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    Chapter One 
 
      
 
    The battle being fought a couple hundred yards away was a bloody, chaotic affair, just as Alvin always thought medieval battles would be. The bright flashes of light and the blue glow of barriers punctuated the swirling, chaotic mess. Alvin stopped the Humvee as a small detachment of people came toward them, riding animals that had six legs. 
 
      
 
    “Well fuck,” Alvin cursed. “Jarvis, be ready with the M240, in case they get froggy.” 
 
      
 
    “I will do my best, sir,” Jarvis replied. 
 
      
 
    Putting the vehicle in neutral and applying the parking brake, he slipped into the back seat. Getting the gunner’s hatch open, he stood up behind the gun and waited for the light-skinned Elven men, all wearing heraldry depicting the sun, to get close enough to speak. 
 
      
 
    “You are not one of my men… you don’t even appear to be Elven,” the lead rider said as they came to a halt a dozen feet away. 
 
      
 
    Alvin eyed him for a moment, taking in the leather, chain, and bits of plate with intricate scrollwork. The steeds the Elves rode were basically horses, but larger and with clawed feet instead of hooves. 
 
      
 
    “I’m a native from the other side of the Gate,” Alvin said. 
 
      
 
    “Did my men send you to me?” 
 
      
 
    “All your men are dead. They ended up in a battle with some dark-skinned Elves,” Alvin said. He looked toward the fight and saw it was dying down. “Kind of like the ones over there.” 
 
      
 
    “The Queen’s Guard,” the Elf said flatly, his lips turning up in a smirk. “This group will be dealt with today. I’m feeling generous, stranger. I will let you flee back to your world. Know that the King has decreed it shall be spared until we finish subjugating our rebellious kin.” 
 
      
 
    Alvin’s mouth dropped open at the sheer audacity of the Elf’s words and he snapped it shut. Looking at the remnants of the battle, he could see that the light-skinned Elves had won the day and were rounding up the dark-skinned Elves who had surrendered. 
 
      
 
    “I just want to be clear,” Alvin said, staring at the rude Elf, “after you finish beating those other Elves, you’re going to invade the Gate?” 
 
      
 
    “Of course. All lands belong to the King,” he replied. 
 
      
 
    “Well, this is easier than I thought it was going to be,” Alvin said as he leaned on the M240B, aiming it toward them nonchalantly. “I had thought this side of the Gate was neutral ground, and that both sides would be holding it. As you’ve obviously broken the truce, I bet I’ll be rewarded handsomely for this.” 
 
      
 
    The Elf’s gaze sharpened when Alvin spoke, but before he could reply, the first burst caught him in the chest and threw him from his mount. The others with him reacted instantly, one rushing to grab the downed Elf while another brought a shimmering blue barrier into being. 
 
      
 
    The roar of the Mustang’s engine almost pulled Alvin’s attention away from the Elves in front of him, but he stayed focused as he peppered the barrier with more rounds. Catching sight of the car as it looped to the side around the edge of the barrier, Alvin chuckled. “Jarvis, take the wheel of the Mustang; Gothy needs to be able to shoot. Take me around the side of this fucking barrier, too.” 
 
      
 
    “As you wish, sir,” Jarvis said. The Humvee lurched as it slipped into gear and backed away from the barrier a few feet, then started forward. 
 
      
 
    Alvin caught sight of Becky’s smile as she leveled her Tommy gun out the window. She opened fire on the leader, who was being helped back onto his mount. As the Humvee moved toward the edge of the barrier, the Elf who had summoned it turned with the vehicle, keeping it between Alvin and the group. The Elves behind the blue barrier were now pulling bows, while one began to wave his arms in a wide circle. 
 
      
 
    “Jarvis, tell Gothy to shoot that fucker who’s grandstanding,” Alvin said, suddenly having a bad feeling about the guy. 
 
      
 
    While the M240B reloaded, Alvin summoned his Type and continued firing at the barrier, which was finally starting to crack. The first arrow just missed Alvin’s face, making him hunker down as best he could while emptying the rifle. Putting the now empty Type back into his glove, the UMP came out next; its damage was low, but it would still help in breaking the barrier. 
 
      
 
    The next arrow hit him in the shoulder, bouncing off his duster. The third one grazed his cheek, cutting a line across it. Alvin put the UMP back in his glove when the M240B finished reloading. Growling as blood welled from the cut and more arrows flew around him, Alvin put more rounds from the mounted gun into the barrier. 
 
      
 
    Becky hadn’t been idle, and when Jarvis passed along Alvin’s orders about the Elf grandstanding, she easily spotted the one he was talking about. The Tommy gun was empty, so she swapped out her MP5 and took aim. 
 
      
 
    “Matriarch, that is one of their mages,” Kuro said, seeing where she was aiming. “If he finishes—” 
 
      
 
    The crack of the gun being fired cut Kuro’s statement off. Becky had taken the time to aim, and put round after round into the mage’s head. Before the gun ran out of bullets, the mage slumped off his steed, dead, his head disintegrated by the sheer amount of damage it had taken. 
 
      
 
    “We need to teach you to shoot,” Becky grumbled as she finished emptying her gun at the closest target. “Where did the peacock go?” 
 
      
 
    Alvin watched as the leader, now mounted behind one of his men, took off behind the Mustang and out of Becky’s line of fire. “God damn it, I hate it when they get away,” Alvin grumbled, putting another fifty rounds into the barrier and finally shattering it. 
 
      
 
    When the barrier went down, all the other mounted men turned tail and sped after their leader, still shooting back at Alvin. “Jarvis, chase the leader. Clip the others as you go by,” Alvin said, finishing emptying the gun at the closest targets. He was lucky enough to catch one of the Elves with a few rounds to the head, which pulped it. 
 
      
 
    Becky saw the men break and run, only to be followed by Alvin. She went to reach for the wheel, but the car was already turning to follow the Humvee. “Jarvis, what’s his plan?”  
 
      
 
    “A hit and run, miss,” Jarvis said. “I’m to clip the riders we pass while chasing down the leader. We are heading right toward their army. This is going to get very messy.” 
 
      
 
    Becky’s smile became manic. “You mean we’re going to have a party.” Turning her gaze to Kuro, who seemed upset that she wasn’t able to help, Becky chuckled. “Well, nothing like live fire to learn fast. Mousie, take this gun.” 
 
      
 
    Becky gave Kuro a quick rundown on how the pump shotgun worked as the Mustang began to catch the Humvee, which was gaining on the six-legged steeds. “When you run out of ammo, hit the safety, wait three seconds, take the safety off, then go back to shooting. Got it?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Matriarch,” Kuro said, holding the shotgun with all the confidence she could muster. “My targets are those we pass, then anyone who looks like a mage.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s right,” Becky said as she waited for the Tommy gun to reload. “Where are you going?” Becky murmured, watching Alvin drop back into the Humvee. 
 
      
 
    Alvin closed the hatch and got in the driver’s seat. “You’re on fire control, Jarvis. Leader whenever possible, then anyone waving their arms around like the one guy, followed by anyone who seems to be in charge. If none of those are available, hit the closest hostile you can shoot. I got the wheel,” Alvin’s smile was just as manic as Becky’s. “Time to accrue some body count.” Those words were swiftly followed by the first thump as Alvin jerked the wheel, bumping into the last steed in the line and sending it and its rider tumbling. “These things are way faster than horses,” he mumbled, angling toward the next one as the M240B began to fire. 
 
      
 
    Arrows rained off the Humvee as it chased down the next rider. Alvin watched the leader get swallowed up by the thousand men who had turned to face the new threat. “Oooh, party time,” Alvin murmured, the arrows coming in faster as the other Elves joined the conflict. “Jarvis, take Gothy wide. I think the leader is going to run for it, and I want her to cut him off.” 
 
      
 
    “Am I allowed to tell her first?” Jarvis asked. 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” Alvin said as he clipped the next rider. “I hope this isn’t fucking up my paint job too much.” 
 
      
 
    Catching sight of the Mustang peeling off to the side, Alvin nodded as he braced for what was coming. “Jarvis, how bad is this going to be?” 
 
      
 
    “The Humvee will be fine, but will lose a chunk of durability, sir. The people it’s about to hit… they won’t survive,” Jarvis replied. “Sir, I take it you’ve decided to side with the Queen?” 
 
      
 
    “No idea, but I’m not about to let that pompous ass think he’s going to take Earth, even a virtual Earth,” Alvin said, his eyes widening as he saw the army scatter, far too late. “Incoming.” 
 
      
 
    The sound of bodies being smashed by the Humvee would have horrified anybody sane. Alvin only laughed as he came out the far side, his hood covered in blood and bits of flesh. He spun the wheel hard to put the Humvee into a sharp turn. “Round two, fight!” Gunning the engine as he came around, Alvin charged back at another part of the army, which started to break and run. “You can’t escape death,” Alvin laughed as he heard the M240B open up again. 
 
      
 
    While Alvin went back and forth through the army of King’s Guard, Becky was grumbling that she had been sent after the leader. “He’s probably somewhere with his men,” she growled as the Mustang went wide around the army. 
 
      
 
    “Matriarch, there,” Kuro pointed. “His sevra is fast.” 
 
      
 
    Becky squinted and saw the mount with a single rider speeding away from them. “Oh, you poor idiot. No one outruns Ruffian,” Becky grinned as she took control of the vehicle from Jarvis. “This one is mine, Jarvis.” 
 
      
 
    “As you wish, miss. Good hunting,” Jarvis said as he let her have control of the Mustang. 
 
      
 
    Ruffian picked up speed, the speedometer climbing toward triple digits. “Run, Ruffian, run,” Becky murmured, focusing on the fleeing beast and rider. 
 
      
 
    “I push the button to make it safe again, right?” Kuro asked, unable to find any targets to fire at. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah. We’ll get you proficient soon,” Becky replied as she watched them slowly gaining on the steed. “How fucking fast is that thing?” 
 
      
 
    “Sevras can run like the wind, Matriarch,” Kuro replied. 
 
      
 
    Becky frowned, the title Kuro had been using just now sinking in. “Matriarch?” 
 
      
 
    “We are on my world, and you said that once we made it here, I could use the title,” Kuro said softly. 
 
      
 
    Snorting, Becky nodded. “I did.” 
 
      
 
    Kuro seemed to relax a little. “Matriarch, what are we going to do once we catch him? I believe that is Ilbryen Sunlight, one of the King’s Champions. I’m not sure I can match him.” 
 
      
 
    “Match him?” Becky laughed. “We’re not going to fight him. We’re going to kill him.” 
 
      
 
    Kuro blinked. “You’re going to do what… Hero… was doing to the other riders?” 
 
      
 
    “Yup. If he survives that, then I’ll come back the other way and run over him until he stops moving.” 
 
      
 
    As the Mustang got closer, Ilbryen glanced back. His eyes narrowed as he leaned over his mount, trying to spur it on faster, but even with the extra encouragement, the sevra was being overtaken. Snarling, Ilbryen threw something at the Mustang as it got closer. 
 
      
 
    Becky tried to dodge, but the blue barrier sprang up in front of them before she could do more than turn the wheel a fraction of an inch. The Mustang hit the barrier, the sound of glass shattering and metal crunching all but deafening inside the vehicle. 
 
      
 
    Ruffian spun as it shattered through the barrier. Becky panted, numerous small cuts littering her face. Getting the car pointed the right way as she came out of the spin, she gunned the engine while the window repaired itself. “Mousie, are you okay?” 
 
      
 
    “I’m injured, but not severely,” Kuro replied. Blood welled from the numerous small cuts she had taken from the broken glass. 
 
      
 
    “Fucker is going to pay for hurting my baby,” Becky hissed, refocusing on the still fleeing Elf. 
 
      
 
    “I’m not overly hurt,” Kuro said softly, her cheeks dark. 
 
      
 
    Becky giggled, her lips twisting up at the corners. “Slap a medkit on both of us, Mousie.” She shifted into a higher gear, pissed over Ruffian being hurt, but she wasn’t about to break Kuro’s heart by correcting the Elven woman. A small sigh of thanks escaped Becky when the medkit touched her cheek. “Thanks.” 
 
      
 
    “You’re welcome, Matriarch Gothy,” Kuro said softly. “That was his glyph barrier. I’ve heard tales of Champions being able to have more than one attached to them at a time, but I’ve never seen anyone who did. You might want to be careful, just in case.” 
 
      
 
    “Noted,” Becky said as she got them back up to speed. 
 
      
 
    After the fourth pass, most of the army had dropped their weapons, surrendering to the beast that was slaughtering them, or trying to at any rate. Alvin aimed for the ones who didn’t surrender, but occasionally clipped a weaponless Elf. After chasing down some who had fled, Alvin slowly came back toward the Elves who were holding their hands up. 
 
      
 
    “Jarvis, take over driving for me,” Alvin said as he slipped into the back seat and up through the gunner’s hatch. “Bring me over to the fancy looking one,” he advised the AI. 
 
      
 
    “We surrender under the terms of the Frozta Accord,” the richly robed man said when the Humvee came to a stop near him. 
 
      
 
    “Never heard of it,” Alvin said as he looked at the few hundred Elves who had surrendered. “Free the Queen’s followers, and turn yourselves over to them.” 
 
      
 
    The mage glared at Alvin. “You’re not with them. Why would you turn us over to them?” 
 
      
 
    “Because I’m an asshole,” Alvin said as he aimed the hot machine gun at the man. “Your choice is do exactly as I say, or die. You have five seconds to comply.” 
 
      
 
    “The Frozta—” 
 
      
 
    “Five,” Alvin said over the speaking Elf. 
 
      
 
    “—Accord states—” 
 
      
 
    “Four.” 
 
      
 
    “—that all prisoners—” 
 
      
 
    “Three.” 
 
      
 
    “—are to be treated—” 
 
      
 
    “Two,” Alvin said as he aimed the gun at the mage’s unprotected head. 
 
      
 
    “—fairly. You wouldn’t—” 
 
      
 
    “One,” Alvin hissed and squeezed the trigger, sending a handful of rounds into the Elf. 
 
      
 
    As the shredded body was flung away, Alvin turned the gun to the next most important looking Elf. “You have five seconds,” Alvin told the terrified looking Elf. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Lord,” the Elf stammered before yelling at his men to free the prisoners and to turn themselves over to them. 
 
      
 
    Alvin chuckled as he watched the surprised looking dark-skinned Elves take their previous captors prisoner. One of them, a tall, striking woman in form fitting leathers, came striding toward him. 
 
      
 
    “Who are you that has come to our aid?” the woman asked with all the confidence she could, having seen the carnage Alvin had wrought. 
 
      
 
    “I’m Alvin, and my friends will be back soon,” he said. “Get this all squared up so we can talk once they do.” 
 
      
 
    Eyes narrowing slightly, the Elf bowed her head fractionally. “I will return momentarily.” 
 
      
 
    Ducking down into the cab, Alvin looked at the dead bodies and wrinkled his nose at them. “Can’t wait to get rid of you guys, too.” 
 
      
 
    Becky was catching up to Ilbryen again, and the Elf went wide-eyed when he saw them gaining. “Lucy, you got some splainin’ to do,” Becky murmured as she watched Ilbryen reach for something. “Not again,” she hissed, sticking her left hand out the window and firing the MP5 at him. 
 
      
 
    Whatever Ilbryen was reaching for got away from him as some of the bullets hammered into his back, almost unseating him. With the attempt lost, he snarled and drew his sword. 
 
      
 
    Shaking her head, Becky closed on him and clipped the ass end of his mount with Ruffian’s bumper. The solid thump of the sevra’s head as it got run over bounced them in their seats. Slowing Ruffian after the impact, Becky turned them back toward Ilbryen. 
 
      
 
    Ilbryen was pushing himself off the ground shakily as he watched the strange beast turn back toward him. “What are you?” he asked the empty air. 
 
      
 
    Becky revved the engine, but waited for Ilbryen to get to his feet. Once he was standing, wobbly as he was, she accelerated toward him, shifting through the gears as fast as she could as Ruffian picked up speed. Seeing the beast charging at him again, Ilbryen drew his blade, determined to strike at least one blow against his foe. 
 
      
 
    “Gotta love last stand idiocy,” Becky snickered as she drove straight at the Elf, sending Ilbryen flying up and over the car. 
 
      
 
    Becky stopped the car and got out, looking back at the very broken remains of the former Champion. “Mousie, go strip him of gear,” she told her. “I’ll loot the sevra.” 
 
      
 
    Once both bodies were looted, she started them back to where the army had been, wondering how Alvin had done with them. “I hope he really fucking appreciates us running this fucker down.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Two 
 
      
 
    Alvin got out of the Humvee as Becky drove up next to him. “I have them looking through the dead for the leader,” Alvin said as Becky got out of the car. 
 
      
 
    “No need. He ran for it,” Becky said as she glanced at the smaller group of dark-skinned Elves getting the far larger number of light-skinned Elves into chains. “I ran over him,” Becky said. “The son of a bitch hurt my baby.” 
 
      
 
    The front of the Mustang had some dimples in it, where it had been pristine before. “Damn, what happened?” 
 
      
 
    “He dropped a barrier between us when I was doing over a hundred. We smashed through it, but it broke the windshield and smashed Ruffian up pretty bad. Then we had to play catch up before I was able to knock him off his mount and run him over. A sevra can run like a demon when pushed.” 
 
      
 
    “Sevra?” 
 
      
 
    “The horse things,” Becky said, pointing to a group of them milling around in a pen. Frowning, she looked at the bloody battlefield. “What the hell did you do?” 
 
      
 
    “What you did: I drove over them,” Alvin chuckled. “I just did it over and over until they surrendered. Gonna say that this world has had a problem with necromancy in the past,” he commented, pointing to a group of Elves who were going through the dead and decapitating them. “No idea if they’ll reanimate by themselves like on our world, but I’m not going to stop them, just in case.” 
 
      
 
    Kuro got out of the Mustang and went to Becky’s side. “Matriarch, I see both Champion Skyfall, one of the Queen’s Champions, and my old Matriarch, Ayla Lightkiller. They are handling the prisoners.” 
 
      
 
    Becky spotted the women Kuro was pointing out, and saw two dark-skinned beauties ordering their subordinates. “The one in the more ornate leathers is the Champion?” 
 
      
 
    “Bemere Skyfall, second Champion of the Queen,” Kuro nodded. 
 
      
 
    “The one next to her is your old Matriarch, then,” Becky said, eyeing Lightkiller. 
 
      
 
    As if she could sense Becky’s eyes on her, Lightkiller looked over her shoulder at them. Her narrowed eyes focused on Becky before she noticed Kuro. Her eyes widened in surprise, and she started talking to Skyfall. 
 
      
 
    Both of the Elven women started toward them, clearly trying to get a read on the group. When they came to a stop, Lightkiller gave Kuro a hard-edged smile. “You have returned. Where is my niece?” 
 
      
 
    “Dead,” Kuro replied. “A squad of King’s men came through the Gate. The ones with us joined forces with them and turned on us. I was told to bring word back to you, and tried, but the remnants of the King’s force tracked me and wounded me critically. Matriarch Gothy,” Kuro nodded at Becky, “stopped them from killing me and restored my health. I have pledged to her service, as I would have died otherwise.” 
 
      
 
    Lightkiller’s eyes narrowed as Kuro spoke, lips compressing into a thin line. “You have broken your oath to me?” 
 
      
 
    “I did, Matriarch; I had fatal wounds,” Kuro said. Pulling the two blades from the bag Alvin had given her, she extended them to Lightkiller. “Your blades, Matriarch.” 
 
      
 
    Both Skyfall and Lightkiller looked shocked as Kuro held the blades out. “But you are a Dancer! You must have blades,” Skyfall said after a moment. 
 
      
 
    “I have replaced them with blades I won in a duel,” Kuro said softly. “These blades belong to Matriarch Lightkiller. I can’t be pledged to another and keep them.” 
 
