. And at least two others had minigun attacks.
 
   None of the weapons worked at the moment, sadly. They would need to be refurbished first. The machine spirits could use them because of their unique abilities with machines.
 
   Even though it was getting late, they decided to eat dinner and then head back to Valkovia. Using the road, they would be able to get there long before Greelak closed, or Rhea had to go back to work.
 
   They took little time in cleaning themselves up and eating dinner. Less than two hours after they sold their scrap, the road trip back to Valkovia was underway.
 
   Scott and Herbert planned to return in the morning to begin another round of training and hunting. Using their new vehicle, they could cut down a great deal of the time taken to haul things back and forth. Sadly, they would have to part with Rhea soon. Rhea would be logging after they finished their business with Greelak.
 
   
  
 

Chapter 10
 
   Night had fallen by the time that the trio returned to the city. It was Scott's first time driving a vehicle through the busy streets of the alien city. His lack of skill was obvious to anyone who watched. Rhea had to show him how to drive in traffic on the busy streets of an ARS city. Anyone who knew her, knew to worry about far more than accruing a traffic ticket. Her driving style might be considered, sassy at best, and hysterically dangerous at worst.
 
   As things turned out, it was illegal for Scott to drive through town without a permit. He did not need an actual vehicle license. He merely needed to register his vehicle with the city.
 
   The laws were different than those of Earth. Traffic violations and laws governing the people who were allowed to drive only mattered if a traffic rule was actually violated. The enforcers were busy with more important work. Rhea assured him that he would be alright if caught without a permit. He would merely pay a small fine, and the enforcer would require that they purchase a permit on the spot. After that it would be a non-issue.
 
   Scott took it slow and did his best not to draw attention. Thankfully, their sweet new ride was not as bizarre as some of the other vehicles on the road. Blending in with the strange and whimsical was much easier than either of them anticipated, even Rhea. It seemed like vehicles from all over the place had come to town for some reason. Traffic was heavier than usual, though still quite light by Earth city standards.
 
   "So, you want to get to third and seventh, before you head toward the place where Greelak works," said Rhea.
 
   She pointed at an upcoming turn. Scott took it with all of the grace expected of someone driving a new vehicle in a foreign city. The sudden change in direction caused him to overreact slightly. He nearly clipped the curb, and narrowly managed not to hit a light post.
 
   Rhea snickered at him gently, but Scott was not ashamed. Even with wheels, their sweet new ride did not take well to sharp turns. Completing that turn in one piece was wonderful as far as he was concerned.
 
   The local police did not seek him out to fine him, and nothing more was made of his poor driving skills. Several more sharp turns were navigated before they found their way to the Sub Machine Gun shop that Greelak operated.
 
   Parking was sparse, but they found a spot nearby after a moment of trial and error. Inside the shop, Scott noticed that a handful of patrons were checking out the guns. No one held a sandwich bag, however. It was a strange sight as far as he was concerned. Greelak's sandwiches were quite good.
 
   "Yo, Greelak," said Scott, as he walked up to the counter.
 
   The orc looked up from the onions that he was chopping. Despite the aroma that permeated from the neatly sliced vegetation, Greelak showed no sign of shedding a tear. He was an orc, dammit! No mere onion would cause him to shed a tear. "Hey, my man. Welcome back."
 
   "Good to be back." Scott turned to Rhea and to Herbert. "This is my fiancé, Rhea. The furry badass there is my buddy Herbert."
 
   Greelak eyed Rhea for a moment then looked down to Herbert. "Good to meet you. Name's Greelak Elfsmasher."
 
   "Elfsmasher?" asked Rhea curiously.
 
   The orc laughed in a jovial manner. He then waved his knife around in a friendly sort of way. "I'd explain, but it wouldn't be polite in front of a lady."
 
   Rhea laughed softly, but then made her discomfort obvious when she stepped closer to Scott. Greelak's meaning was quite clear.
 
   Scott gently patted her on the arm, and then looked back to Greelak. "I think we've brought you some stuff that you might like."
 
   Orcish eyes widened in delight. "Did you now?"
 
   "Yeah, man. Do you have somewhere to unload stuff, or do you want me to bring it in the front door?" asked Scott.
 
   "You got the stuff nearby?" asked the orc.
 
   "Crankshaft hooked us up with a sweet ride. It's out front," said Scott. Mention of Crankshaft caused Greelak's eyes to go wide and shimmer slightly. It was quite a disturbing sight for Scott, actually. The rough and tumble orc looked almost man-pretty for a moment.
 