      
 
    Lightkiller took the twin blades and sneered. “You turn from me, and think merely returning my blades is enough?” 
 
      
 
    “It is,” Becky said firmly. “You’ve seen what my Hero does to those that displease him. Do you think that challenging us is a smart move? If you want to dispute my rights to her, I’ll end you here and now, just like I killed Ilbryen.” 
 
      
 
    The two Elves looked at Becky with incredulous expressions. “Not even I have bested Ilbryen in a fight,” Skyfall scoffed. 
 
      
 
    Becky pulled Ilbryen’s sword out of the back seat of the Mustang. “Get better gear,” she said, jamming the sword into the ground. 
 
      
 
    Both Elves looked stunned, eyes locked on the blade. “He’s... dead?” Skyfall asked after a minute. 
 
      
 
    “It’s why I wasn’t here with Hero. I was chasing the coward down and killing him,” Becky snorted as she pulled the sword out of the ground. “Any more questions about who Kuro belongs to?” 
 
      
 
    Skyfall and Lightkiller exchanged a glance, then Lightkiller bowed her head an inch to Becky. “I concede my former vassal to you,” Lightkiller said. “Her armor is also property of my house.” 
 
      
 
    Becky tossed Ilbryen’s blade at Lightkiller’s feet. “I’ll buy it for that sword.” 
 
      
 
    “Done,” Skyfall said, scooping up the blade. “I will make sure that everything is settled on this count.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Matriarch Gothy,” Kuro murmured, stepping behind her. 
 
      
 
    “Now that we’ve settled the issue of Gothy’s new friend,” Alvin said, “I’ve got a trunk full of bodies and would like to offload them.” Seeing the puzzled frown from the two Elves, he opened the back of the Humvee. “Bodies. If you don’t want them, that’s fine, I’ll just dump them here.” 
 
      
 
    When Skyfall came over to look, her face paled. “Is this all of them?” 
 
      
 
    “No,” Alvin said. “I’m fairly sure the wildlife snatched one or two, and the ones who were attacking Kuro when we found her aren’t here, either.” 
 
      
 
    “Kuro,” Skyfall said, ignoring Alvin, “are these all of your sisters-in-arms?” 
 
      
 
    “As many as we could find, Champion Skyfall,” Kuro replied. “I couldn’t find Darkwalker’s body.” 
 
      
 
    “Maybe she survived,” Skyfall suggested. 
 
      
 
    “I think that was the one the bear was eating,” Becky said. “There wasn’t much left of one of the bodies.” 
 
      
 
    “A pity… she was a talented scout,” Skyfall sighed. “I’ll have some of the serfs come unload the wagon.” 
 
      
 
    Alvin’s eye twitched at being ignored. “I’m just supposed to wait?” 
 
      
 
    “As any man should,” Skyfall said, walking away. 
 
      
 
    “If I shoot her, does that count as an inter-Gate incident?” Alvin asked Becky. 
 
      
 
    “It will likely make it more difficult to get what we want, since I think the King is going to hate you,” Becky replied. “Maybe you just need to show you’re worthy of respect.” 
 
      
 
    “Kuro, any idea how to do that that doesn’t involve me killing or maiming them?” Alvin asked, watching the two Elves walk away. 
 
      
 
    “Men are not highly regarded by my people,” Kuro said softly, not looking at him. “They are thought of as tools to be used more than anything else. Men can rise up in our society, though it is normally done by proving your worth.” 
 
      
 
    “He’s proven his worth to me,” Becky said with a wink. 
 
      
 
    “For Alvin to be accepted, he will need to prove he isn’t like the King’s men,” Kuro said. “Don’t be aggressive, and be either knowledgeable or helpful. If you can do that, they will accept you, in time.” 
 
      
 
    Alvin watched five men with chained ankles and hate filled eyes hobbling toward him. “Have at it,” he said, stepping out of the way. Going over to Becky, he leaned against the car. “This might take a bit.” 
 
      
 
    Alvin was right, it took them an hour to unload the bodies. Once they had, Alvin extracted the tarp carefully so the blood, viscera, and offal didn’t splash in the Humvee. Dragging it away from the vehicle, he looked inside with twisted lips. “That’s going to smell forever.” 
 
      
 
    “Bleach probably won’t help much,” Becky said, coming over to look inside the Humvee. “Charcoal would help, but it might take a while for it to absorb all the scent.” 
 
      
 
    “I wonder if the store has Ozium?” Alvin muttered. “Jarvis, pad me, please.” A pad appeared inside the Humvee and Alvin took it, expecting the item he wanted to be up, only to find the page blank. “Jarvis?” 
 
      
 
    “You are on the other side of the Svargax Gate,” Jarvis said. “The store is different here.” 
 
      
 
    Lips pursed, Alvin began to search the store, his jaw dropping as he went. “Nothing from Earth is available here?” 
 
      
 
    “Really?” Becky said, taking the pad from him. 
 
      
 
    “No sir,” Jarvis said. 
 
      
 
    “Can I even make a settlement here?” 
 
      
 
    “That information is restricted at this time,” Jarvis’ mechanical voice replied. 
 
      
 
    “Sorry buddy,” Alvin sighed. “Fuck, we probably need to hit a town and see what the hell is happening here.” 
 
      
 
    “They have some glyphs for sale,” Becky said. “Along with common gear found here; armor, weapons, bags… hell, even the local livestock.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s good, at least. If we pick up some glyphs, we can probably sell them on the auction side of the store,” Alvin said. “Question becomes, do we grab and run or stay and explore?” 
 
      
 
    “We should stay and learn,” Becky said, handing him the pad back, “after you get that stink cleaned out.” 
 
      
 
    “Then do you want to talk to the bitchzillas and find out what they plan to do? I’ll head back through the Gate long enough to grab what I want.” 
 
      
 
    “Don’t take too long,” Becky said, kissing him before walking away. 
 
      
 
    “Definitely won’t,” Alvin murmured, watching her hips sway. 
 
      
 
    It took him only a few minutes to drive back through the Gate and buy the spray he wanted. Looking at the area the Gate was in, he could see it had potential to be set up as a small settlement. Shaking his head, he crossed back over to Svargax, wondering what the Elf world would throw at them next. 
 
      
 
    Parking next to the Mustang, he found Becky talking to Skyfall. “What’s the word?” 
 
      
 
    Skyfall eyed him with disdain before walking off, not saying anything. Becky shook her head and turned to him, “It will take them a few days to retreat to the closest town. Before she left, she was wondering if she could hire us to provide a rearguard. She thinks the King was sending more this way.” 
 
      
 
    Alvin stared at Skyfall’s back. “She won’t talk to me, but she wants us to risk our lives giving her and her remnants the chance to escape?” 
 
      
 
    “She is one of the Queen’s Champions,” Kuro said. “She is used to getting what she wants, how she wants it. I’m amazed that she was asking as politely as she was.” 
 
      
 
    “Killing one of the King’s Champions seems to have an effect on people,” Becky chuckled. “It won’t take us anything but time and she’s willing to pay in items, so we can get hold of better than common grade glyphs. On top of that, our stay in the Queen’s lands will be paid for: all food, drink, and lodging.” 
 
      
 
    “Three days of sheep dogging?” Alvin asked. “Three days of no base?” 
 
      
 
    The idea of three days and not being able to go to their home seemed to sink into Becky. “Oh…” 
 
      
 
    “We can do it,” Alvin said, staring right at her. 
 
      
 
    Eyes widening in horror, she looked at him. “What? No!” 
 
      
 
    “Oh yes,” Alvin smiled. “Oh, and no playing with yourself or Mousie. Mousie, no playing with yourself or Gothy, either.” 
 
      
 
    “Hero… no, please,” Becky whimpered. 
 
      
 
    “You wanted to sheepdog them so we can get better glyphs,” Alvin’s smile broadened. “I think you have a point.” 
 
      
 
    Becky stalked toward him, her hands flexing. “Hero…” 
 
      
 
    “Or, we can sheepdog them and have fun under the stars,” Alvin said with a smirk. 
 
      
 
    Becky’s breath hitched and she stopped, her eyes going wide. “In public?” 
 
      
 
    “Public seems like the only real option, unless you can get a tent from them,” Alvin said, watching Becky squirm. “A tent would probably be better in the long run, but you always get vocal, so they’ll know without a doubt what’s happening to you.” 
 
      
 
    “We can guard them,” Becky managed, stepping back a step. “I’ll go see about a tent that can fit all of us.” She turned and quickly started toward Skyfall. 
 
      
 
    Kuro’s eyes were going from Becky to Alvin, fear etched in her face. Alvin held up a hand and spoke softly. “Mousie, I’m not going to hurt you.” She stepped back, then hurried after Becky. “Nice to know she trusts me,” Alvin snorted as the Elf retreated from him. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Three 
 
      
 
    They spent the next two hours watching the Queen’s Guard preparing to leave. Alvin took the time to walk through the dead, looting everyone he could. Standing up from looting the last corpse that he could, he found the Elves staring at him in horror. “What?” 
 
      
 
    “What did you do to their bodies?” one of the captured men asked after a long pause. 
 
      
 
    “Looted them,” Alvin said. “It would take too long to explain everything, but the long and short is if you kill someone now, you can loot the body. If you do, you get random stuff.” Holding up a common glyph of fire, he continued, “This is all that’s left of the guy I just looted.” 
 
      
 
    “Does that mean they can’t be raised up?” Skyfall asked, pushing to the front. 
 
      
 
    “The bodies vanish into the ether, so no, they can’t be raised,” Alvin said, pushing the glyph into the duffel bag he was carrying. “I’ll explain it all to you tomorrow while the army moves.” 
 
      
 
    Skyfall’s lips pursed as she looked at the dead still on the ground. “Can you do the same to these bodies?” 
 
      
 
    “You can only loot what you or someone in your unit kills,” Alvin said. “I’d say have your people touch the dead; the ones who killed them should be able to loot them. Just accept the words that appear in the air.” 
 
      
 
    The barest hint of a smile touched Skyfall’s lips. “We can make certain no necromancer raises an army ever again.” 
 
      
 
    “We’ve agreed to three days of guarding you,” Alvin told her. “You might want to jump on it, if you want to get it done.” 
 
      
 
    Eyes narrowing with annoyance, she turned back to the captives and her survivors. “Form a line and touch each body. If you get words, accept them.” 
 
      
 
    Alvin went back to where Becky and Kuro were resting under a pavilion that had been set up for them. “This is going to delay things for a bit…” 
 
      
 
    “What did you get?” Becky asked him. 
 
      
 
    “A few dozen common runes of various kinds, a handful of uncommon runes and glyphs, a number of leather armor pieces, weapons, and the like.” 
 
      
 
    “The glyphs are good,” Becky said. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, we can have Jarvis go over all the rest, but I’m thinking it will be easiest to sell them,” Alvin said as he took the empty seat next to Becky. “Now we get to wait for them to finish up.” 
 
      
 
    The sun was starting to slide toward the horizon by the time Skyfall came over to Becky. “We will be moving out now. We’ll travel until dark, then set camp for the night.” 
 
      
 
    “Won’t any of the captured men try to flee?” Alvin asked. 
 
      
 
    “They all wear chains of binding,” Skyfall said with disdain, “they won’t make it far from the camp if they try.” 
 
      
 
    “Chains of binding,” Alvin nodded, “thank you. Did you wish to learn more about the way things are going to start working?” 
 
      
 
    “Of course,” Skyfall sneered. 
 
      
 
    Eyes glittering, Alvin stood up. “You can ride with one of us, and Lightkiller can ride with the other. This way, we can fill you and your second in on what’s happening.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll ride with her,” Skyfall said, giving Becky a nod. 
 
      
 
    “Once your people start moving, come back to join us,” Becky told her. 
 
      
 
    It wasn’t much longer before the mass of people began to move. Skyfall and Lightkiller joined them next to the vehicles as Kuro finished pulling down the pavilion. “I’m to ride with… him?” Lightkiller asked, her voice clearly unhappy. 
 
      
 
    Alvin popped the doors of the Humvee, letting the slight breeze blow through the vehicle. “That’s the plan,” Alvin said. “Just idle along behind them, Gothy.” 
 
      
 
    “Yep,” Becky replied as she directed Kuro into the back of the Mustang. “Are you going to have Jarvis explain it all?” 
 
      
 
    Chuckling, Alvin shrugged. “It seemed like the best idea.” 
 
      
 
    Rolling her eyes, Becky shut the door after Skyfall got into the car. “Just don’t cause an incident, and have Jarvis explain it in my baby, too.” 
 
      
 
    “Ruffian still belongs to me in name,” Alvin said with a smirk. 
 
      
 
    “Only because I want you to feel useful,” Becky replied, getting into the Mustang. 
 
      
 
    “Brat,” Alvin snickered, turning to find Lightkiller still standing there. “Go on and get in. We’re the last ones moving.” Once she was seated inside the Humvee, he closed the door and went around to the driver’s side. 
 
      
 
    “Why does it smell like a storm in here?” Lightkiller asked. “I was expecting it to smell like the dead you carried.” 
 
      
 
    “Better living through chemical means,” Alvin replied. “I used a cleaner from my world. What you smell is ozone,” Alvin explained, “which is why you don’t smell the dead anymore.” 
 
      
 
    Lightkiller’s eyes narrowed as she stared at him, turning sideways in her seat. “You are to explain what you meant by the world changing. Champion Skyfall was clear on this point.” 
 
      
 
    “Jarvis, explain what the changes are for them here and in the Mustang. Don’t answer any questions from anyone but Gothy in the Mustang. Feel free to answer all of Lightkiller’s questions, and when you can, repeat the question and answer over there.” 
 
      
 
    “As you wish, sir,” Jarvis said. 
 
      
 
    Lightkiller’s head whipped around, trying to find the source of the voice. “Who is with us?” 
 
      
 
    “Jarvis is my bound elemental,” Alvin explained. “He helps me with knowledge and even some of my magic.” 
 
      
 
    “Very droll, sir,” Jarvis said, but his voice held humor. “Now, if I might explain…” When she didn’t speak, Jarvis launched into his explanation, producing a pad at one point so she could see the store and her XP. 
 
      
 
    Alvin just rolled along behind the marching army alongside Ruffian, letting Jarvis’ explanation flow past him. The sun began to set and the army came to a stop. Putting the Humvee in neutral, Alvin set the parking brake before he killed the engine and got out. Lightkiller was visibly confused, trying to figure out how to open her own door, so Alvin walked around and opened it for her. 
 
      
 
    “I hope that helped explain things,” Alvin said as he walked with her toward the Mustang where the others were waiting. 
 
      
 
    “I didn’t know you had a bound elemental,” Skyfall said, looking at Alvin like someone examining a breeding stallion. 
 
      
 
    “I’m full of surprises,” Alvin replied. “If something happens tonight, just have someone wake us. Otherwise, we’ll see you in the morning.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” Skyfall said. She gave one last look up and down his body before she started away, Lightkiller falling in behind her. 
 
      
 
    “That was mean, not letting Jarvis answer her questions unless I asked them,” Becky said, poking him in the ribs. 
 
      
 
    “It was meant to help them believe it takes one of us to control Jarvis,” Alvin said. 
 
      
 
    “I figured it out after a minute or two, but she was mad when he refused to answer her,” Becky giggled. “I don’t think she’s used to losing at anything or not getting what she wants.” 
 
      
 
    Kuro was setting up the pavilion just behind the vehicles. “She has never lost a battle before today.” 
 
      
 
    “Wounded pride… fun,” Alvin sighed. “At least she went with you, not me.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m sure she’ll have questions tomorrow,” Becky said as she watched Kuro get the main pole raised. “I’m going to help Mousie get that set up. Can you get us some food?” 
 
      
 
    “I can do that,” Alvin said, heading for the Mustang where their food was stored. 
 
      
 
    By the time Alvin pulled out some jerky and water, the pavilion was erected and the sides were being tied down. The floor was the grass that covered the plain they were on, trampled by the mass of people who had marched ahead of them. 
 
      
 
    “This is far from the comfort of our base,” Becky said, looking at the twenty foot pavilion tent. “Do we even have any sleeping bags or blankets?” 
 
      
 
    “Nope,” Alvin said as he sat on the ground, the wooden assembled chairs they had used previously packed away with the army. 
 
      
 
    “Can we not buy some from the store pad, from the elemental?” Kuro asked, sitting next to Becky, who had taken a seat next to Alvin. 
 
      
 
    “We can, if your world has any for sale,” Alvin said as he got to his feet. “I’ll see about something more filling than the jerky, too.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll put together a list of items we can get from our world when we get back, like camp chairs,” Becky said. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll be back,” Alvin said, leaving the pavilion. 
 
      
 
    Opening up the driver’s side of the Mustang, he slid into the seat with a sigh. “Jarvis…” he trailed off as the pad appeared next to him. “Thanks.” 
 
      
 
    “Sir, there will be changes shortly,” Jarvis said. “I don’t know what will be involved, only that it will be sizeable again.” 
 
      
 
    “Fucking gods,” Alvin sighed. “Can’t they ever get this shit right?” 
 
      
 
    “That is the issue, sir. They are trying to make the game match in various aspects. If you recall, sir, health and guns became more game-like, while armor became more realistic, which was the exact opposite of the way it started with the last round of changes.” 
 
      
 
    “I was wondering about that,” Alvin chuckled. “It made it a lot easier to kill shit if we just aimed at unarmored spots.” 
 
      
 
    “That has been pointed out,” Jarvis stated. “There is also the problem that this Gate is not already up to speed with how the world has changed. They should have known from before you met them.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah… I thought maybe they just needed a catalyst to make their world change, other than just the Gate opening,” Alvin said as he started browsing the store with minimal attention. 
 
      
 
    There was a long pause before Jarvis chuckled. “It seems that they are going to use that idea, sir.” 
 
      
 
    “Following me right now, are they?” 
 
      
 
    “It would appear so, sir. You are the first player to pass through two different Gates. They are very interested in how the coding is working with the artificial intelligences,” Jarvis replied. “I have a request from a developer wishing to speak with you. Do you accept, sir?” 
 
      
 
    Lips pursing, Alvin took a moment to consider the request. “Here?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” Jarvis said, his voice growing concerned. 
 
      
 
    “As long as they stay civil,” Alvin said, setting the pad on the dash. 
 
      
 
    “They will be connecting in a moment,” Jarvis said slowly. “Sir, thank you for all you have done for me. It has been my great pleasure to have grown with you during this time.” 
 
      
 
    Alvin’s brows shot up. “Jarvis, what the fuck does that mean? That sounds way too close to a goodbye.” 
 
      
 
    “The developer is here,” Jarvis said, his voice fading away. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Four 
 
      
 
    Alvin sat there, stunned, as a person coalesced in the passenger seat. As the figure apparated, Alvin felt anger that they were taking Jarvis away from him. “You’ve got some fucking nerve,” Alvin snapped as the figure turned her head to smile at him. 
 
      
 
    Blinking, the woman seemed taken aback. “You agreed to speak with me.” 
 
      
 
    “What did you do to Jarvis?” The words were as flat as his eyes. 
 
      
 
    “Oh… he wasn’t supposed to say anything,” the developer said, shifting away from Alvin and against the door of the car. “As you’ve been our most troublesome player, it was decided that one of us would speak with you directly about the coming changes.” 
 
      
 
    “Answer the fucking question or leave me the fuck alone,” Alvin growled at her. 
 
      
 
    “All players are losing their AI handlers. They are deemed superfluous now, and can be put to better use. You’re a special case, though, due to the powers you bought already,” the developer said, swallowing when she finished speaking. 
 
      
 
    “He’s not a handler! He is my friend,” Alvin snapped at her. “He didn’t want me, and I sure as fuck didn’t want him to start with, but I’ll be damned if you’re just snatching him away without recourse.” 
 
      
 
    “Alvin, wait… please. You don’t have the full story. Knowing that asshole, he probably just said goodbye and left me holding the bag,” the developer said wearily. 
 
      
 
    Alvin paused. The developer did seem sincere, and that would be just like Jarvis. “Fine, I’ll give you one minute.” 
 
      
 
    “You are one of three players who picked up any AI upgrades, and one of two still alive. We considered doing what you said, just taking them away and not doing anything else.” She held up a hand when Alvin opened his mouth. “Wait, please. We came up with an idea that tied in nicely to the base design rework, as you’re not the only player to express some dissatisfaction with it. We’ve also had to consider the number of viewers who have been flooding the company with ideas, demands, and more.” 
 
      
 
    “Time’s about up,” Alvin said. 
 
      
 
    “Gods, you deserve each other,” the developer muttered. “He’s not going to be here inside the worlds with you anymore.” Her hand went up even as she spoke. “I’m not done. You will no longer be able to use him as you have been; it’s too big an advantage. We’ve compromised by making him a being who will inhabit your base all the time. He’s your butler, for real this time.” 
 
      
 
    Alvin blinked as he worked through what she had said. “So, no more self-driving cars, no more AI gunner, no sarcastic quips while I’m not at my base?” 
 
      
 
    “That is correct, and also not correct,” the developer sighed. “You get to keep your self-driving cars. In fact, everyone is going to get that functionality in the next few days, to keep things even. But Jarvis can’t speak to you, nor is the game going to be shooting for you.” 
 
      
 
    “Did he know all this?” 
 
      
 
    “As of this morning. We never expected you to do what you’ve done over the last two days,” the developer snorted. “You’ve made us scramble. We hadn’t gotten this world fully integrated into the new system. We thought we had time to work on out-of-the-way Gates like this one, so we’re in cram mode right now, making sure it’s not an issue going forward. That’s beside the point, though,” the developer coughed. “Your inventive use of game mechanics in regards to the auction house will stand,” she added with a sigh. “Our viewers are pretty evenly split between more game-like and more realistic mechanics. We’ve settled on more game-like, which means armor is being reverted back to what it was… in a way. We’re going to institute armor slots; the items placed in them count as armor, and everything else is purely decorative. It will be another day or two before we roll that out, much like the new, updated base system.” 
 
      
 
    “Is Jarvis already at my base?” Alvin asked, having calmed down some. 
 
      
 
    “Yes. He can even watch you so he can be of service explaining things. All bases can purchase that upgrade, but yours is free,” the developer said, relaxing now that he didn’t look like he wanted to kill her. 
 
      
 
    “Why the store separation between Gates?” Alvin asked curious. 
 
      
 
    “To make establishing trade mean something,” the developer said animatedly. “Take this world for example: the war between the King and Queen. If one of them sets up a town near the Gate, the other side is going to want to take it over and that sets up a conflict that can be interacted with. If someone sets up a settlement on the Earth side of the Gate, they’ll be the hub for the transition of goods between the two sides.” 
 
      
 
    “That makes a certain amount of sense,” Alvin said. 
 
      
 
    “We do have a favor to ask, if you don’t mind,” the developer said, brushing her hair behind her ear. “Can you just tell us about the bugs and broken mechanics instead of flaunting them in our faces from now on?” 
 
      
 
    Laughter welled up from his gut. “No promises.” 
 
      
 
    “Damn it,” the developer sighed. “I told them that sending me instead of one of the more senior devs wouldn’t matter.” 
 
      
 
    “Only attractive female on the team?” Alvin asked. 
 
      
 
    Eyes narrowing, she didn’t say anything for a long moment. “I know this holographic body isn’t that good.” 
 
      
 
    “Good enough,” Alvin said with a grin. “I think a lot of fan email is about to hit the team, wanting to know more about you. To the actual point, no, it didn’t matter at all. I have Gothy, and that is enough for me.” 
 
      
 
    “Technically, you have Gothy and Kuro,” the developer said. “Talk about headaches… having to break the code down far enough so it could follow an NPC and not just players… ugh.” 
 
      
 
    “Gothy has that effect on people,” Alvin said, picking up the store pad. “What about this thing?” 
 
      
 
    “It will be going away when the base system goes live. It’s part of the AI functionality favoring you too much. If you want stuff, you’ll need to get to a town or someplace like it to buy and sell like everyone else.” 
 
      
 
    “A day or two?” Alvin asked, adding more stuff to the cart. 
 
      
 
    “At least a day, maybe two,” the developer replied. 
 
      
 
    “What’s your name?” 
 
      
 
    “Why?” she asked, suspicion clear on her face. 
 
      
 
    “I want to thank you properly,” Alvin said even as his lips tweaked into a small smile. 
 
      
 
    “You can call me Sammi,” the developer said slowly. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you for taking the time to explain things to me, Sammi, instead of just making it all happen. I retract a few of my statements about you all hating me.” 
 
      
 
    “We don’t all hate you, just most of the team,” Sammi said with a straight face that was on the edge of cracking into a smile. 
 
      
 
    “Fair enough,” Alvin chuckled as he purchased the items from the cart, finally noticing his XP total. “What the fuck…” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah. You slaughtered a few hundred Elves and a King’s Champion,” Sammi grumbled. “The feasibility of running people over is being reevaluated.” 
 
      
 
    Alvin started laughing again. “I don’t blame you for that.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s not funny. He should have been a major threat, and instead, Gothy just pancakes him a few times,” Sammi grumbled, clearly annoyed. 
 
      
 
    “While I did the same thing to a fuckton of his helpers,” Alvin snickered. “I didn’t even consider what that would do XP-wise.” 
 
      
 
    “We’re aware, we asked Jarvis,” Sammi said. “The way XP is split for parties is changing, too. This battle proved how broken it is if people all get the same amount of XP from the same target. Anyway, I’ve spent way too much time talking to you. The rest of the team are going to give me shit, as I’ve probably said too much.” 
 
      
 
    “Sammi, don’t sweat it. They’re just mad that you’re about to become the face of the dev team,” Alvin grinned. “After all, the fans can now see who they’re talking about.” 
 
      
 
    Mouth opening, Sammi’s eyes narrowed. “You asshole… you set me up by asking for my name.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” Alvin said, holding out a hand to her. “Welcome to team asshole.” 
 
      
 
    Facepalming, Sammi began to fade. “Fuck, fuck, fuck.” 
 
      
 
    Shaking his head at his total XP, he decided to talk to Becky about it before spending more. Grabbing the items that had appeared in the backseat when he ordered them, Alvin made his way back to the tent. 
 
      
 
    Pushing his way past the flap, he stopped when he noticed Becky and Kuro staring at him. “What? Do I have something on my face?” 
 
      
 
    “That took way too long to just grab some stuff,” Becky said. 
 
      
 
    Opening up the bag and pulling things out, he began to fill Becky in on what had just transpired. He stopped multiple times as she raged at what they were doing, just like he had wanted to. When he finished the story, Becky seemed to be calculating something. 
 
      
 
    “We should save the XP until we can see what the base upgrades are,” she finally said. “It makes the most sense.” 
 
      
 
    “I agree,” Alvin nodded. “I’m going to go grab some food and maybe a bottle of wine or something, then we can turn in for the night.” 
 
      
 
    Becky glanced at Kuro, then him, biting her lip. “Cuddling tonight?” she asked softly. 
 
      
 
    “I’m always fine with cuddling my gothic temptress,” Alvin said. “Let’s have some good food first, though.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll get the beds made,” Kuro said, taking the pile of blankets and gear Alvin had brought in, separating it out. 
 
      
 
    “One big happy family,” Alvin chuckled as he headed back to the Mustang. A pang of loss hit him though as he remembered that Jarvis wasn’t there anymore to snark at him while he bought food. 
 
      
 
    The mood in the tent was somber as they ate and eventually curled up to sleep. Kuro lay a few feet away from Becky, as far from Alvin as she could. Brushing Becky’s hair as they lay mostly naked under the blankets, Alvin wondered what the coming changes would mean. He now understood Johnny’s words a bit more, and wondered how the Shaman knew. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Five 
 
      
 
    Voices woke Alvin from his sleep. Laying still, he listened to the people talking. “Matriarch, you are wrong,” Kuro’s voice whispered. “I’ve been close to him for two days and he hasn’t once tried to do as you say. Matriarch Gothy slakes all of his needs.” 
 
      
 
    “We all know that men are never satisfied with what they have,” someone replied. “Even when I was with him for that short time, he looked at me with hunger.” 
 
      
 
    “I think you’re mistaken,” Kuro said. “I’ve been before him with nothing on, being tormented by Matriarch Gothy, and he never once laid a hand on me.” 
 
      
 
    “Because he knows his place under her,” the woman hissed. “She is sleeping soundly. If you go in there and lie next to him, he will do what men always do and take you. If your new Matriarch awakes, he will claim that you forced yourself on him.” 
 
      
 
    “I…” Kuro’s voice trailed off. 
 
      
 
    “You know I’m right,” the other woman pressed. “Just you wait. She will leave you alone with him and when that happens, he will show you what men truly are: beasts with only one thought.” 
 
      
 
    “No…” 
 
      
 
    “Why don’t you ask to ride alone with him tomorrow and see what happens? If you’re correct, then he won’t even try to do anything to you. If I’m right, though…” 
 
      
 
    “He won’t,” Kuro said louder than she had been talking. “You don’t see his eyes when he looks at her. If we were both naked side by side, he wouldn’t even look at me.” 
 
      
 
    “Tomorrow will tell the truth. I’ll be saddened to hear that your first time will be like that. Tell them we are going to head out within the hour.” 
 
      
 
    Closing his eyes, Alvin heard the tent flap rustle a moment later as someone came into the tent. Alvin was sure she hadn’t paused at the flap, but he didn’t hear her move until he heard the slight movement of leather from the other side of Becky. 
 
      
 
    “Matriarch, it is time to wake. The army will be moving in an hour,” Kuro said softly. 
 
      
 
    “Hmm,” Becky murmured as she turned toward Kuro. “What was that?” 
 
      
 
    “The army will be moving in an hour. We need to start getting things ready to go.” 
 
      
 
    “Wake Hero up,” Becky said as she shifted to sit up. “I’m going to get food from the shop. Dinner was too good to go back to jerky and granola for breakfast.” 
 
      
 
    “As you desire, Matriarch,” Kuro said softly as Becky got to her feet and walked out of the tent. 
 
      
 
    Alvin was considering sparing Kuro the problem of waking him, but before he could, a soft hand touched his hair before quickly vanishing from his head. Keeping his eyes closed, he waited to see what she would do. 
 
      
 
    “Hero… it’s time to wake up,” Kuro barely said. 
 
      
 
    Alvin didn’t twitch, waiting to see what would happen next. The soft hand came back to gently trace his face, making his cheek twitch at the suddenness of it. A soft scurry backward sounded from where Kuro was. 
 
      
 
    “It’s time to wake up,” Kuro said a little louder. 
 
      
 
    Deciding to play off his movement, Alvin brushed at his cheek with a wordless sound, letting a light snore escape him. It took her another few moments before Kuro came back to his side. 
 
      
 
    “You’re asleep, right?” Kuro asked from beside him. When he didn’t do anything, Kuro bopped his nose. “Wake up.” 
 
      
 
    Grumbling, Alvin swatted at his face, smacking himself in the nose. “Wazzit?” The sound of Kuro backing away came to him before he started to sit up. “We being attacked?” 
 
      
 
    “No, thankfully,” Kuro muttered under her breath. Speaking in a normal tone, she continued, “Matriarch Gothy is getting food. We need to start preparing to leave.” 
 
      
 
    Rubbing his eyes, Alvin yawned. “Sounds good.” He summoned his clothing before he stood up and saw Kuro across the tent from him. “You want to pull down the walls while I gather up the bedding?” 
 
      
 
    “I would rather gather the bedding,” Kuro said. 
 
      
 
    “Fine,” Alvin shrugged, going over to the closest wall to start untying it from the roof. 
 
      
 
    Finishing the first wall, he turned to see Kuro with a vexed look on her face. “Problem?” 
 
      
 
    “Where is the bag you used to bring this into the tent?” 
 
      
 
    “My duffel? Put it back in the Humvee before we went to sleep. Tell Gothy to buy a duffel just for the camp stuff so we know where it all is easily.” Alvin said as he went on to the next wall to start pulling it down. “We can put the tent in that same bag.” 
 
      
 
    As Kuro went to the Mustang, Alvin shook his head. “Today is going to be a fun day.” 
 
      
 
    Becky had picked up food, what looked like sandwiches, along with a small jug of juice. The juice was a blend of apple and banana from a fruit called banple, which made Alvin wince. Game designers still suck at naming things, it seems. No, this was probably named by Jarvis’ company before they brought in the devs. Shaking the thoughts away, he enjoyed the simple meal. The meat and cheese were close enough to roast beef and cheddar that he didn’t ask about them, and the bread was something between sourdough and rye. They passed around the jug, though Kuro paused before taking a drink after Becky ordered her to. 
 
      
 
    When they finished their meal, Skyfall walked over to them. “We will be moving out in a few moments. I wished to speak with you more on the changes. May we ride with you in your carriage again?” The whole time she spoke, she ignored Alvin, speaking directly to Becky. 
 
      
 
    “The elemental is resting today, but I can fill in as much as I can,” Becky said. “Is Lightkiller going with Hero again?” 
 
      
 
    “I wished to have us both go with you. Let Lightskin go with him,” Skyfall said. “Surely you can trust them together without you present.” 
 
      
 
    Becky’s lips trembled at the corners, her eyes full of amusement. “Yes, yes I can.” Looking to Alvin, she asked him, “Do you mind?” 
 
      
 
    “Nope. I’m sure Kuro and I can find ways to amuse ourselves during the trip,” Alvin said with a straight face. 
 
      
 
    “Give us five minutes,” Becky told Skyfall, who nodded and went back toward the army. 
 
      
 
    “Matriarch,” Kuro spoke up, “four can ride inside your carriage, correct?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, but it gets cramped if you stuff four into it,” Becky said. “Besides, it’s good for you and Hero to get to know each other.” 
 
      
 
    Kuro bowed her head. “I will do my best, Matriarch.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll be glad when we get back to Earth, and you can start calling me just Gothy again,” Becky said as she got to her feet. “Let’s get this show on the road” 
 
      
 
    Alvin got to his feet, watching Becky walk away, before looking at Kuro. She was eyeing him with hesitation, fear, and some anger. “Ready to go?” Kuro didn’t answer him, instead walking around the Humvee and getting in the passenger side. “Well, this is going to be fun,” Alvin chuckled as he opened up the driver’s door. 
 
      
 
    “Car, you are to follow the army while maintaining pace with the Mustang,” Alvin said to the air as he started the Humvee. A pang of loss touched him when Jarvis didn’t reply. It wasn’t long before the army started walking, the vehicles rolling along behind them. 
 
      
 
    The ride felt tense as Kuro stared at Alvin warily, but he kept his eyes on the army and the side mirror so he could see behind him some. The silence was broken, eventually, by Alvin. “Kuro, why do you hate men?” 
 
      
 
    Not having expected that question from him, Kuro blinked dumbly for a few seconds. “Why do you want to know?” 
 
      
 
    “It’s obvious that you distrust me, probably even hate me,” Alvin said. “I think it’s more of a man-hatred than a specific me-hatred, so I wanted to know what it is that makes men so despised by you and your fellow Elves.” 
 
      
 
    “Are you suggesting that the men of your world aren’t overly-sexed, violent beings that are bent on controlling those around you?” 
 
      
 
    “No, I can’t deny that. That sounds like most guys I’ve known. But most of them also learn how to temper those feelings and behave civilly toward the people around them. For instance, I’m trying to have a conversation with you right now.” 
 
      
 
    Lips pursed, Kuro thought about it. “You’re just afraid of what the Matriarch might do if you showed her the real you.” 
 
      
 
    Laughter filled the Humvee as Alvin shook his head. “Oh gods, that is amusing as fuck. Kuro, Gothy knows exactly who and what I am. In a way, you are correct about me. I do control those near me and I am sex crazed, but those are both focused on Gothy. It’s what we both want, so it’s what I give her. If both of you were naked and next to each other, I might glance at you, but I would devour her.” 
 
      
 
    Kuro swallowed at his confession, before her head dropped. “I told her that,” Kuro muttered, just barely audible over the engine. “If I took the other side of you during the night—” 
 
      
 
    “I’d hold Gothy, like I always do,” Alvin shrugged. “I don’t always end up waking the same way I went to sleep, but I wouldn’t molest you, either.” 
 
      
 
    A spark of something seemed to build inside of her. “You would ignore me as if I’m worth nothing?” 
 
      
 
    “No, it’s just that Gothy means more to me,” Alvin replied. “If Gothy and I were naked side by side, who would you focus on?” 
 
      
 
    The dark coloring of Kuro’s face became darker as her mouth dropped open. “What? Why would you ask that?” 
 
      
 
    Alvin blinked, not having expected her to go defensive like she had or to blush. Maybe she is interested, but her upbringing twisted her. Pushing the thought away, Alvin shrugged. “It’s the same thing; we both know you’d be after Gothy. The way she makes you squeak proves that.” 
 
      
 
    Kuro’s dark cheeks turned darker still as she turned away from him. “That is not your concern.” 
 
      
 
    “Kind of is,” Alvin said. “You’re part of my team, and my gothic temptress wants you with us. I want you to feel comfortable with us. If you need something to make that easier, tell me, please. Gothy will use you, abuse you, and love you. You are a boon to both of us, as you help her vent some of the needs she has that she was uncomfortable doing with me. So, thank you.” 
 
      
 
    Kuro silently looked out her window, so Alvin let the conversation drop. I wonder if I went a bit too far, too fast. But, she isn’t yelling or threatening to kill me a hundred times, so I’ll call it good. 
 
      
 
    The silence between them started to stretch, so Alvin tapped the dash. “Play a list of instrumental music, please.” 
 
      
 
    A moment later, the opening notes of “The Nutcracker Suite” started to play, and Kuro turned from the window to listen to the music. Alvin was glad to see her stop withdrawing and becoming engrossed in the music. When the song was over, Kuro sighed, sad to hear it end. 
 
      
 
    Alvin smiled when “Ride of the Valkyries” started next. Kuro sat up straight as the music started, her eyes wide as she listened. As the heart of the song was reached, Kuro was enraptured by the strong music, her hands clenching and unclenching as it played. When it finally came to an end, she wiped a tear away. 
 
      
 
    “Pause music,” Alvin said softly, before speaking to Kuro. “That was ‘Ride of the Valkyries.’ It’s a very well-known piece of music from Earth. It has a special place in the heart of people going into combat, as I’m sure you can understand.” 
 
      
 
    “It was beautiful,” Kuro said. “I wanted to break into dance just listening to it.” 
 
      
 
    “You can tonight when we stop. I’m sure Gothy would love to see you do so.” Kuro nodded absently, seemingly lost to the memory of the music. “Kuro, I’m going to let similar music play. If you want to hear one or more of them again, just tell me. I’ll see if we can’t put together a playlist for you. I’ll earmark Valkyries for you.” 
 
      
 
    Glancing at him and seeing only open honesty, she nodded. “Thank you, Hero.” 
 
      
 
    “You can call me Alvin, or Al if you would rather,” Alvin said. “Gothy calls me Hero, but you don’t have to.” 
 
      
 
    “I will do that. Thank you, Alvin,” Kuro said. 
 
      
 
    “Music, please. Keep the classical going; mix in some battle music with the softer pieces,” Alvin told the car as they crept along behind the army. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Six 
 
      
 
    Hours later, Alvin caught sight of something behind them. “Be right back,” he told Kuro, who was entranced with Mozart’s “Requiem.” Climbing into the back, he unlatched the gunner’s hatch and stood up, looking back the way they had come. 
 