   He showed no concern for his shop as he went outside. Scott asked him about it on the way, but the orc merely waved him off. "They steal from me, I'll hunt 'em down."
 
   A low, slow, whistle escaped Greelak's lips as he saw Crankshaft's handiwork. "Now, that's a true beauty."
 
   Scott grinned at him then pulled a minigun out of storage. Greelak's eyes lit up once more. "Oh, now you're speakin' mah language, man!"
 
   The group shared a warm laugh then the exchange began. Greelak stored all of the weapons in a bag then motioned for them to follow him around to the side of the building. They entered his shop from a side door, and found themselves inside a beautiful wonderland filled tools of death and mayhem.
 
   "Damn. I need a shop like this," said Scott. Bits and pieces of guns, robot parts, and various blades were strewn about the place.
 
   "Everyone who gets to see it, says it." Greelak laughed loudly then locked the door behind them. "Can't have people gettin' in here. This is where mah real money comes from."
 
   "I figured that the sandwiches weren't the real attraction, even if I liked them," said Scott.
 
   Greelak grinned at him briefly, and then started to pull the guns from his bag "Give me a moment to test 'em. Need to so how much of a bonus to give ya."
 
   Scott nodded to him then went to stand near Rhea and Herbert. The rodent sat on a nearby table in order to see everything better. Rhea slipped her fingers between Scott's and leaned against the wall. All that was left to do was wait.
 
   Sparks flew while Greelak went about his business. Now and then a gun barrel would rotate swiftly in place then come to a stop with a series of clicks. He finished his task after a few minutes then turned to look at Scott. "I've seen better, but I'll take 'em!"
 
   The orc weaponsmith and restauranteur held up one finger then left the room. A few minutes later he returned with a small brown sack. "One gold for tha shipment, and another hunnerd fifty silver for quality."
 
   "I won't say no to that," said Scott, a slight grin on his face. Sure, the guns would have been worth a lot more if they actually worked. Earning over two gold for a contract was amazing at the current level of his group.
 
   Greelak tossed him the sack. The moment that Scott caught it, his Crysta-com made a beeping noise. The contract was complete. Not long after that his headache began to subside.
 
   "You find better, bring 'em to me. I'll buy 'em," said Greelak. 
 
   "It's a deal," said Scott. "We'll see about finding some more."
 
   "Bring me something really nice, and I might give ya a special bonus," said Greelak with a grin.
 
   Scott laughed then nodded his head. "Sounds good. See you later with some better stuff."
 
   They left the back room after business was complete. The trio were quite satisfied with their pay for a job well done. The weapons that they traded in were worth considerably more if fully functional. Broken, and missing parts, they were little more than scrap to anyone without a high level of gunsmithing skill.
 
   The crew hopped in their rad mobile then went back to the hotel. It was slightly costly to stay there, but it was easier to keep the old place than it would be to hunt through the city every time they came back to town. Plus, they kept a few items in their room.
 
   Once they entered their humble abode, the team split up temporarily. Rhea went to do whatever elves did when they answered the call of nature. Scott sat down in front of the C-Vision, and Herbert went to check on his helmet.
 
   Scott fiddled with the controls briefly. There were few channels, nothing like on Earth, and all of them were focused on infomercials at the moment. Sadly, none of the advertising-centric offerings interested him. Most of the current shows were focused on household supplies and jewelry that did not offer stat bonuses.
 
   Just as Rhea finished her business in the restroom, Scott sat up straight. The infomercial on the screen was interrupted by an emergency news broadcast.
 
   "What the—?" began Scott. Rhea joined him just in time to see what drew his attention.
 
   "That's right, we are coming to you live from the scene of carnage taking place in the Trinity Highcrowne region." The footage on the holographic screen showed a live broadcast of an attack on the all-too-familiar settlement.
 
   Dark armored monstrosities stalked through the streets, their axes rose and fell in a bid to slay anything that they could reach. Scott's eyes narrowed when he saw one of the living armors slam its axe into the door of the inn that they had been staying at recently.
 
   "Shit," he said, his chest heaving. The sight of carnage and bloodshed made his blood pressure begin to rise. The attack happened just after they left the area. Had they been there for another few hours, they would have been in the center of it all. More to the point, maybe they could have done something!
 
   "Looks like we left just in time," remarked Rhea. She eyed the images on the screen with casual interest. It was nothing that she had not seen countless times before.
 