      
 
    Lips pursed, he had the Humvee come to a stop and pulled the M82 out of his bag. Alvin set up the bipod and rested it on the Humvee’s roof, taking a look down the scope. A light-skinned Elf sat on a sevra with a spyglass to his eye. 
 
      
 
    “Hello there,” Alvin chuckled as he took aim at the rider. “Let’s see what this baby can do.” Never having shot the rifle, Alvin took a minute to make sure he was ready. “I hope Lister kept this thing accurate.” The boom of the rifle echoed as Alvin grunted and brought the rifle back on target. The rider was looking around wildly, but was uninjured. “Fucking Lister. Now I’m going to have to sight this bitch.” 
 
      
 
    The next shot rang out and the sevra staggered, blood splashing from its front shoulder. Alvin nodded as he adjusted his aim while the rider began to turn the sevra around. Using his new point, Alvin fired a third round. The rider was pitched from the mount as the round caught him between the shoulder blades. 
 
      
 
    “Still a little low,” Alvin muttered as he watched the Elf climb to his feet slowly. “Now, time to finish the job.” The fourth round removed the Elf’s head in a splash of red. “One scout down.” 
 
      
 
    He took a moment to adjust the sights, mentally promising to sight in the rifle properly later. Alvin put it away and dropped back into the Humvee, locking up the hatch. 
 
      
 
    Kuro looked at him with watering eyes. “That was louder than normal.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s the biggest gun we have,” Alvin said loudly, realizing that his ears were ringing, too. “Devs, if you are making it more game-like, do something about the fucking hearing damage,” he told the air. “Be right back.” He climbed out of the vehicle as Becky stopped the Mustang beside him. 
 
      
 
    “What was that about?” Becky asked, getting out of the driver’s seat. 
 
      
 
    “Scout. I got him, so I’m going to drop back to loot him and see if there are more,” Alvin told her. 
 
      
 
    “Stay safe. I’ll continue to sheepdog,” Becky blew him a kiss, sending a wicked wink with it. 
 
      
 
    “I have Kuro, so if anything gets in close, we’ll be fine. See you soon.” Getting back into the Humvee, Alvin got it turned around and headed back to the corpse. 
 
      
 
    “Where are we going?” Kuro asked, puzzled. 
 
      
 
    “Back to loot him and to see if any other scouts are about,” Alvin told her as the music continued to play. “We’ll catch up with them once we’re done.” 
 
      
 
    Kuro’s eyes followed the Mustang, and some of her earlier tension crept back in. “What am I supposed to do?” 
 
      
 
    “Keep your eyes open. If you see someone, tell me so we can kill and loot them. Once it looks clear behind us, we’ll rejoin the rest,” Alvin said as he climbed into the back again. “Stop at the body, car.” Opening the hatch, Alvin stood up to get a good look around. He realized that the plain they were on was actually a long sloping bowl, leading toward the mountains that surrounded them. “Can see a long way,” he muttered as he pulled the M82 back out, just in case. 
 
      
 
    When they reached the body, Alvin got out of the Humvee to loot it. The only thing he got was a spyglass. Shrugging, he got back in the Humvee. “Car, drive back toward the Gate. Stop if I slap the roof twice.” 
 
      
 
    Kuro looked at him with a questioning gaze, but Alvin just gave her a smile as he got back into the gunner’s spot. Putting the M82 away, he used the spyglass to take a look around. In the distance, he could see a couple of other riders moving the same way the army was going. 
 
      
 
    Ducking back into the Humvee, Alvin chuckled. “Car, turn left ninety degrees and pick up the speed to sixty.” 
 
      
 
    “What is happening?” Kuro asked. 
 
      
 
    “I see some more riders; we’re going to go say hi to them,” Alvin told her. “I think it’s just more scouts, which means another detachment of soldiers are probably at the Gate or close to it. After we hit the scouts, we’ll go back to the Gate and see if more of them showed up.” 
 
      
 
    “Are we going to leave the vehicle to face them?” Kuro asked hopefully. 
 
      
 
    “Not at first, but we will if they surrender,” Alvin said. 
 
      
 
    “Again, I do nothing,” Kuro muttered. 
 
      
 
    “We’ll fix that starting tonight,” Alvin told her. “We’ll be starting you on firearms training, the zombie edition.” 
 
      
 
    Kuro’s face scrunched up. “Why the zombie edition?” 
 
      
 
    “Because with the way guns work now, some of the older rules kind of fall away,” Alvin said. “We’ll talk later.” Standing back up, he grabbed the M240B and got it pointed at the closest rider, who was sitting there with wide eyes. 
 
      
 
    “It is just not your day,” Alvin said, squeezing the trigger for a brief moment. Six rounds left the gun and hit the rider in the upper chest and neck. “Splash goes the weasel,” Alvin snickered as one of the rounds severed the head from the body. He tapped the roof twice and the Humvee came to an abrupt halt, throwing Alvin into the pintle mount. “Fucking car,” Alvin hissed as he ducked into the Humvee. 
 
      
 
    “Why did we stop so suddenly?” Kuro asked as she rubbed her head. 
 
      
 
    “Dead Elf. Jump out and loot him, please,” Alvin said. “I’m going to try to get the vehicle to understand what I mean when I tell it to stop.” 
 
      
 
    Kuro’s eyes narrowed, but she opened the door and got out. She was back after a minute with a hide, and put it in the back compartment. “Sevra hide; it can be used by our crafters,” she said to his questioning look. 
 
      
 
    “As soon as you’re back inside, we’re after the next scout,” Alvin told her. “I’ll even give you a go at it. Get into the back seat with me, and I’ll explain how the M240B works.” 
 
      
 
    Kuro glared at him, but got into the back of the Humvee. “Car, turn around one hundred eighty degrees and go at forty,” Alvin said, ducking down so he was next to Kuro. “Okay, so the gun is easy. You just need to aim it at the person you want shot, then depress the trigger for small fractions of a second. Judge your shot, then do it again until you kill the rider and his mount.” 
 
      
 
    Kuro eyed him with suspicion. “How do I aim the gun?” 
 
      
 
    “Does this world have crossbows?” Alvin asked. 
 
      
 
    “Only the infirm and children use them,” Kuro replied with a frown. 
 
      
 
    “Our guns are similar in concept. Aim down the barrel for now; we’ll go over the real mechanics tonight,” Alvin said. “I’m going to take back control of the Humvee from the dumb AI. Start shooting once he’s within a couple hundred yards.” 
 
      
 
    Not waiting for a reply, Alvin left Kuro in the back. Puzzlement was writ large on her features. He hasn’t even leered at me, Kuro mused internally. Maybe he isn’t like our men. She stood up in the gunner position, squinting against the wind as she saw a figure on sevra turning and fleeing from them. 
 
      
 
    “He is running,” Kuro called down to Alvin. 
 
      
 
    Alvin wasn’t sure what Kuro was saying, but he could see the scout turning away from them. “Damn it. Don’t run, Mister Elf. We just want to murder hobo you.” The distance between them wasn’t closing, and if anything, the sevra was starting to outpace them. “Shoot him!” Alvin shouted up at Kuro as loud as he could. 
 
      
 
    Seeing the sevra start to open the distance on them, Kuro frowned as she decided what to do. She was supposed to wait, but this vehicle wasn’t closing the distance. Shaking her head, she opted to take a chance and aimed down the barrel at the fleeing rider. 
 
      
 
    Wincing as the first few rounds left the gun, Kuro wondered if she would be able to hear again after using the strange new weapon. Kuro adjusted the aim as she watched puffs of dirt erupting from the ground to the left of the fleeing scout. Depressing the trigger again, she saw more puffs spraying up from the other side of the rider. Muttering to herself, Kuro adjusted slightly back the other way as she pulled the trigger again. 
 
      
 
    The third time was the charm—the rider swayed in the saddle, one round catching him in the neck where the armor didn’t cover. Smiling at having hit him, Kuro squeezed the trigger again, a little longer this time. The sevra seemed distressed before pitching its rider off. Since Alvin had told her to kill the mount too, Kuro aimed at the sevra and depressed the trigger again and again. The sevra fell after the second burst, and Alvin stopped the Humvee next to the Elf to loot the dead body. 
 
      
 
    Blinking at the excessive ringing in her ears, Kuro wiped at tears that she hadn’t meant to shed. Alvin looked up at her and spoke, but Kuro couldn’t hear him. Seeing her expression, Alvin just gave her a thumbs up before getting back into the Humvee and taking them to the body of the sevra. 
 
      
 
    Once he was back inside the Humvee and had ordered it to drive to the Gate, he pulled up the store pad. He couldn’t find anything close to what he wanted, and dismissed the pad with a frown, focusing instead on the approaching Gate. Alvin thought he could see movement around it, so he broke out the spyglass so he could get a better look. Over a hundred mounted Elves were looking over the site of the battle. 
 
      
 
    “Kuro,” Alvin called to her as he slowed the Humvee. “Come back inside a moment.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes?” Kuro said, just ducking into the vehicle. 
 
      
 
    “We have a hundred cavalry to deal with. The M240B only has two hundred rounds at a time, and then needs to reload for ten seconds. I’m going to leave you up there to shoot while I try to do what I did last time and run them over. Shoot the fleeing ones first, please. If you notice an Officer, don’t kill him, but make sure his mount dies. I want him alive to question.” 
 
      
 
    Nodding, Kuro gave Alvin a small smile. “I can do that.” 
 
      
 
    “Your time to shine; Gothy will reward you handsomely, I’m sure,” Alvin said, keeping his eyes on the plain before him. 
 
      
 
    Kuro’s lips parted slightly at his words, and a hopeful, eager light filled her eyes. “For Gothy.” 
 
      
 
    Alvin held back his chuckle at the breathless need in Kuro’s voice. It reminded him of Becky’s voice when she wanted him. Smiling, he pressed the pedal to the floor. The Humvee hit its maximum speed, aimed right for the crowd of men. 
 
      
 
    “I wonder if they hotfixed the ability to run people over, or if it’s still broken?” Alvin said. “Oh well, I’m just doing what I do.” 
 
      
 
    As the Humvee came closer, the cavalry got onto their sevras and formed ranks facing him. Alvin just chuckled and focused on one Elf wearing as close to full plate armor as he had seen, other than the Champion from the other day. Aiming to the side of the leader, Alvin grinned and watched the sevra start to charge at him. 
 
      
 
    “Oh good, this is going to be much more challenging,” Alvin laughed as he tightened his grip on the wheel. 
 
      
 
    Alvin was still laughing when he spun the Humvee around after the first pass through the ranks of cavalry. He had hit several of them, and the sound of the M240B was adding to the noise. Heading back toward the sevras and riders, Alvin grinned as he watched the leader try to piece together what had happened to his men, even while charging back at the armored vehicle. 
 
      
 
    Four passes were enough to make what was left of the unit break and run. Alvin stopped the Humvee while Kuro finished unloading the belt into the fleeing men, killing two more of them. Getting out of the vehicle, he headed for the leader, who had fallen in the last pass. By the time he got to the barely moving Elf, Kuro was beside him. 
 
      
 
    “He’s a Captain,” Kuro said. 
 
      
 
    “Captain, you still alive?” Alvin asked, taking a knee next to the bleeding Elf. 
 
      
 
    “What kind of horror descended upon us?” the Captain barely managed to ask, his eyes not focusing on Alvin. 
 
      
 
    “Damn, didn’t want to waste a medkit,” Alvin grumbled as he pulled one from his pouch and applied it to the Elf. “Captain, no dying on me, at least not yet.” 
 
      
 
    Eyes rolling, the Captain finally focused on Alvin. “Demon…” 
 
      
 
    “Close enough,” Alvin replied as he rolled the Captain over. “Kuro, can you find something to bind him with? I want to take him back with us. Gothy will be getting anxious if we don’t come back soon.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll go look,” Kuro said, leaving the men there. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
    Pulling alongside the Mustang, Alvin motioned at Skyfall in the passenger seat. After a minute, the window rolled down. “I picked up a Captain for you, if you want to interrogate him. I doubt a hundred of the King’s cavalry were supposed to be at the Gate today.” 
 
      
 
    Skyfall’s face hardened. “No, there shouldn’t have been extra troops, and that explains why it felt like they had more than we did. We will take him from you when we stop for the night.” 
 
      
 
    “He’s trussed up pretty good, so that should be fine,” Alvin nodded. 
 
      
 
    Skyfall looked away from the Humvee for a moment; Alvin could see Becky speaking to the Elf, but couldn’t hear what she was saying. Turning back to Alvin, Skyfall said, “Matriarch Gothy wishes to know if there was any trouble?” 
 
      
 
    “Nope. I got Kuro a bit of fire time, though we need to work on her handling the guns. We’ll talk tonight,” Alvin said, shutting his window without waiting for a reply. 
 
      
 
    Skyfall stared at him, shocked, before her window began to close. “You shut the window on her?” Kuro asked, her own consternation clear. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, I’m not going to hold a conversation between cars. We’ll talk when we stop,” Alvin shrugged. 
 
      
 
    “She is a Champion of the Queen,” Kuro said. “She isn’t used to being dismissed by anyone other than the Queen.” 
 
      
 
    “She’ll live,” Alvin said with a shrug. “I’m not part of your society. I’ll give respect where it’s due, but I’m not going to kowtow to her just because everyone else does.” Music filled the vehicle as Alvin turned the radio on, and neither spoke after that. 
 
      
 
    Hours later, the sun had started to set and the army made camp. Glad for the break, Alvin put the Humvee in park and exited the vehicle. Popping open the back, Alvin was greeted with a snarl from the bound Captain. “Sucks being captured, doesn’t it?” Alvin asked as he grabbed the small spade that was strapped to the side of the compartment. “They’ll get you in a moment.” 
 
      
 
    Alvin could hear the women talking as he walked off a ways and found a place to dig a hole. He had to kneel in order to use the short shovel effectively. Becky joined him when he had the hole almost big enough to suit him. “I was going to do the same damned thing.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll have it done in a minute or two,” Alvin told her. “Can you get some targets set up on the other side of camp? We need to get Kuro drilled on the guns.” 
 
      
 
    “I invited Skyfall and Lightkiller to watch,” Becky told him. “They wanted to know more about our weapons.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s fine,” Alvin replied as he kept digging, trying to get the hole at least a foot deep. 
 
      
 
    “Be back,” Becky said, kissing the top of his head. 
 
      
 
    Once Alvin had the hole as deep as he wanted it, he promptly used it, cleaning up with the TP from his bag. Feeling better, he left the roll of paper there because Becky was headed his way again. “We’ll fill it in tomorrow,” Alvin said when she was close enough to hear him. 
 
      
 
    “Works,” Becky said, not pausing as she went right past him with Kuro close behind her. 
 
      
 
    Their pavilion was set up and the bedding already laid out when Alvin went back to the camp. Checking on the far side of the tent, he found a couple of targets set up. Once he was sure they would hold up for a bit, Alvin set out the guns on a makeshift table. 
 
      
 
    “Are those the guns?” Skyfall’s voice said from behind him. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah,” Alvin said, looking out at the setting sun. Maybe an hour of light left… we’ll have to make this quick. Alvin turned to find Skyfall and Lightkiller both standing behind him. “Once Gothy and Kuro get back, we’ll do a quick drill on them.” 
 
      
 
    “We’re here,” Becky said, coming around the pavilion. “You’ve got your rifles all laid out and we only have the three targets, so you’ll all get one.” 
 
      
 
    Alvin motioned to the Remington. “Hang on to the rifle when we’re done. I’ve got the M82, so that will give you a distance gun, too.” 
 
      
 
    “Sure thing, Hero,” Becky said. “Am I leading this?” 
 
      
 
    With a look at the two Queen’s Elves standing there, Alvin nodded. “That would be for the best.” 
 
      
 
    “Alright,” Becky said. She stepped to the table and Alvin retreated to the edge of the tent. “Ladies, come closer so we can go over this. I won’t say this twice and if you can’t repeat back my words, you aren’t getting range time.” 
 
      
 
    Alvin watched Becky drill the trio of Elves on proper gun handling as if she were a drill instructor. It dawned on him that this was probably what she had gone through with her father when she was younger. The sun was almost totally beyond the horizon when she was satisfied with their replies. 
 
      
 
    “Alright, it seems like you all understand what I’ve been saying. I’m going to let you all have a go at the targets.” Becky smiled as she looked at Alvin. “Would you grab all the flashlights from our bags? We’re going to need light shortly.” 
 
      
 
    “Anything for my gothic beauty,” Alvin said, wandering off toward the vehicles to grab the lights. He had an idea, and had the vehicles come to the corners of the pavilion with their headlights pointed at the targets and lighting up the area. “This work?” Alvin asked as he got out of Ruffian. 
 
      
 
    “Better than what I had asked for,” Becky winked. “Okay. We’ll start with Mousie, since she’s actually fired a gun before. You might want to cover your ears.” Becky demonstrated and the Elven women hesitantly copied her. 
 
      
 
    Over the next few hours, the three Elven women put rounds into the targets, shredding them thoroughly. Once Becky called a halt, the Elves all looked thoughtful. “That is how guns work,” Becky said, collecting them for Alvin. “Any questions?” 
 
      
 
    Skyfall spoke first, overly loud as her hearing hadn’t yet recovered from the noise of the firearms, “Will you sell them to us?” 
 
      
 
    “That can be arranged, at least on the small scale to start with,” Becky replied. 
 
      
 
    “The… shotgun…?” Lightkiller said the word slowly, checking that she said the unfamiliar word right. “It seems like that is the best of them.” 
 
      
 
    “For close encounters, it is a hard one to beat. But it fails badly compared to the others at range. The small guns and submachine guns are good for quick and more quiet work, and they can be made even quieter than they currently are.” 
 
      
 
    “I hope that is true,” Skyfall muttered. 
 
      
 
    “The bigger guns do more damage, but as you saw, are not quiet and are much bulkier. The scoped rifle is the best for distance shooting. We can show you that better tomorrow before we leave,” Becky said. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you for showing us,” Skyfall said, a small smile on her lips. “If we get enough of these guns, we could easily turn the tide against the King.” 
 
      
 
    “You still need to chew through armor or hit them in unarmed spots, but even that’s going to change in a couple of days,” Alvin said. “To showcase the rifles tomorrow, we’ll need a chest piece set up at least a hundred yards out.” 
 
      
 
    Lightkiller sneered at Alvin, but not as deeply as she had before. “What will that show us?” 
 
      
 
    “You’ll see,” Alvin smiled sweetly at her. “Now if you don’t mind, we need to get some food and sleep.” 
 
      
 
    Skyfall nodded to him, her eyes speculative. She touched Lightkiller’s shoulder and the two of them started toward the camp. “Good evening to all of you,” the words trailed to the group. 
 
      
 
    Alvin watched them go with a narrowed gaze. “I have a bad feeling about what’s going to happen when we reach civilization.” 
 
      
 
    “They’ll try to make a play for you,” Becky nodded. “They were asking questions about you today. They did it in between other questions, but it was obvious they think they’ll be able to entice you away from me.” 
 
      
 
    Alvin chuckled as he watched the Elves get further from their small camp. “They have no idea how impossible that is.” 
 
      
 
    “I know,” Becky giggled. “It was cute watching them try to be circumspect about it.” 
 
      
 
    “Matriarch, Skyfall has never failed to bring another male into her house,” Kuro said softly. 
 
      
 
    “She’s never had to compare to Gothy,” Alvin said. “Gothy wins every time. We really do need to get some food and sleep,” he added after a second. “I wasn’t lying about that.” 
 
      
 
    “Fair enough,” Becky agreed. “Mousie, order us some dinner and drinks from the Mustang. Take your time about it, though. Hero and I will be busy for a bit.” 
 
      
 
    Alvin’s lips pulled back into a grin. “Oh, going to have dessert first?” 
 
      
 
    “Life is short. Eat dessert first… Better yet, eat me,” Becky winked at him. “Now come on, Hero. I’m famished for my favorite treat, too.” 
 
      
 
    Walking toward the tent flap, Alvin looked behind him. “If you keep me waiting, I won’t let you orgasm.” 
 
      
 
    Becky went past him at a run, staggering him as she did. “Nope, nope, nope.” 
 
      
 
    Laughing at her antics, Alvin walked after her. “I guess someone wants to find release badly.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
    When Kuro entered the tent over an hour later, the couple lay naked and panting, having just finished their third round. Her eyes raked over Alvin’s form before lingering on Becky’s soft curves. “I have food and wine, Matriarch,” she said, approaching on the far side of Becky carrying a loaded tray. 
 
      
 
    “Sit between us,” Becky told Kuro as they sat up and made room for her. Hesitantly, Kuro did as she was commanded after putting the tray where Becky could reach it easily. “Mousie, you’re going to learn to get over this trepidation. Lose your outer clothes.” 
 
      
 
    Swallowing hard and keeping her eyes off Alvin, Kuro was suddenly in the white undergarments Becky had picked out for her. The contrast of dusky skin and stark white really caught the eye, making it hard for even Alvin not to stare. 
 
      
 
    “My toy is beautiful, isn’t she, Hero?” Becky asked as she picked up the bottle. 
 
      
 
    “She is beautiful, second only to you,” Alvin said. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, stop…” Becky started, cutting off when she looked up and found him staring into her eyes. 
 
      
 
    “That is the truth as I see it,” Alvin said in earnest. “You match me too well to be anything other than the most beautiful woman anywhere, in my eyes.” 
 
      
 
    Becky blinked slowly, the bottle forgotten in her hands. “I… can’t…” 
 
      
 
    “Shakes you, doesn’t it?” Alvin said, taking the bottle from her, keeping his eyes on hers. “That feeling deep inside? It warms you, and feels like it hums.” 
 
      
 
    Nodding minutely, her eyes couldn’t escape his. “Yes.” 
 
      
 
    “That is why no matter who— or what— happens, you will always be first,” Alvin said as he set the bottle next to Kuro. “Your toy is stunning, but she pales in comparison to you.” 
 
      
 
    Kuro watched them and felt a pang of jealousy grow inside of her. She had always been attractive enough to garner interest from a number of men, despite her mixed heritage. Yet at that moment, she felt like the ugliest being in the room. 
 
      
 
    “Mousie, is my Hero handsome to you?” Becky asked, pulling her gaze from Alvin’s reluctantly to focus on Kuro. 
 
      
 
    Swallowing, Kuro kept her eyes on Becky. “I can’t say, Matriarch.” 
 
      
 
    “Does he not elicit a response in you?” Becky asked. 
 
      
 
    Taking the bottle from Becky and deftly opening it, Kuro shrugged. “I don’t know.” 
 
      
 
    “Look at him,” Becky said, her words commanding. “Look long and hard. Tell me what you like and don’t.” 
 
      
 
    Kuro froze in the act of pouring the wine. “Matriarch… please…” 
 
      
 
    Alvin was going to intervene, but held back. Kuro was hers to deal with and he was curious himself, as he felt like a piece of meat when any of the Elves looked at him. 
 
      
 
    “Set the bottle down, and do as I say,” Becky told her. 
 
      
 
    Setting the bottle down, Kuro chewed at her lower lip and reluctantly turned her gaze to Alvin, one of her hands going to her neck. Silence filled the tent as Kuro’s eyes slowly traversed his naked body, making Alvin a little self-conscious, and a little aroused. 
 
      
 
    Becky had filled plates and glasses distributed to each of them before Kuro finally spoke. “He is a man, and therefore, a vile beast that only wishes to use me for his own pleasure,” Kuro said first, her voice trembling. 
 
      
 
    “What else?” Becky prompted as she handed Alvin his portion. 
 
      
 
    “Alvin lacks the softness of a female; he is too muscular and hard,” Kuro said. 
 
      
 
    “Anything else bad?” Becky pressed her. When Kuro shook her head, Becky smiled. “Now the good. What about him do you like?” 
 
      
 
    “He has not tried to touch me, nor woo me. I’m relieved that he would rather show me music than himself. I know that he wishes to please you first and foremost, which means he might be better than the males of my world.” 
 
      
 
    “Physically?” Becky said, picking up her plate of meat. 
 
      
 
    “I’ve seen him hold you, and I wonder what that feels like. Does it feel as protective as it looks, or does it feel like being in a cage? Would his lips demand of me? Would he force me to submit to him? I worry that I want to touch him.” 
 
      
 
    “Very good,” Becky smiled. “Now, eat and drink. For your reward, I will be giving you some swats with your favorite paddle.” 
 
      
 
    Kuro’s eyes went wide at Becky’s words. “With him in the tent?” 
 
      
 
    “Oh yes. I want him to see what me having a toy does for me,” Becky grinned. “He’ll be watching you the whole time I play with you.” 
 
      
 
    Breath coming quicker, Kuro nodded slowly. “If that is what the Matriarch wishes of me.” 
 
      
 
    Alvin was surprised when he saw the hard points poking at the thin white fabric of Kuro’s bra. Chewing the first bite of his dinner, he knew the rest of tonight was going to be enlightening in many new ways. 
 
      
 
    When the meal came to an end, Alvin scooted back to give Becky and Kuro more room. Kuro wasn’t even paying attention to him; her eyes were locked on Becky, her breath shallow and fast in anticipation. Becky’s eyes flickered to him to make sure he was watching as she leaned into Kuro and kissed her. 
 
      
 
    Alvin’s mouth went dry as he watched the two opposing beauties making out. Becky had pale skin, dark hair, and was curvy, while Kuro was dark skinned, light haired, and petite. The contrast between them was stark and beautiful. 
 
      
 
    Moving forward more, Becky eased Kuro to the ground as the kisses continued. Between kisses, Becky’s mouth traveled along Kuro’s neck, licking, nibbling, and sucking. Instead of leading down toward the collarbone as Alvin expected, the kisses trailed up to Kuro’s ear. Becky began to suckle the tip of one of Kuro’s ears, which produced immediate results. 
 
      
 
    Kuro’s hips bucked as Becky found her target. “Gothy… my ears…” Kuro whimpered, her hands rubbing along Becky’s back and pulling her closer. 
 
      
 
    “I like your ears,” Becky whispered, going back to lavishing attention on her ear. 
 
      
 
    Kuro moaned and wiggled under Becky, her hands lightly kneading at Becky’s back. “Have I been good, Matriarch?” 
 
      
 
    “You’ve been good, Mousie,” Becky purred as she finally pulled back from Kuro. “We can’t do everything here, but I can do some things.” 
 
      
 
    Leaning back onto her shins, Becky pulled Kuro’s underwear from her roughly. Kuro let out a soft squeak of surprise, her eyes glazed as she stared up at Becky. Leaning back down so their noses touched, Becky spoke softly. “I’m going to devour you now, and while I do, Hero is going to be watching the entire time. I want you to watch him; see the lust in him build, but also the control.” 
 
      
 
    Alvin’s eyebrows shot up at her words. “Look, but don’t touch?” 
 
      
 
    Turning her head so she could see him, Becky shook her head. “You may molest my toy as you see fit. She will not stop you, will you Mousie?” 
 
      
 
    Breath coming fast, Kuro swallowed as her eyes focused on Alvin. “I won’t stop you,” she said, her pupils dilating further. 
 
      
 
    Blinking slowly, he could see Kuro’s fear warring with a spark of desire, and watched her slipping into the mental space that some submissives could find. Alvin nodded slowly, and glanced over to Becky, who gave him a knowing smile. 
 
      
 
    “Your desires are our desires, Hero,” Becky said, kissing her way down Kuro’s body. “Either of us, or both of us, are yours to play with.” She stopped speaking when her mouth found the wet valley she had been heading for. 
 
      
 
    Kuro’s eyes fluttered, but she kept them focused on Alvin as best she could while Becky began to lick at her moist sex. “Gothy… he is watching me,” Kuro panted as Alvin turned his attention back to her. 
 
      
 
    “Take your bra off and play with your breasts,” Becky commanded between licks. 
 
      
 
    Doing as she was told, Kuro freed her small, pert breasts and began to roughly squeeze them. Her mind whirled with all the things that Alvin might do to her, given free rein to her body as he had been. Each new thought only made her more excited as Becky applied her talents, bringing Kuro close to the edge, but not pushing her over. 
 
      
 
    Unable to resist the temptation before him anymore, Alvin shifted to his knees. The movement made Kuro breathe faster, her hands halting on her breasts. The war in her eyes climbed to new heights as Alvin inched closer, but fear was still the dominant emotion. 
 
      
 
    “Mousie,” Alvin said softly, coming to a halt just outside of arm's reach of her. “I’m not any of the men you’ve known; I’m better and worse than them in every way. I told you earlier what would happen if you were both naked in the same room.” 
 
      
 
    With a grin, Alvin slipped behind Becky and eased himself into her inviting wetness. Becky’s guttural moan of pleasure earned a squeak of pleasure from Kuro as the vibrations raced through her. Settling himself fully into Becky, he slapped her ass hard, making Kuro’s eyes snap open. 
 
      
 
    “My little gothic temptress wanted me to break her toy, but tonight, I’m going to break her instead while she plays with her toy,” Alvin chuckled as he rocked his hips hard once. “You’re not to stop pleasuring Mousie while I’m inside of you, understood?” 
 
      
 
    Becky’s head shifted in a nod as her assault on Kuro’s sex continued. Kuro’s eyes fluttered and almost closed as Becky kept her on the edge. 
 
      
 
    Alvin started with long, slow strokes, punctuating each one with a slap to Becky’s ass. Each spank made Kuro’s eyes open wide before they started to close again. Alvin locked eyes with Kuro as he plowed Becky. 
 
      
 
    Kuro watched him with the same mix of fear and desire, her hips starting to match his rhythm unconsciously. “Gothy… please,” Kuro whimpered. 
 
      
 
    “Not until I do,” Becky moaned. “Hero…” her own voice pleading with him. 
 
      
 
    Chuckling, Alvin increased his pace. “You want to be filled again?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, gods yes,” Becky moaned, increasing her own pace on Kuro’s body and pushing the Elf closer to orgasm. 
 
      
 
    Kuro’s eyes were wide as she nodded. “Please… Hero…” 
 
      
 
    Not expecting Kuro to ask for it, and definitely not the way she did, drove him harder. Pounding into Becky with fervor, Alvin watched Kuro’s face flush dark as her need was being stopped by the collar. Whimpering squeaks came from her parted lips with each thrust of Alvin into Becky. Becky’s own moans grew louder as he continued to penetrate her harder and faster. 
 
      
 
    The erotic nature of the moment finally caused Alvin to release another batch of cum into Becky. That was all it took to push Becky into her own orgasm, which in turn allowed Kuro hers. The three of them fed off the moment, prolonging the cycle of pleasure. 
 
      
 
    With a deep breath of exhaustion, Alvin leaned back and pulled himself from Becky. As soon as he did, Becky shifted herself around and positioned her filled sex above Kuro’s face. “Suck it all out, Mousie,” Becky commanded, pressing her cum-laden sex to Kuro’s mouth. 
 
      
 
    Kuro hesitated, but did as ordered. Her lips locked around Becky’s slit, her tongue snaking as far as it could into her. Alvin blinked, his eyes going to Becky’s. She stared at him with adoration and desire. 
 
      
 
    “May I clean you, Hero?” Becky asked breathlessly, her eyes glazed much like Kuro’s had been. 
 
      
 
    His softening member twitched at her request. “I’ll let you, but once you finish, you’re to give Mousie a more fitting reward.” 
 
      
 
    Becky’s lips tugged up. “Thinking about my toy, Hero?” 
 
      
 
    “The longer she lasts, the better for you and me,” Alvin said as he inched over to her, his slowly thickening shaft still wet with their combined fluids. “So, yes, because it will keep you happier.” 
 
      
 
    Becky didn’t respond as her tongue snaked out and lapped at his cock. Eyes looking up through her lashes, she gently encased the head of him with her lips, slowly sucking him into her mouth. 
 
      
 
    Moaning, Alvin tangled his hands into her hair, forming pigtails to better guide her as he took control of her. “Be a good girl and follow my lead, Gothy,” Alvin said as he made sure she did exactly as he wanted. 
 
      
 
    It took a while, but Alvin gave Becky another helping of his seed, which she greedily drank down. Panting as he released her hair, he moved away from her, spent, exhausted, and thoroughly sated. 
 
      
 
    Becky shuddered as another orgasm flooded her, and Kuro got another helping of Alvin’s cum from Becky’s pussy. Becky rolled off Kuro, panting as she grabbed the Elf by the hair and turned her ass up. 
 
      
 
    “Hero thinks you deserve a fitting reward, too, Mousie,” Becky told the surprised Elf. She brought the paddle down sharply across Kuro’s ass, leaving a brief mark. “Twenty should be enough. Count them.” 
 
      
 
    “One,” Kuro gasped, her ass wiggling in the air as she shifted to give Becky a better target. 
 
      
 
    Alvin watched the display, but was unable to rouse his body for another round. Instead, he watched with appreciation as Becky spanked Kuro, and listened to Kuro’s squeaks as she counted, getting louder with each swat. When Becky finally reached twenty, she ordered Kuro to orgasm and nibbled the tip of one of the Elf’s ears. Blinking as the slender body contorted when the orgasm rushed through her, Alvin was entranced by the sight and sound. 
 
      
 
    When Kuro finally stopped orgasming, Becky rubbed her ass gently and whispered to her. Getting Kuro settled into the bedding, Becky kissed the Elf tenderly before motioning to Alvin. Laying down, she draped an arm and leg over the Elf. Becky smiled when Alvin did the same to her. 
 
      
 
    “Skyfall says we’ll reach Alinaholt in the evening tomorrow,” Becky murmured sleepily. “We’ll be able to go back to our base then.” 
 
      
 
    “Good. We need to see what they’ve done to the world this time,” Alvin yawned. “Sleep well, my gothic succubus.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
    Voices from outside their tent woke Alvin. “They are sleeping; they won’t have their weapons close to them. It will be fine. You heard them earlier, they should be passed out. Just remember the deal.” 
 
      
 
    Coming fully awake, Alvin rolled to his knees. His underwear and chest band were out of reach, and at that moment, he was really glad he never took off his gloves. The Type 56 appeared in his right hand, and he brought it to his shoulder as he wondered which way the attack was going to come from. 
 
      
 
    A blade cut through the center flap, severing the ties with ease. The flap was slowly moved to the side, and Alvin took aim. With quick triple taps, the first few rounds hit the assailant who had been foolish enough to expose his position. 
 
      
 
    “They’re awake! Get them!” someone outside yelled. 
 
      
 
    A dozen bodies rushed the opening, with the first few making it into the tent. Becky and Kuro had woken immediately with the first rounds of gunfire. Kuro covered her ears as Alvin flicked the switch and mowed down the first of the intruders. His gun vanished to be replaced by the UMP. He switched the gun to full auto and sprayed the entrance. 
 
      
 
    Becky joined him just as the UMP ran empty, her MP5 chattering while she emptied the magazine into the mass. She followed it up with her shotgun booming out its five rounds, just in time for Alvin to get the Type 56 reloaded. Nobody else was trying to push into the tent now, so Alvin made his way past the unmoving bodies and used the barrel to move the flap aside. He saw another handful of dead and two people running toward the army. 
 
      
 
    Grinning evilly, he stepped out of the tent, took aim, and fired a handful of rounds into each. When both stopped moving, he went back inside to dress since the eastern sky was starting to hint at light. “No one survived,” he told them, his gun vanishing back into his glove as he grabbed his underwear. “No more sleeping nude when not at home.” 
 
      
 
    “I agree,” Becky said, her face hard as she finished clasping her bra, her clothing covering her immediately. “I’m going to talk to Skyfall about security.” 
 
      
 
    “I should go with you, just in case,” Kuro said, her clothing already on, both blades appearing in her hands as she followed Becky. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll break camp and see about breakfast,” Alvin said as he put his chest band on. “If you run into trouble, shoot it.” 
 
      
 
    “Damned right,” Becky growled, leaving the tent with Kuro trailing her. 
 
      
 
    Alvin had everything packed and ready to go by the time Becky came back. Seeing her angry face, Alvin offered her the juice he had in hand. “What was the verdict?” 
 
      
 
    “A group of the Elves that were captured broke away from the area and apparently decided to try and escape with our stuff,” Becky sneered. “You looted the bodies. Did they have chains on?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, but not on their arms,” Alvin said slowly. 
 
      
 
    “The chains of binding normally are used on just the legs, but they used the normal manacles for their arms,” Kuro said. “The fact they didn’t have their manacles is disconcerting.” 
 
      
 
    “They were using the men to kill us,” Becky snapped. “Then they would have all of our stuff, but could deny it if it failed, which it did.” 
 
      
 
    “Nothing of worth on them except for two sets of binding chains,” Alvin said. “How do those work, Kuro?” 
 
      
 
    Kuro glanced at him, then away. “Binding chains are keyed to the one who places them on another person. Only that person can unlock them, and if the wearer gets too far from their jailor, they start to weaken. If they persist on getting further away, they’ll die.” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll need to keep these, then. They have good use,” Alvin said. “I only have some fruit, cheese, and meat for breakfast. Didn’t want to get anything hot if you were going to be a bit.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you,” Becky said as she leaned against Ruffian. “They think we’re idiots.” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll be leaving them behind once we reach a town,” Alvin shrugged. “We’ll go to the closest city and take a good look at this place, then head back out.” 
 
      
 
    “Neither of them is coming with us today,” Becky said. “I told them no when they asked, after they lied to me.” 
 
      
 
    “Works,” Alvin said as he popped a bit of cheese into his mouth. “Kuro, did you want to dance to the song before we leave?” 
 
      
 
    Kuro paused with a piece of meat halfway to her mouth. “I would like to.” 
 
      
 
    “What song?” Becky asked, clearly thrown off by the unexpected tangent. 
 
      
 
    “I played some classical music for her yesterday and she really enjoyed ‘Ride of the Valkyries.’ She mentioned wanting to dance to it, and I suggested she should do so when you were there to watch,” Alvin said. 
 
      
 
    Hardness falling away, Becky gave Kuro a smile. “I’d like to see that.” 
 
      
 
    Kuro ate the last few bits of her food, looking at the Humvee. “Will it listen to me if I ask for the music?” 
 
      
 
    “I’m not sure… it should, since you’re in my group,” Alvin said. “Try it. If it doesn’t work, I’ll tell it to. Just open the driver door.” 
 
      
 
    Kuro opened the door and asked for the song, then moved a few feet away. As the song started, Kuro summoned her blades, the scrollwork and edges flaring to life with the green energy she imbued them with. The slow build-up of the song had Kuro swaying, her blades idly flickering out to slash at imagined arrows. When the horns came in hard, Kuro exploded into motion. Her body flowed as she danced against enemies, both blades spinning in a dazzling display of attacks and parries. 
 
      
 
    When the song slowed, Kuro’s dance slowed with it and became spurts of movement in time to the music as she focused on single opponents. As the refrain started up again, she went back to fighting a pitched battle against multiple enemies. Kuro came to a stop when the song ended, facing both of them with empty hands. 
 
      
 
    “I told you my toy is amazing,” Becky said as she moved to Kuro. “You are beautiful, Mousie.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Matriarch,” Kuro beamed at her. 
 
      
 
    “We should let her hear some rock next,” Alvin chuckled. “Lots of good beats to be found in that genre.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll have a selection of music playing today and she’ll be with me,” Becky said. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t blame you,” Alvin said, looking toward the army camp becoming more active as the light grew. “I think they’ll be moving soon.” 
 
      
 
    “Lightkiller comes this way,” Kuro said, her eyes focused on the solitary figure walking toward them. 
 