   "Just in time?" Scott looked at her like she had lost her mind. "People are dying over there."
 
   Rhea pointed to the screen. Scott looked back to it then blinked. The reported had pulled back from the scene. The true scope of the battle came into view. Thousands of armored warriors were revealed. They swarmed around the small outpost like evil locusts hell-bent on devouring everything.
 
   "We would have died if we were there," said Rhea. She squeezed Scott's shoulder gently then continued, "By the time Valkovia marshals an offensive, that outpost will be long since dead." She held a quite grace about her as she said it, like she had accepted an inevitable thing.
 
   "Crankshaft, and those people..," said Scott. It was absolutely absurd. They had literally just left the place!
 
   "Who knows? We won't be able to find out anything until the task force is readied," said Rhea. She bit her lip. "The timing sucks."
 
   "There's a good time for something like this to happen?" asked Scott, an incredulous expression writ large on his face.
 
   She nodded to him. "Absolutely."
 
   Scott eyed her carefully for a moment. It was hard for him to understand her meaning through her expression and body language.
 
   Rhea frowned cutely then said, "I have to head back to work. Otherwise, I would join the task force that they are probably trying to put together outside of town."
 
   "Damn," muttered Scott. Her logic was impeccable from a game stand-point, but felt a bit cold from a humane view-point. It left a strangely hollow feeling in his gut for a brief moment, but he realized that she had made a point. She had also given him an idea. "There's a task force?"
 
   "If you turn the channel to the local access station, it'll probably have information," said Rhea.
 
   Scott did as she suggested. The screen now showed a man in black armor. Below his image, a repeating banner provided information about the call to arms. "All brave people currently near the city of Valkovia, heed this call to arms. The Storm Tyrant has begun a new offensive in the North. Meet on the plains outside the city before dawn."
 
   Rhea poked Scott in the shoulder. "You should go."
 
   "They'd let me join up with them?" Scott looked up to Rhea, his eyes curious. "I'm not exactly a citizen, you know."
 
   The elf maiden grinned at him then nodded. "Absolutely. You'll gain a lot of contribution and social experience if nothing else."
 
   "Contribution... What can I do with it, anyway? I haven't seen anything that I can actually do with it," said Scott.
 
   "All kinds of things," said Rhea. "Equipment, land, discounts, specialty items, and even free services in the area, there's plenty of stuff that you can do with contribution."
 
   "How do I use it?" asked Scott.
 
   "You'll probably have to wait till the crises is averted, but when it's over you should go to the city magistrate's office to spend it. At the very least you can trade it in for money," said Rhea.
 
   "Man, it's too bad you can't go." Scott reached over and took Rhea's hand. "How am I going to survive another week without ya?"
 
   She smiled warmly at him. "Well, aren't you sweet?"
 
   "It happens," said Scott. "Try to at least text me or something when you can?"
 
   "Of course! The time-dilation might make them come several hours after I send them, but I'll write," said Rhea.
 
   Herbert took the chance to chitter loudly. They looked over to him and discovered that he was pointing at his skull helmet. The beautiful construct was finally complete.
 
   "Good job," said Scott. "I couldn't have made that."
 
   The grass rat waved him off then laughed in his own special chittering manner. He then patted the helmet and pointed to Scott.
 
   Eager to see what would happen, Scott picked up the cat skull helm and placed it on his head. The item quickly began to twist and wriggle, soon it fit him perfectly. He clasped and then tightened the chin strap before turning to look at Rhea. "So, do I look barbaric and sexy?"
 
   Rhea threw a hand to her face and laughed. "You're certainly something."
 
   He grinned at her then turned back to Herbert. "Thanks for this! It's great."
 
   A somewhat bashful chitter was the little fellows response. He rubbed the back of his head then dragged his foot from side-to-side on the table.
 
   At the moment, Scott looked a great deal like a barbarian who had joined a local circus. It was a strange sort of ensemble that he wore. Red, yellow, and blue clothing mixed with an animal skull helm and a similar set of fur bracers. There was no chance that someone would fail to recognize him in a fight. That much was certain.
 
   "Hey, will you be going with me to join the task force?" Scott looked to Herbert for an answer.
 
   The Grassrat shook his head. He had other plans.
 
   "I see. You want to train or something?" asked Scott. Training was always good. He could certainly use a bit more of it.
 
   Herbert nodded then performed a happy little jig. His feet needed to be in motion. It was the only way to live.
 