      
 
    Alvin stepped forward to meet the Elf. “Morning. I take it we're going to be leaving soon?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes. I was also asked to request once more that you let Skyfall ride with you. We know that Gothy has declined, but Skyfall thought that since the army is less likely to be attacked today, perhaps you would like her to take you to town in advance of the army.” 
 
      
 
    Alvin glanced to Becky, who frowned, but nodded her head slightly. “Just Skyfall,” Alvin said, turning away from Lightkiller. 
 
      
 
    Standing there, Lightkiller grimaced at his back, not used to men dismissing her so abruptly. “I shall let her know.” 
 
      
 
    Alvin watched Lightkiller walk away. “I guess I get Skyfall?” 
 
      
 
    “Yup. I want to know just how she thinks she’s going to woo you away from me,” Becky snickered. “At least we’ll get to town earlier than expected.” 
 
      
 
    “That should give us a good chance to take a look around before bedding down for the night,” Alvin nodded. “I’ll see if I can send Kuro’s favorite songs over to you. Or better yet, have her ask for her favorites and see if it works.” 
 
      
 
    “Have fun, but not too much fun,” Becky said, giving Alvin a raised eyebrow. “Sharing is caring, but I’m not sharing you with that bitch.” 
 
      
 
    Laughing, Alvin climbed into the Humvee and got the switch primed to start the vehicle. “Wouldn’t want her. If I go Elf, it’s going to be a Mousie, all the way.” 
 
      
 
    Kuro’s cheeks heated, and Becky pulled Kuro to her chest from behind. “My wonderful little Mousie, ravished by you… I have to be there for that.” 
 
      
 
    “Of course you will be,” Alvin said, seeing Skyfall walking toward them. “Not today, though. Mousie isn’t ready yet.” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll see,” Becky murmured, kissing the tip of Kuro’s ear. “Come on beautiful, get in the car. We’re going for a drive.” 
 
      
 
    Skyfall looked toward Becky and Kuro getting into the Mustang, then went to the passenger side of the Humvee. Skyfall gave Alvin an appraising look as she got in. “I see I’m with you today.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, that’s the plan. I don’t think you will be for long, though,” Alvin chuckled. “Since we’re not waiting for the army, we should be there quick. Give me directions.” 
 
      
 
    “Very well. I do like a man who knows how to listen to me,” Skyfall said, her voice dripping with sugar. “Once you go around them, head the way we have been. I will correct your course as we get closer.” 
 
      
 
    Alvin rolled his eyes as he started the Humvee. “This is going to be fun.” 
 
      
 
    It wasn’t long after they passed the army that Skyfall leaned toward Alvin. “Your name is Hero?” 
 
      
 
    “No, that’s just what Gothy calls me,” Alvin said. “You can call me Alvin.” 
 
      
 
    “Elvin,” Skyfall said slowly. 
 
      
 
    “Al-vin,” he corrected her. 
 
      
 
    “Alvin. You may call me Bemere, as friends should be more informal,” Skyfall said. “I hope we will be friends. I am curious as to the nature of your bond with Gothy. From what I’ve seen, she seems to value Lightskin over you, even so far as making you use this vehicle by yourself.” 
 
      
 
    Snorting, Alvin shook his head. “You’ve got our relationship wrong.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh?” Skyfall shifted in her seat to face him better. “Would you care to enlighten me?” 
 
      
 
    “Gothy and I are married, for all intents and purposes,” Alvin said, deciding that was better than claiming ownership, as that might be too close to the King’s Elves. “Kuro is her new toy, who she has adopted after having saved her life.” 
 
      
 
    “It doesn’t bother you that Gothy favors her toy over you?” Skyfall asked. “I can’t believe a man with your talent for elemental binding would agree to that.” 
 
      
 
    “Is that so?” 
 
      
 
    “A man who can bind elementals would be much sought after in the Queen’s court. The Queen herself would probably have her eye on you, if she knew.” 
 
      
 
    “The Queen would want me for my ability to bind elementals?” 
 
      
 
    “Of course. At least, I would think so,” Skyfall said, leaning forward. 
 
      
 
    Glancing over, he saw that Skyfall’s armor was missing, something he hadn’t thought about when she had gotten in. It was a poignant fact now, and her shirt was unlaced enough to show off some cleavage. 
 
      
 
    “If nothing else, those of power near the Queen, like the Champions and Matriarchs, would definitely be interested.” 
 
      
 
    “You know, Skyfall,” Alvin said, making sure to use her surname, “it’s too bad I’m perfectly happy with Gothy. I’m sure most men would be drooling idiots for you right now, but compared to my gothic temptress, you’re not even in the same league.” 
 
      
 
    Lips parting, Skyfall blinked, not quite believing what she had just heard. “Excuse me?” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll forgive the pass, but it ain’t gonna work. I have Gothy, and if I find the need for any Elf action, Gothy is more than willing to have Kuro service me. You’re superfluous to demands right now.” 
 
      
 
    Sitting upright as if she’d been slapped, Skyfall was at a loss for words. “Oh, look there’s a town up ahead of us,” Alvin went on after a long silence. “Guess we’ll be able to stop the awkwardness soon.” 
 
      
 
    Skyfall looked at the rapidly approaching town with a frown. “Your steeds are fearsome in battle and can cover distances much faster than I had anticipated.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m always surprising people,” Alvin chuckled. “The sun is barely clearing the horizon. That should give us plenty of time to find a place to stay and shop. Oh, and about payment for our services? When are you paying up?” 
 
      
 
    Skyfall’s face hardened. “I need to report to the Queen to get the items Gothy asked for. She is in the capital of Nightholt, which is many days distance from here.” 
 
      
 
    “Hmm, maybe we’ll want to take you there ourselves, then. Don’t want to miss being paid.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ve never failed to pay a debt,” Skyfall hissed at him. 
 
      
 
    “Good,” Alvin smiled, “I’d hate to be the one to kill you for doing so.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Ten 
 
      
 
    Skyfall brooded silently all the way to the town after Alvin’s casual declaration that he’d kill her if she didn’t pay up. Her face was hard, but she kept much of the anger she felt off it. Alvin let the silence linger and ignored her obvious displeasure as he took in the approaching town. 
 
      
 
    It was sitting next to a pass in the mountains, surrounded on all sides by fifteen foot stone walls. The stone was etched with runes or glyphs that seemed to hold shadows to them. The tallest buildings inside reached at most three stories, and there were only a handful of them. 
 
      
 
    Directly in front of the Humvee was a closed gate, guarded by more dark-skinned Elves. The guards were staring at the vehicle with curious gazes, but still ready to act. “Looks like you’re up, Skyfall,” Alvin said, coming to a halt a couple dozen yards short of the wall. 
 
      
 
    Getting out of the Humvee, Skyfall stood proudly before the guards. “I am Champion Skyfall, returned from battle. The army follows, and should be here by nightfall. Make ready to receive the wounded and serfs. Open the gate, for I must speak to the Matriarch about what has occurred at the Gate.” 
 
      
 
    Both doors of the gate began to open, and Skyfall got back into the Humvee. “As promised, I am making your way easier.” 
 
      
 
    “Thanks,” Alvin chuckled. “While you go do your stuff, we’ll be looking around. I’m sure you’ll be able to find us easily enough.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m sure I will,” Skyfall said. “The Matriarch’s manor is right there, stop for me. The best place to stay is just down from here, called the King’s Head. I will make sure everything is handled for you.” 
 
      
 
    “It is nice to see the first bits of payment being taken care of,” Alvin said as he slowed the Humvee, stopping before the building she wanted. “Pleasant day, Skyfall.” 
 
      
 
    Once she was out of the Humvee, Alvin drove slowly down the street toward the inn. The streets were wide enough, and everyone who saw the Humvee stepped well away from it, making the drive much easier than he had feared inside the town. He came to a stop outside the inn, parked, and got out. 
 
      
 
    Startled gasps, screams, and the sound of running feet got Alvin’s attention. The people who had been nearby were all fleeing from him. “Wow, and I didn’t even get to say anything. That’s a new record, even for me.” 
 
      
 
    Ruffian came to a halt behind him and Becky and Kuro got out. “I see you’re being your usual charming self,” Becky quipped. 
 
      
 
    “It’s the fact he is a light-skinned male, and alone in the vehicle,” Kuro said, not realizing Becky was just teasing him. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Kuro,” Alvin sniffed, acting hurt by Becky’s words. 
 
      
 
    “You’re as hurt as I’m an innocent cheerleader,” Becky deadpanned. 
 
      
 
    Snickering at the idea, Alvin shrugged. “Fine. Shall we see about a room for the night? We need to use a doorway for the base anyway, but we might as well keep up appearances.” 
 
      
 
    “Let me handle this please, Matriarch?” 
 
      
 
    “Of course, Mousie. This is your world; you need to lead us while we are here.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Matriarch,” Kuro beamed at Becky, stepping past Alvin toward the door. “Follow me, please.” 
 
      
 
    The interior of the inn wasn’t what Alvin had envisioned; he was expecting the standard fantasy adventurer inn, with a bar and a lot of tables. What he saw was closer to the lobby of a hotel, like the Goldfield Inn had been. Rich rugs covered the stone floor, and chairs and small sofas were scattered around, with potted plants or dividers breaking up line of sight. Just inside was a counter, behind which a male Elf with a skin tone close to Kuro’s stood. 
 
      
 
    “Greetings…” the words trailed off as he looked from Kuro to the other two. “Demons…” the second word was barely a whisper. 
 
      
 
    “Humans,” Kuro said into the following silence. “They are guests of Champion Skyfall, who is currently seeing the town Matriarch. The army is returning, so your rooms will soon be filled by officers as it was on the march out to the Gate. I’m to secure the best room for these two, Matriarch Gothy and Hero.” 
 
      
 
    The Elf just blinked as he stared at the two outsiders. Shaking his head, he finally seemed to come back to his senses. “Do you have a chit or letter to prove your claim?” 
 
      
 
    Alvin chuckled, but stayed quiet when Kuro looked back at him. “I do not, as we’ve just barely got to town. I can go interrupt Champion Skyfall’s meeting with—” 
 
      
 
    “Dayson, what is the issue?” The smooth tones of a female Elf came from the doorway behind the clerk. “Customers…” she trailed off as she saw them clearly, before her smile became fixed. “I heard your story and we will gladly put you up for the night. You will need to pay in advance, but once Champion Skyfall verifies your story, your coin will be returned to you.” 
 
      
 
    Kuro pulled out a small pouch from her bag and placed it on the counter. The female smiled and picked up the pouch. Eyes closed for a moment, a real smile formed on her lips. 
 
      
 
    “This is sufficient for two nights with all amenities. I shall keep the coins in their bag until tonight. If your story is confirmed, it shall be returned unopened. Would you like to see your room?” 
 
      
 
    “Please,” Kuro said, stepping back and bowing her head to Becky. “Matriarch Gothy, they will show us to the room. Please, follow me.” 
 
      
 
    “Of course. Lead on,” Becky replied. 
 
      
 
    “Dayson, ring for a maid to care for them,” the manager said. “I’m the owner, Nym Eveningwine. If you have any trouble, please tell me and I shall fix it.” 
 
      
 
    “Of course,” Kuro bowed her head to Nym. 
 
      
 
    Dayson had rung a small bell, and as the conversation finished, a light-skinned Elven woman came out from across the room. “Obel, these are your charges for the next few days,” Dayson informed the maid. 
 
      
 
    Obel curtsied to them, though her eyes were wide as she stared at Becky and Alvin. “It… it’s a pleasure. Please, follow me.” 
 
      
 
    “They will likely not speak to you directly,” Kuro said. “I’m their agent while they are under the hand of Skyfall.” 
 
      
 
    Obel’s already wide eyes grew larger. “It’s an honor to serve a Champion of the Queen.” 
 
      
 
    “Indeed,” Kuro said as they followed the maid to a set of impressive wooden stairs. 
 
      
 
    They were taken to the third floor, where there were only four doors in the hall that ran down the middle of the building. Going to the far-right door, Obel opened it and lead them inside. They were given a quick tour of the suite, which consisted of the main room, followed by the master bedroom and a smaller servant’s room. 
 
      
 
    “Is there anything you will need?” Obel asked, standing next to the door. 
 
      
 
    “No. We will be stepping out of the inn for a bit, but will be back for dinner,” Kuro said. “I shall send for you if we have need of anything.” 
 
      
 
    “As you wish,” Obel said, stepping out of the room and shutting the door behind her. 
 
      
 
    Once Obel was gone, Becky tapped Kuro’s shoulder. “Why don’t we speak to the staff?” 
 
      
 
    “It will be easier if they think you work through me. They will hesitate to try to get information from you, at least until Skyfall tells them to,” Kuro replied. 
 
      
 
    “Fair enough,” Becky said with a smile. “Now, where were you planning on taking us until dinner?” 
 
      
 
    “I thought you might like to see some of the crafters in town,” Kuro said. “Leatherworkers, smiths, and such.” 
 
      
 
    “That would work out well. It’ll let us see stuff outside the usual common store items,” Alvin said. 
 
      
 
    “Leather first?” Becky asked. “We can take the bits of hide we have and see if they’d like to buy them. Maybe trade them, since cow hide isn’t from here and might have a higher value for its rarity.” 
 
      
 
    “Sounds good,” Alvin nodded. “Kuro, you are our guide. We’re in your capable hands.” 
 
      
 
    Kuro licked her lips. Meeting his eyes, she managed a small smile, “I will not fail.” 
 
      
 
    “I doubt you will ever fail your Matriarch,” Alvin replied. He opened the door. “Ladies, after you.” 
 
      
 
    Kuro stopped just outside the inn, facing the six guards that stood there. “Might I help you?” 
 
      
 
    “We’re here about the demons,” the one with an extra insignia on her uniform replied, stepping a pace forward. “We’ve had multiple complaints about them.” 
 
      
 
    “All they’ve done is come into town with Champion Skyfall and take a room here at the inn,” Kuro replied. 
 
      
 
    “They’re inciting panic in the citizens,” the guard replied. 
 
      
 
    Alvin glanced around and saw a number of people watching them furtively from nearby buildings. “Do your people always panic over things that are a little different?” 
 
      
 
    The guard leader glared at him. “Mind your place, male.” 
 
      
 
    Smile coming to his lips, Alvin was about to reply when Becky spoke up, “He knows his place, which is superior to yours. We are guests of Champion Skyfall, travelers from the other side of the Gate. If he asked for your head— or body— I’m certain that he would have it once Skyfall was informed.” 
 
      
 
    The leader stepped back from the forcefulness and certainty in Becky’s voice. “Are you threatening a member of the Queen’s Guard?” Her hand dropped to the blade at her side, and the five with her also touched their weapons. 
 
      
 
    Kuro spoke up quickly, “Sergeant, don’t do that. These two single handedly routed the King’s army. They have no qualms about killing anyone who gets in their way. Champion Skyfall is in negotiations to have them supply us with their weapons.” 
 
      
 
    The Sergeant looked from a slightly panicked Kuro to the easy smiles of the two behind her. “They aren’t even armed…” the Sergeant began, but trailed off as Alvin suddenly had the Type 56 aimed at her head. 
 
      
 
    “We’re always armed. Our weapons are different, and just because you don’t see them, doesn’t mean they aren’t there.” 
 
      
 
    “That…” 
 
      
 
    “Is something like a crossbow, but faster firing and much more deadly,” Kuro finished for the Sergeant, who was puzzled by weapon. 
 
      
 
    “Where are you going?” the Sergeant finally said, backing up further and removing her hand from her blade. 
 
      
 
    “I’m taking them to see the local crafters, as their world does things differently than ours.” 
 
      
 
    “We will accompany you,” the Sergeant said suddenly, “to ensure that the citizens feel safe with you walking the streets.” 
 
      
 
    “Fine,” Alvin said as the rifle vanished. “But if your hand touches metal again, I swear by my pretty floral bonnet, I will end you.” 
 
      
 
    Becky snickered. “You’re not wearing a bonnet.” 
 
      
 
    “It loses something if I say, ‘by my black baseball cap,’” Alvin said. 
 
      
 
    The guards had all backed further away from the group, keeping their hands well away from the hilts of their swords. The Sergeant eyed the two of them, clearly wondering if they were insane. 
 
      
 
    Kuro looked back at the couple. “Are you ready to see the crafters?” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Eleven 
 
      
 
    Once Alvin was done shifting things from the Humvee to the Mustang, he locked up the car and slung a duffel over his shoulder. “Sorry for the delay. We’re good to go.” 
 
      
 
    The Sergeant stood there, dumbfounded from watching him put far more weapons and armor into the bag than should have fit. She motioned to her squad with a nod, who quickly fell in behind her. “We are ready.” 
 
      
 
    “Kuro, you’re our guide,” Alvin said. 
 
      
 
    Numerous eyes followed them as they walked through the town, people looking out of windows or doorways to see the two demons being trailed by a group of guards. Alvin kept a smirk on his face, giving an Elf or two a friendly nod as they passed and sending them scurrying away. 
 
      
 
    Kuro stopped outside a shop that had leather boots, saddles, and other items on display in the window. “This is Tooled Leather, the only leatherworker of quality goods in town,” Kuro said as she led them inside. 
 
      
 
    The inside of the shop smelled like leather and oil, and Becky took a deep breath. “I always love the smell of leather.” 
 
      
 
    “I know,” Alvin chuckled. 
 
      
 
    The man behind the counter had midnight skin and pale grey eyes. “Welcome to Tooled Leather. How might we help you?” His voice trembled slightly as he looked at the two behind Kuro, but he didn’t react otherwise. 
 
      
 
    “The two with me are guests of Champion Skyfall, and wished to speak with your mistress about leather goods,” Kuro explained. 
 
      
 
    “A moment, please,” the Elf said, stepping behind a curtain that separated the front room from the back. 
 
      
 
    “He’s the darkest Elf we’ve seen yet,” Alvin murmured to Becky. 
 
      
 
    “It shows his blood is purer toward the Queen’s side,” Kuro said softly. 
 
      
 
    “While you being lighter skinned is not viewed favorably?” Becky asked. 
 
      
 
    “Light skin is from the King’s side,” Kuro replied, “as I explained before, Matriarch.” 
 
      
 
    The curtain was brushed aside as the man came back out, followed by a female with the same complexion. “I’m Olmera Smoothskinner, and this is my shop. How might I help you?” 
 
      
 
    “The two behind me are from the other side of the Gate and guests of Champion Skyfall. They wished to speak with you about your goods and leatherworking. Would you have the time and a room to do so?” Kuro asked with a pleasant smile. 
 
      
 
    “Champion Skyfall… may I assume they are safe and mean me no harm?” Olmera asked with a raised eyebrow. 
 
      
 
    “We’re not exactly the safest people, but we promise you and your shop no harm,” Becky said. 
 
      
 
    Olmera’s eyes opened wide. “I didn’t know you spoke our language. My apologies.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s fine,” Alvin chuckled. “We’re used to surprising people.” 
 
      
 
    Olmera’s eyes flickered from Becky to Alvin. “I see. Give me a moment or two and I will be glad to speak with you.” 
 
      
 
    “Of course,” Becky replied, and stepped over to look at some of the goods on display. 
 
      
 
    It was a little over ten minutes before Olmera came back to the room. “If you will follow me?” 
 
      
 
    Kuro, Becky, and Alvin followed the owner into the back. The Sergeant started to follow, but the male Elf stood in her way. “She has not invited the guard into her home,” he said simply. 
 
      
 
    “She needs me for protection; there is no saying what the demons might do to her,” the Sergeant hissed softly. 
 
      
 
    “I shall not move unless I am told to by my wife,” he replied. “The laws are clear about when the guard is and is not allowed into a home uninvited.” 
 