   "Guess it'll just be me." Scott rubbed his chin lightly. "Wonder how long the task force will take?"
 
   "It depends on the number of troops in the battle. I'd guess a few days, if the Storm Tyrant doesn't attack with reserve forces," said Rhea.
 
   "Right, you have a lot of experience with large-scale battles in this world," said Scott. "How bad is this?"
 
   "This?" Rhea shook her head. "If the reporter showed everything properly, the main forces would be swept back in about a day. There'd be another day or two of hunting for stragglers."
 
   "Without Thunder Reign, the Storm Tyrant doesn't seem as strong," said Scott.
 
   "That summoned beast is probably the only reason that he has a chance to do any real damage. The eldritch armor knights that attacked here seemed to be around level twenty-five to forty. Pretty standard low-end cannon fodder," said Rhea.
 
   They continued to discuss the Storm Tyrant for a time. Rhea revealed all that she knew on the subject. Level design, event coordination, and creature placements were not her department. Most of her direct knowledge came from actively exploring the world.
 
   Their conversation stuttered to a halt a few minutes later when Scott noticed something on the C-Vision. "Hey, is that the idiot trio?"
 
   Rhea and Herbert looked at the screen alongside Scott, each of them eager to see if it was true. As it turned out, Scott was correct. 
 
   Clarence screamed bloody murder as he ran down the street, an arm in one hand, and a leg in another. A quartet of armor knights appeared before him, and he fell back. Even from the great distance that the camera man was positioned at, it was obvious that Clarence was terrified. He unleashed what appeared to be a scream, but his outcry was drowned out by the sounds of battle. Massive axe blades fell upon him with brutal efficiency. The constant nuisance who had for a time been known as First Guy, lay dead on the street. His various bits and pieces were strewn about with no regard to his former humanity.
 
   They watched the grisly scene for a moment. It was a stark reminder of the fragile nature of life in this world.
 
   "You know. We're all still together for a few hours," said Scott. "Want to make the most of it?"
 
   The trio looked to each other, and then nodded. Rhea would leave soon to return to work. Scott, would be fighting the monstrous hordes of the Storm Tyrant alongside people he had never met. Herbert? Well, Herbert just wanted to dance.
 
   For a time, the vagaries of life in a fantasy world would tear them apart once more. Now, however, they had a few more hours to spend in each other's company. It was the little moments that allowed for the greatest of joys, and granted reminders of what each of them fought for throughout their lives.
 
   
  
 

###
 
    
 
   Thank you for reading Origin ARS Volume 6! Life has been a strange roller coaster of late, but I am proud to have presented this volume for your enjoyment.
 
    
 
   See you next time with another moderately exciting adventure in the world of ARS. (It's probably going to be more exciting than I just let on. Shhh. Tell no one. It's our little secret.)
 
    
 
   ~ Scottie Futch
 
    
 
   Discover Other Works by this Author
 
    
 
   Many people ask me if I currently write other stories in this multiversal setting. The answer is yes. I do in fact write other stories that involve a man named Scott running around in a game-themed reality. I write several of them in fact.
 
   Most of my current stories can be found in an exceptionally rough form at the website, Royal Road Legends. Even this story, Origin ARS exists in rough draft form there. Most of my stories have what some might call a Mature rating. Be warned.
 
    
 
   Two notable stories that I currently work on there that have less of the romance angle and more action, are:
 
    
 
   1. Galactic Fist of Legend – A story designed to work as an interdimensional death game parody. It features a Scott who runs around in a zombie apocalypse, and parody versions of places such as Metroid, the Mushroom Kingdom of Super Mario Brothers, and recently it hit chapter twenty and began a short parody version of dark souls type of games.
 
    
 
   Think about what you might read if someone wrote a LitRPG death game that operated thematically similar to concepts such as Gantz, Terror Infinity, and strangely enough... Captain N: The Video Game Master. Be warned, the writing is still exceptionally rough, as are all of the stories on that site with few exceptions.
 
    
 
   2. Earth Tactics Advance – One of my LitRPG in the modern day stories. It is my stab at a turn-based, tactical, survival horror, dating sim. The apocalypse happened, now everyone has to survive each battle for their lives one turn at a time. Also, monster girls want to date you. If you're strong enough to get their interest.
 
    
 
   There are other tales of interest to be found on Royal Road Legends as well. Some of them are even my stories.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
  
  
 cover.jpeg
SR