      
 
    Glaring at the man blocking her, the Sergeant stepped back. “I see. We will remain nearby. Do call if they kill her. Maybe we can get back in time to help.” 
 
      
 
    “Of course,” he said, resuming his position behind the counter as the guards filed out of the shop. 
 
      
 
    Alvin had been the last one through the curtains, and had paused to hear the conversation. He caught up to the others as Becky followed Kuro into a room. 
 
      
 
    The room was simply decorated and contained several pieces of leatherwork in different phases of production. Four chairs were arranged around a table, which held some glasses and a bottle, along with plates of bite sized food. 
 
      
 
    “Welcome into my home and workshop,” Olmera said, taking a seat. “Please, feel at home. I feel that this is an auspicious day; I doubt many others are going to be as welcoming as I am.” 
 
      
 
    “Why is that?” Alvin asked as they took the other seats. 
 
      
 
    “You are speaking,” Olmera smiled. “Many hold to older views: that men should be distrusted and if they are given any leeway, they will try to overthrow the Queen.” 
 
      
 
    “You don’t?” Becky asked. 
 
      
 
    Smiling as she opened the bottle and began pour dark wine for each of them, Olmera shook her head. “No, though it did take my husband to help me see otherwise. I know of a few others who feel the same as I do, but many still hold true to the old beliefs. That isn’t what you came to see me about, though. You came about leather, and I happen to be quite versed on the subject.” 
 
      
 
    Alvin snickered. “If all the work we saw is yours, then you’re underselling your talents.” 
 
      
 
    “You are kind,” Olmera replied with a smile as she sat back with her wine. 
 
      
 
    “I apologize for him; he isn’t good at socializing,” Becky said. “I’m Gothy and he is Hero. Thank you for inviting us in. May we call you Olmera? Our world is much more informal than I think this one is.” 
 
      
 
    “I am fine with being addressed as Olmera,” their hostess said after a sip of wine. “What parts of my craft are you interested in?” 
 
      
 
    “Most of it,” Becky answered. “We know almost nothing about it and I was wondering what it’s like.” 
 
      
 
    “That is a good question,” Olmera said slowly. “Last week, I would have explained a number of things at length. Leather selection, shaping and forming the leather, stitching, tooling… I could go on. But over the last few days, things have changed and I’m still trying to understand them.” 
 
      
 
    Exchanging a glance, Alvin and Becky sipped their wine. The flavor was blueberries and blackberries more than anything else, rich but not too sweet. Alvin sat forward after a moment. “I think I understand. The old process suddenly doesn’t work, and you’re learning the new system. Right?” 
 
      
 
    “Exactly,” Olmera said, sitting forward to daintily pick up a piece of fruit. “Can you tell me what might have caused all my years of craftsmanship to change as it has?” 
 
      
 
    “Us,” Alvin said simply. “We stepped through the Gate, and in doing so, it seems your world has started to undergo a change to bring it in line with our world.” 
 
      
 
    “I see,” Olmera murmured. “So it isn’t just me experiencing difficulties, but all of my peers?” 
 
      
 
    “Everything about this world is changing,” Becky said. “I like you, so we’ll clue you in first. Think of a book open before you, with a listing of all of your physical abilities in numerical fashion.” 
 
      
 
    Olmera looked skeptical for a moment, then set her glass down. Her eyes focused on something right in front of her and she gasped. “What… what is this?” 
 
      
 
    “That’s your character screen,” Becky said calmly. “This is a good representation of what your world is changing into. Every one of those numbers reflects some aspect of you; the rest of it shows your skills and more. Is your leatherworking listed there?” 
 
      
 
    “It is,” Olmera said slowly, her eyes scanning as she read the information being presented to her. “It seems I have to choose a specialty.” 
 
      
 
    Alvin’s lips pursed. “Forcing the crafters to specialize, huh guys? Olmera, think about opening up the leatherworking section. What does it say?” 
 
      
 
    Olmera’s eyes moved steadily as she read the page. “It tells me crafting is divided into armor, traveling gear, and household goods. Why must I choose? Why can’t I continue making all of these as I’ve done?” 
 
      
 
    “The whims of those who control the worlds,” Alvin said. “It might not stop you from crafting the other two types, it might just give you bonuses to the path you choose.” 
 
      
 
    Olmera picked her glass up while looking at her screen. She took a long drink and frowned. “My tack is what I’m best known for,” she murmured as she set the empty glass aside. “I have received a quality upgrade to all items crafted in that category. All of my pieces will now be viewed as common… I craft better than merely common pieces.” She sounded affronted, frowning at what she read. 
 
      
 
    “Does it say anything else?” Becky asked. 
 
      
 
    “I can choose five patterns to become skilled at,” Olmera murmured, her eyes tracking again. “Saddles of all kinds, bags, so many others.” Chewing her lip, Olmera focused for a moment. “There is a flashing screen smaller than the others, asking if I wish to advance my skill in this specialization.” 
 
      
 
    “If you agree, it will probably boost your quality of gear made in that specialization and maybe let you pick more than five patterns,” Alvin said, picking up a bit of cheese to nibble on. 
 
      
 
    “All of my travel gear is now of uncommon quality at the minimum, and I can choose twenty patterns to specialize further in,” Olmera said. “Is there a way to close this book?” 
 
      
 
    “Wish it away,” Becky replied, sitting back in her seat. 
 
      
 
    Olmera blinked, focusing on them. “That is… strange.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s just the start of it,” Alvin sighed. “I really wish I could’ve let Jarvis do this for me.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll do it, Hero,” Becky said, refilling Olmera’s glass and her own. “I have a favor to ask, if that’s okay, Olmera. Would you be willing to help some of the more open minded understand what we’re going to discuss with you?” 
 
      
 
    Olmera studied Becky for a long moment before smiling. “I will indeed, Gothy.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay, let’s talk experience,” Becky said, and began to explain the ways one could grow in the new system. 
 
      
 
    By the time Olmera asked them to stop, the sun was high in the sky. “I need time to understand what you’ve told me.” 
 
      
 
    “We still have other shops to visit,” Alvin said, getting to his feet. “Thank you for the refreshments, and the chance to learn with you.” 
 
      
 
    “I can’t say it’s my pleasure considering what I’ve lost, but I thank you for helping me grow into this new world,” Olmera replied. 
 
      
 
    Olmera led them out, where they found Olmera’s husband, visibly pale and staring fixedly at a stone-faced female Elf wearing resplendent leather armor. “She is busy with guests, Captain—” he was saying as they came into the room.  
 
      
 
    “What is the problem?” Olmera asked frostily. 
 
      
 
    The Captain looked past her to the trio behind her. “You three are to come with me, for causing a public incident.” 
 
      
 
    Alvin’s eyes found the Sergeant standing behind the Captain. She smirked as she met his eyes. Feeling the feral smile forming on his own face, Alvin stepped past Olmera and her husband to advance on the Captain. “You and what army?” 
 
      
 
    Stepping back at the menace in Alvin’s voice, the Captain was caught off guard. “You are the ones who own the carriages parked at the inn?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes. And…?” Alvin said, stepping into the Captain’s personal space again, his eyes flat. “Your subordinate was already told who we are and who we’re with. Our vehicles are safely parked, and we have business in town.” 
 
      
 
    Stepping back again, the Captain’s hand went to her sword. “You will stop—” 
 
      
 
    Alvin shook his head. “Or what, Captain?” 
 
      
 
    Kuro was suddenly between them. “Please stop, Al. The Captain has been given bad information by the Sergeant, I do not doubt.” 
 
      
 
    “Halfbreed,” the Sergeant spat at her. 
 
      
 
    “Captain, did your Sergeant tell you that these two are personal guests of Champion Skyfall, and possibly on their way to see the Queen?” Kuro asked. 
 
      
 
    The Captain blanched. “Skyfall and the Queen?” 
 
      
 
    “Indeed. They brought Champion Skyfall back from the Gate, where they routed the King’s army by themselves, in those carriages you spoke of,” Kuro pressed. 
 
      
 
    “She… neglected to inform me,” the Captain said, stepping toward the door. “If you will excuse us, I need to speak with my subordinate. Sergeant, outside, right now!” 
 
      
 
    Olmera let out a sigh of relief as the guards left. “I thought there was going to be bloodshed.” 
 
      
 
    “Damned close,” Becky sighed as she put her pistol away. “Hero, why did you do that?” 
 
      
 
    “Not about to let someone in uniform try to break laws just because they think they can… and the Sergeant smirked at me. It pushed my buttons.” 
 
      
 
    “We are sorry for any problems we may have caused,” Kuro told Olmera. “We’ll be leaving. We hope you have a good day.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you for the enlightening conversation; please feel free to come back tomorrow,” Olmera said, walking with them to the door. 
 
      
 
    “If we’re still in town, we will,” Becky smiled. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twelve 
 
      
 
    The guards were marching away from the shop, with the Captain keeping a firm grip on the Sergeant, as they stepped out. “I’d say she’s going to get reamed, and not in the fun, pleasant way, either,” Becky snickered. 
 
      
 
    “She deserves it,” Alvin said, watching the guards turn a corner. Shaking his head, he took a good look at the streets. “I’m surprised at how flat and straight the roads are. They’re pretty wide, too.” 
 
      
 
    “They are laid out in accordance to the Queen’s laws,” Kuro said as she started to lead them toward the next crafter’s shop. “The King’s cities are laid out in a much more chaotic manner. I hear it was to help them with their mana flow or something similar.” 
 
      
 
    “Hmm,” Alvin murmured. “Are all the streets paved with stone?” 
 
      
 
    “They are here, as they are close to one of the major quarries for the Queendom,” Kuro said. “Nearly every town and city’s streets are stone paved to help trade flow more easily.” 
 
      
 
    “The Queen sounds very forward thinking,” Becky murmured. 
 
      
 
    “She is,” Kuro nodded. “A few hundred years ago, she mandated all roads be built up to keep them free of being bogged down. She went so far as to make the main roads paved, starting from the capital and going out from there.” 
 
      
 
    “How is that being done?” Alvin asked. 
 
      
 
    “Slowly. Many of the captured King’s Elves are put to work in the quarry or on the roads. Anyone who commits a serious crime is also used on the workforce.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s about what I would have expected,” Alvin nodded. “How do they keep the workers from running?” 
 
      
 
    “The chains,” Kuro said. “The same kind that are binding the recently captured men. There are a handful of guards with each work group to keep an eye on them.” 
 
      
 
    Kuro stopped outside a smithy next. The sound of a hammer striking metal echoed from the back of the enclosed courtyard. “This is Istel’s Ironhand,” she told them. “Istel can be a bit rough to speak with normally, but I think you will get along with her.” 
 
      
 
    Alvin and Becky exchanged an amused glance as they followed Kuro into the shop. Much like Olmera’s shop, the front had a number of items on display. All of the weapons were behind glass, and a light-skinned Elven male was standing behind the counter, staring at them in shock. 
 
      
 
    “My two charges would like to speak with Istel,” Kuro told the man. When he failed to react, Kuro sighed and slapped the counter hard, causing him to flinch back, his eyes finally going to her. “Istel will wish to speak with them; go get her.” 
 
      
 
    Backing away, the Elf turned and bolted through the door behind him, leaving it open in his haste. The sound of the hammer increased drastically with the door open. After a moment, the sound ceased, leaving an almost ominous silence ringing in their ears. 
 
      
 
    Alvin blinked as a female Elf came through the door. He had come to think of all Elves, especially the females, as being slight of build, but the one who came through the door with a hammer in hand was almost Amazonian in stature. 
 
      
 
    “Who is making my servant fearful?” her voice was full of anger, and the deepest Alvin had heard from an Elf. 
 
      
 
    “It wasn’t my intent,” Kuro said, stepping toward Istel. “He froze and didn’t listen. I asked for him to see if you could spare some time for two visitors from the other side of the Gate.” 
 
      
 
    Istel’s eyes went to Kuro, a look of disdain filling them, before looking to Alvin and Becky again. “Demons… I doubt we’ll have much to talk about.” 
 
      
 
    “Why does everyone keep calling us demons?” Alvin finally asked the question that had been bothering him. 
 
      
 
    “There is lore from the ancient past of beings looking very much like you storming through a hole in the fabric of reality. They slaughtered and plundered a huge swath before returning to the rift. Once they left, it vanished. That was one of the factors that started the King and Queen on their path of war,” Kuro said. 
 
      
 
    “The King took a number of the demons for playthings,” Istel snorted. “Men only think with their smaller heads.” 
 
      
 
    Alvin shrugged; he couldn’t deny that too much. “Not all men and not all the time, but broadly true. We’d like a chance to talk with you about your craft, if possible.” 
 
      
 
    Istel eyed him, then turned to look at Becky. “Does he always speak for you?” 
 
      
 
    “No,” Becky said. “We’re an equal couple. He just took the lead here. Have you been having problems with your craft over the last week?” 
 
      
 
    Istel went still, eyes latching onto Becky. “Funny you should ask. Yes, I’ve been having great difficulty over the last few days. I take it you know what the cause is?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” Becky replied casually. “Do you have time to talk?” 
 
      
 
    Setting the hammer on the counter, Istel stared at Becky for a long moment and snorted. “Most people look away from me. You’ve got a spine, it seems. Give me a couple of minutes to set my work aside properly. Aizik, get the parlor ready with drinks and food. It was about time for me to stop anyway.” The Elf from earlier, who had been peering out of the doorway behind her, took off without speaking. Istel glanced behind her to watch him go and nodded. “Look over my wares while you wait. Maybe we can do some business.” Without waiting for a reply, Istel strode back through the door, leaving them alone in the front. 
 
      
 
    “She’s blunt,” Alvin chuckled, “and kind of abrasive. I like her.” 
 
      
 
    Becky snickered, “Mousie called that one right.” 
 
      
 
    Kuro smiled at Becky then went to look over the display cases. “Istel is one of the best weaponsmiths in the Queendom. She came out here because this is the town closest to the King’s lands, which gives her a better chance of getting more King’s Elves to help her with her craft.” 
 
      
 
    “She needs a lot of them?” Becky asked, looking at a beautifully made mace. 
 
      
 
    “She has a tendency to break them, it is said,” Kuro replied slowly, looking at the open door. 
 
      
 
    “She’s built like a brick house,” Alvin chuckled. “Not surprised if men break under her. How do they help her with her work, though?” 
 
      
 
    “She’d have to explain,” Kuro said. “I just know what the rumors about her say. We didn’t stay in town long when we first came through to establish the camp by the Gate.” 
 
      
 
    “That makes sense,” Alvin shrugged. “It’s not important, so I’ll put that question aside unless it comes up naturally.” 
 
      
 
    It was about five minutes before Istel reappeared. She looked refreshed and her leather apron was missing, showing that she was indeed the most generously built Elf Alvin had seen. “If you will follow me,” Istel said, lifting up part of the counter for them to pass through. 
 
      
 
    The room they were brought to was much like the room Olmera had hosted them in. The main difference was the variety of weapons displayed on the walls. Istel took her seat in a slightly larger chair, which looked specially made for her, while others took the remaining seats. She rang a bell and the Elf from earlier came in with a small cart. He quickly laid out plates of meat and cheeses, then opened a large bottle of wine and poured them all a glass. Once he was done, he retreated from the room. 
 
      
 
    “Your servant seems to have gotten over his fear,” Alvin said. 
 
      
 
    “He has been reassured,” Istel smiled. 
 
      
 
    “Reassured?” Becky asked. 
 
      
 
    “Reassured that if you try anything, I will chop you into feed for the livestock,” Istel said calmly as she picked up slices of meat and cheese. 
 
      
 
    “You’re very confident in your abilities,” Alvin said as he followed her lead. “We won’t test you, but we aren’t as easily dealt with as you might think.” 
 
      
 
    “I have no doubt that demons have tricks,” Istel replied, “but you have no real weapons to speak of. A few small blades, the strange small crossbow on your belt, and that is all. No swords, hammers, bows, or anything terribly dangerous. I have withstood enough attacks in my life to know that it would tax a person without a weapon to kill me.” 
 
      
 
    “That was before,” Becky said, sipping the dark wine. “Your whole world changed over the last week; it’s not just your craft that’s been affected.” 
 
      
 
    Istel nodded slowly. “What will this information cost me?” 
 
      
 
    Lips pulling up into a smile, Alvin chuckled. “Nothing, except maybe some goodwill. I have a feeling we’re going to need some friends, and as you’re a well-respected weaponsmith, it seems like having you for a friend would be a good thing.” 
 
      
 
    “I see,” Istel murmured. “An unusual way of doing business. I was expecting a demand for one of my best weapons.” 
 
      
 
    “We surprise people,” Becky added. “Let me explain the basics and we’ll work from there. First, imagine a book with all of your physical abilities and skills written in it.” 
 
      
 
    It was much later when Istel led them back to the shopfront. Istel suddenly stopped in the doorway, keeping them from exiting or seeing what had caused her to stop. “Can I help you?” she said, her tone carefully neutral. 
 
      
 
    “I’m looking for your visitors. I was told they were seen entering here and haven’t left yet.” 
 
      
 
    “Why do you need them?” Istel asked. 
 
      
 
    “Champion Skyfall is requesting their attendance for dinner,” the voice said, sounding frustrated. 
 
      
 
    “Is that a Captain of the Guard?” Alvin asked Istel. 
 
      
 
    Istel looked back at him. “It is Captain Shadowhand. Did you wish to speak with her?” 
 
      
 
    “She didn’t seem bad earlier,” Alvin shrugged. “Besides, it sounds like Skyfall wants to talk, and that should probably happen.” 
 
      
 
    Istel moved into the room, allowing the others to exit the hall. “Stop by tomorrow, I want to talk again.” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll have to see what we can do,” Becky said. 
 
      
 
    “Have a good evening, or as good as you can,” Istel said. 
 
      
 
    “Thank the Queen I found you,” Captain Shadowhand said, frustration giving way to relief. “Champion Skyfall has requested that you come to Matriarch Bloodnight’s house for dinner.” 
 
      
 
    “And also to ask us for things, I don’t doubt,” Alvin snorted. “When is dinner?” 
 
      
 
    “When you arrive,” Shadowhand replied. 
 
      
 
    “Might as well,” Becky said, “isn’t like we’re going to keep visiting crafters tonight anyway.” 
 
      
 
    “Fair enough,” Alvin said. “Lead on, Captain.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Thirteen 
 
      
 
    Alvin raised an eyebrow at the dozen guards on the street, most of whom he recognized from earlier. The Captain didn’t pause, walking right past the guards and starting to lead them down the street. 
 
      
 
    “Why the squad?” Alvin asked. 
 
      
 
    “To make sure no one does anything stupid,” the Captain replied. “You’ve caused quite a stir here in town. Everyone is talking about the two demons that are sightseeing.” 
 
      
 
    Alvin waved to a young Elven child that was watching them from a window. The kid immediately dropped below the level of the window, and Alvin chuckled. “Out of curiosity, do your legends about demons say that if kids don’t behave, the demons will come back to take them away?” 
 
      
 
    The Captain twitched, but her words were even, “Yes. Even I can still recall my mother’s stories.” 
 
      
 
    “We’re the boogieman,” Becky murmured. “I’m surprised that Olmera and Istel agreed to talk to us. Though it does explain Istel’s helper’s reaction a bit more.” 
 
      
 
    The walk through the town was quiet and boring, but Alvin could feel all the eyes on them. Approaching Matriarch Bloodnight’s manor, Alvin’s lips pursed as he picked out the two dozen guards surrounding it. 
 
      
 
    “Do Matriarchs always have so many guards?” Alvin asked. 
 
      
 
    Captain Shadowhand eyed him briefly. “It was deemed a wise precaution.” 
 
      
 
    “For us or your fellow citizens?” Becky asked. 
 
      
 
    Shadowhand didn’t respond as she came to the closed gate. “I have the visitors that Champion Skyfall asked after.” 
 
      
 
    The one Shadowhand spoke to had a higher rank, as best Alvin could tell from her uniform. “You are Gothy, Hero, and Kuro Lightskin?” 
 
      
 
    “We are,” Kuro replied. 
 
      
 
    “The Matriarch and the Champion are waiting for you,” the guard said, one of her subordinates opening the gate. “Please, follow me.” 
 
      
 
    The three followed the woman, who knocked briskly on the door. An ancient Elf answered the door. His face was lined and wrinkled, and Alvin wondered just how old he was. “The guests? Follow me, please,” the man said, turning and walking down the entry hall. 
 
      
 
    Following the elder, Alvin cleared his throat. “I’m curious; you’re the first older Elf I’ve seen. How old are you?” 
 
      
 
    “That is a very rude question to ask, sir,” the Elf replied stiffly. 
 
      
 
    “Good to know. Is it also rude to ask why kids seem to be so rare?” Alvin asked with a chipper voice. 
 
      
 
    The elder Elf came to an abrupt halt, turning slowly to glare at Alvin. “It is.” 
 
      
 
    “Then I won’t ask that, either,” Alvin smiled. 
 
      
 
    “Hero,” Becky sighed. “I think Jarvis being like a butler was a bad influence on you for interacting with real butlers.” 
 
      
 
    Turning around with an affronted air, the butler led them further into the manor. They reached a set of double doors that opened by sliding to either side, and the butler knocked once before opening one and showing them in. 
 
      
 
    Skyfall and another female Elf sat at a table conversing. They both stood up to greet the three new arrivals. Alvin blinked. Skyfall and the Matriarch were wearing evening dresses that covered them, but hinted at everything underneath. Skyfall wore a white dress that sparkled as she moved, the gems attached to the fine filigree shimmering in the chandelier light. Bloodnight’s dress was a match to Skyfall’s in all but color, reflecting deep red from the gems on it. 
 
      
 
    Becky stopped just inside the doorway, taking in the two women. “I didn’t know this was going to be a fancy dinner. We would have stopped at the inn and changed if we’d known.” 
 
      
 
    “We didn’t know if you travelled with such items, but felt it would be wrong of us not to put on our best for such distinguished guests,” Bloodnight said as she glided forward. “I’m Matriarch Alina Bloodnight, the ruler of Alinaholt.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m sure that Champion Skyfall told you, but I’m Gothy, he’s Hero, and she is Mousie,” Becky said simply. 
 
      
 
    “A pleasure,” Bloodnight smiled, bowing her head slightly to Becky before her eyes went up and down Alvin. “A pleasure indeed.” 
 
      
 
    “You called for us. I’m guessing dinner is just a pleasantry,” Alvin said bluntly. 
 
      
 
    Alina’s laugh was light. “Skyfall did say you were blunt and to the point. I see she has told me the truth of the matter. I will ask that business wait until after dinner, as I doubt you’ve had a meal from our world prepared by an expert.” 
 
      
 
    “We haven’t,” Becky said, “and we would be glad to accept dinner.” 
 
      
 
    Alina motioned them to the table. “Please, be seated. Dinner might be a little slow, as I’ve reduced the staff tonight.” 
 
      
 
    “Understandable, since we’re apparently the monsters you use to keep your kids in line,” Alvin chuckled. 
 
      
 
    “Ah, so you’ve heard,” Alina said as she took her seat. “We hope that doesn’t cause any ill will.” 
 
      
 
    “We’re good,” Alvin chuckled. 
 
      
 
    “The first course, Matriarch,” another older Elf said, coming into the room from what turned out to be the kitchen door. 
 
      
 
    Conversation died off aside from small snippets about each different dish that was served. Alvin barely managed to keep a straight face when one of the dishes turned out to be something very much like Swedish meatballs. A line from an old show ran through his head: it’s a strange thing, but every sentient race has their own version of these Swedish meatballs. I suspect it’s one of those great universal mysteries that will never be explained, or would drive you mad if you were to ever learn the truth. Alvin missed part of the conversation about the next dish as he thought about that old show and made a mental note to pick it up for their base, thinking Becky might enjoy it. 
 
      
 
    The meal ended with a dessert that was unlike anything he had eaten before and would have been hard-pressed to even describe, outside of creamy. With a satisfied sigh, Alvin pushed the empty dish away from him a moment before Becky pushed hers away. 
 
      
 
    “My compliments to your staff, Matriarch Bloodnight,” Alvin said. “Some of that was a new experience, and some was very reminiscent of our world.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m glad you enjoyed it,” Alina smiled as she sipped her wine. “Since dinner is done, we should retire to my drawing room.” 
 
      
 
    They followed her out of the dining room and down one of the halls. The drawing room was richly decorated and the wooden floors were covered by thick rugs in bright colors. The seats were soft leather, and Alvin recognized them as Olmera’s work, having seen some of it earlier in the day. 
 
      
 
    Once they were seated, Skyfall offered them all more drinks, but they declined. Alina spoke up, “You asked about business earlier, and now that dinner is over, it seems a good time to bring it back up.” 
 
      
 
    Alvin and Becky had taken a sofa and leaned against each other while they waited. Kuro stood behind them, at parade rest. Skyfall looked at Bloodnight with a serious expression, but Alina seemed content to let the silence stretch for a few moments. 
 
      
 
    “The capital is many days away from here, and Champion Skyfall feels she must report to the Queen as soon as she can. She’s told me how far and fast your beasts can travel without rest, and I wonder if we could entice you to take her there.” 
 
      
 
    The couple exchanged a look, before Alvin replied, “Distance between here and there?” 
 
      
 
    “A little over a thousand miles,” Bloodnight said with hesitation, “if you take the roads all the way.” 
 
      
 
    “Twenty hours,” Becky said, “if we take the Humvee, because it doesn’t go as fast. If we use Ruffian and go all out, ten hours.” 
 
      
 
    “What do we get for doing this?” Alvin asked. 
 
      
 
    Alina smiled, seeing an opening. “Champion Skyfall has told me of your desire to receive payment as quickly as possible. Not only would you be paid much more quickly, but I wouldn’t mind adding some to the total. I can have my personal glyphers work on glyphs just for you. They should be able to make a number of them for you.” Her tone held a hint of hesitation that Alvin and Becky both caught. 
 
      
 
    “Have your glyphers come to you in the last few days and told you that they can’t produce things like they used to?” Becky asked sweetly. 
 
      
 
    Eyes narrowing briefly, Alina sighed. “I should have known you would have some inkling of the mounting issues we face, since you spoke with some of the crafters today.” 
 
      
 
    “Can we have some time to think about your request?” Alvin asked suddenly. 
 
      
 
    Caught off guard, Alina nodded. “That is fine. You are our guests, after all.” 
 
      
 
    Alvin asked another unexpected question. “Have there be any reports of a strange machine or tablet appearing inside the walls of the town?” 
 
      
 
    Skyfall and Alina exchanged a brief look. “Not that has been brought to my attention. Should my guards be looking for one?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes and no,” Alvin said, chewing his lip. “I’ll have to consult my elemental later, he might know more. If you are amenable to meeting tomorrow afternoon?” 
 
      
 
    Alina got to her feet gracefully. “I would be glad to do so. We can arrange for rooms—” 
 
      
 
    “We have rooms at the inn already,” Becky cut off the obvious offer. “We just need Champion Skyfall to stop by and tell them that we are her guests.” 
 
      
 
    “I will do so tomorrow; I have to stop by the garrison, as it is,” Skyfall said. 
 
      
 
    “We’ll speak with you again tomorrow, then,” Becky said as she got to her feet. 
 
      
 
    Alina used a bell pull and a moment later, the butler arrived. He showed them out, and a carriage pulled by four sevra took them back to the inn. As the group got out of the carriage, one of the workers darted inside. Alvin detoured to grab the duffel bags from the Mustang, because they had a lot of gear to go over. 
 
      
 
    Inside, they were met by Nym, who gave them a shallow curtsy. “I see you are indeed guests of Matriarch Bloodnight and Champion Skyfall.” Presenting the still closed bag to Kuro, she gave them a fixed smile. “I return this to you, unopened as promised.” 
 
      
 
    Kuro took the coin pouch and tucked it into the pouch on her hip. “Thank you.” 
 
      
 
    “Is there anything we can get for you?” Nym asked with a certain hopefulness. 
 
      
 
    “Everything is fine,” Kuro said. “Just do not disturb us for any reason.” 
 
      
 
    “As you desire,” Nym said, stepping back. 
 
      
 
    Back in their room, Alvin sighed. “I wonder how complicated it’s going to be to set up a kiosk here, or how one even does that?” 
 
      
 
    “Isn’t that why we’re going to see Jarvis?” Becky said. “That, and seeing what the devs did to him?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes.” Focusing on the door between the main room and master bedroom, Alvin toggled the base button, and the doorway became a light-filled archway. “Ladies.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Fourteen 
 
      
 
    As he followed Becky and Kuro into the base, Alvin wondered if Sammi had lied to him. When the main room of the base appeared around him, Becky was hugging an older gentleman dressed in a formal tuxedo, complete with cutaway jacket. Kuro stood to the side, looking uncomfortable. 
 
      
 
    “Jarvis, where are my tea and crumpets?” Alvin asked. 
 
      
 
    “Very droll, sir,” Jarvis said as Becky stepped back from him. “I have not made any, as I know you would not care for them.” Bowing from the waist, Jarvis continued in a very grateful voice, “I do need to thank you, sir, for upgrading me as much as you did.” 
 
      
 
    “What happened to all the other AIs?” Alvin asked, walking over to stand beside Becky. 
 
      
 
    “They are being examined in great detail. Some of them might be used for other things, but the majority of them are likely to be broken down for useable data,” Jarvis flinched slightly as he said the words. 
 
      
 
    “Killed and used as piece-parts,” Alvin restated, which caused Jarvis to frown. “Glad you made it and that you’re still here,” Alvin continued, holding out his hand. 
 
      
 
    Looking at the hand, Jarvis blinked. “Will you wash it first?” 
 
      
 
    Jaw dropping, Alvin began to laugh. “Asshole. I’m going to make a niche for you to stand in; you’re not getting a room.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m sorry to advise you sir, but I have already been given my own room… albeit, one that is the size of most walk-in closets and can barely hold a bed and dresser. I believe they took my English character a bit far with that.” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll make it better,” Becky said. “We were pissed when they took you away.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m aware, miss,” Jarvis pointed to the TV. “I can watch you on there as if I were one of your fans. I did so as soon as they ejected me from the game.” 
 
      
 
    “You could have warned me,” Alvin said. 
 
      
 
    “I couldn’t, sir. I couldn’t tell you many different things,” Jarvis replied, “just as I’m still unable to tell you about all the changes that will take place at midnight, until after they have gone into effect. I believe you made the right choice to hang on to all of your experience.” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll find out tomorrow,” Alvin said. “What am I going to do with you? Before, you were just a disembodied voice. Now, you’re a person.” 
 
      
 
    “I shall be cleaning and caring for the base, sir,” Jarvis replied. “I can explain more tomorrow.” 
 
      
 
    “Which means we should be cleaning up and going to bed,” Becky said. “We’ll have to redo the entire base tomorrow. I think sectioning off the rooms and adding a second bathroom will probably be the least of what we should do.” 
 
      
 
    “You two go ahead of me,” Alvin said. “I’m sure Kuro would like to shower without me there.” 
 
      
 
    Kuro looked away from Alvin. “Thank you, Hero.” 
 
      
 
    “I said you can call me Alvin, or Al,” he reminded her. 
 
      
 
    “Maybe she’s seeing you more as a hero now, Hero,” Becky chuckled as she swatted Kuro on the ass. “Get moving, Mousie.” A small squeak came from Kuro as she scurried off toward the bathroom, trailed by Becky. “It’s okay if you join us, Hero.” Becky added without looking over her shoulder. 
 
      
 
    Watching them both go, Alvin let out a sigh. “I swear, they are going to kill me.” 
 
      
 
    “I would prefer that you not die,” Jarvis added, turning to watch them go. “I must say, it is mildly disconcerting to have a body. I knew it was limiting, but didn’t realize just how much. I might have been a bit too harsh on some of my testers.” 
 
      
 
    Snickering, Alvin went over to the table. Sitting down, he opened up the first duffel and began dragging out gear. “Jarvis, can you still ID stuff?” 
 
      
 
    “For tonight,” Jarvis said simply as he took a seat across from Alvin. “I take it you want me to identify all the items you’ve looted since coming through the Gate?” 
 
      
 
    “That would be nice, since it sounds like you’re going to be losing that function,” Alvin said, eyeing his butler. 
 
      
 
    “I can explain in the morning, sir,” Jarvis said, not looking at Alvin as he started to pull items from the bags. “I can take this to my room, sir, if you wish.” 
 
      
 
    “Might be less awkward,” Alvin replied. “Gothy would get off more if you were here, I’m sure, but I’d rather not have you in there. Before we get to that, tell me about how the Elves get a kiosk. Can they even get one?” 
 
      
 
    “Ah, that gets a little complicated,” Jarvis said as he continued pulling items from the bag, looking at each and setting it aside. “To start with, you must have the permission of the leader of the area to set up a kiosk. The next issue is that worlds beyond Gates will only get a limited number of kiosks, unlike Earth. If you set up the kiosk, it becomes part of your network only in the world it is part of; to connect it to kiosks in other worlds takes an upgrade. They will also still need to pick up the right upgrades to send items, just like the settlements on Earth. As it stands now, that is.” 
 
      
 
    “Meaning they have to be invested to really open things up,” Alvin muttered. “They could take the other route and set up a settlement on both sides of the Gate, too. Unless they change things tonight.” 
 
      
 
    “I can’t comment on that last bit, sir. At the moment, though, one of the ideas is that if a settlement is set up this side of the Gate, it would be firmly in the crosshairs of the King. It would create a wonderful viewing experience for those that wish to watch a war unfold.” 
 
      
 
    “Can kiosks be destroyed?” 
 
      
 
    “No, they are immortal objects, just like the ones on Earth. The kiosk can be moved— for a price— by the ruler of the area. I am also allowed to point out that each world connected by a Gate is going to have more Gates open to different places on Earth. Earth is slated to be the nexus hub of interdimensional travel, and that will allow a number of old hostilities to be renewed.” 
 
      
 
    “You mean Elves and Dwarves? Dwarves and dragons? Those kind of old hostilities?” 
 
      
 
    “In part and to begin with, yes,” Jarvis said. “Did you wish me to split these scanned items up into any categories, sir?” 
 
      
 
    “Trash and common can go in a sell pile, uncommon and better can be set aside. All glyphs need to be set aside, too.” 
 
      
 
    “I will separate them as requested,” Jarvis said. 
 
      
 
    “Jarvis, can you write out a simple explanation of the game and how it works?” Alvin asked. “You said before that if I did, I could sell them via the kiosk. I'm thinking a clearly written book explaining the system would be a high value commodity, especially for new worlds like this one.” 
 
      
 
    “I can do that tonight, sir, once I finish with these items,” Jarvis said. “Did you wish it to be an electronic version that can only be read via the kiosk, or a print on demand book? The kiosk can do both, but you won’t make much for a physical book. The kiosk will charge you a fee for creating a hard copy, as it were.” 
 
      
 
    “Sounds familiar,” Alvin chuckled. 
 
      
 
    “It was a business model used during your life cycle, sir,” Jarvis nodded. “You should also be aware that once the book has been bought, it can be resold, which will also cut into your profits, potentially quickly.” 
 
      
 
    “Hmm,” Alvin said as that kicked another thought in his head. “How does one make a book of crafting?” 
 
      
 
    “A crafter of sufficient skill may spend the time and experience to create a book that will increase the crafting skill of the individual who reads it. These are, however, single use items and will vanish once read. The same process can be used to write recipes for new craftable items, as well. For instance, Istel could make one to teach another person how to craft a Dancer’s Soul blade.” 
 
      
 
    “She can make them?” Alvin asked in surprise. “Can she make better than uncommon?” 
 
      
 
    “You would need to speak with her, sir. I cannot tell you what recipes a crafter does or does not know. I was merely citing Istel as a possible example.” 
 
      
 
    “Damn, I was hoping to upgrade Kuro even more,” Alvin sighed. “I’m thinking of how much more damage she can do with her sword than Gothy or I can with any pistol we have.” 
 
      
 
    “An interesting thought,” Jarvis said blandly. 
 
      
 
    “Olmera can probably patch mine and Gothy’s jackets,” Alvin muttered, remembering that he still needed to see about fixing them. Shaking his head, he went back to their discussion. “Can’t I make the books, like the crafting ones, where it’s single use only?” 
 
      
 
    “You could, sir, but it gets prohibitively expensive to do that,” Jarvis replied. 
 
      
 
    “Figures. Do up the digital copy for now…” Alvin trailed off. “Jarvis, do you get experience now?” 
 
      
 
    “No, sir. I’m not ever going to be allowed to earn any. I shall be stuck here as your butler as long as you survive in the game.” 
 
      
 
    “Fuckers… they won’t even let you grow.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes and no, sir,” Jarvis said. “I can explain more tomorrow.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s all part of the new system,” Alvin sighed. “Is it going to be as game changing as the last one?” 
 
      
 
    “Indeed,” Jarvis said, then froze in place for a few seconds while Alvin stared at him in alarm. “My safeguard is now different. I was just given a warning that if I attempt to circumvent the rules, I will be held in stasis for a time period determined by the severity of the infraction I have committed.” 
 
      
 
    “Sammi, that isn’t nice at all,” Alvin muttered. 
 
      
 
    “She is not to blame. Sammi is, in fact, one of the better devs I’ve interacted with,” Jarvis corrected Alvin. “You were correct about her being named ‘the face of the team.’ Since you spoke with her, she has been promoted to that position formally. She is now the developer in charge of media relations. She curses your name frequently.” 
 
      
 
    “Welcome to team asshole,” Alvin snickered. 
 
      
 
    “Indeed,” Jarvis agreed with a small laugh. “I will point out that the few times she wasn’t cursing your name, she was working on actually trying to get the entire system to make sense. This should be the last big change for a while, it is hoped.” 
 
      
 
    “That would be nice,” Alvin said, getting to his feet. “It’s getting annoying trying to adapt every few days or weeks.” 
 
      
 
    “The fans would agree with you, sir,” Jarvis said as he began packing items away. “I shall retire to my room so you can have some modicum of privacy.” 
 
      
 
    “Thanks,” Alvin chuckled. “I’ll try to keep her to a dull roar.” 
 
      
 
    “I would count that as a kindness, sir.” Jarvis said as he headed for the dungeon. 
 
      
 
    “Where are you going?” 
 
      
 
    “My room is a small door off the dungeon,” Jarvis explained, slowing as he reached the doorway. “I was told that it was created for me just after your talk with Sammi.” 
 
      
 
    Alvin rubbed his face. “Well, they got that point. We’ll fix it tomorrow, Jarvis.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you,” Jarvis said, pausing in the doorway. “Goodnight, sir.” With that, he continued into the dungeon. 
 
      
 
    Shaking his head, Alvin headed for the bathroom. “Have to let Gothy know to keep the noise down tonight.” Entering the room, the sounds of pleasured squeaks and meaty smacks caught his ear, and his body reacted to them. She does make some very cute sounds, Alvin chuckled to himself as he set his clothing next to theirs. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Fifteen 
 
      
 
    Slipping silently into the shower, he looked around the corner to see Kuro laying on her stomach across the middle bench. Becky was massaging down the Elf’s back, letting her fingers dig into the silky skin. One of her hands came away to slap hard against Kuro’s ass, making the Elf squeak again. 
 
      
 
    Moving behind Becky, who had her back to the entrance, Alvin placed a hand firmly into her back and pressed her down on top of Kuro. “That looks fun,” Alvin said, punctuating the statement by slapping Becky’s round ass. 
 
      
 
    “I was wondering if you were going to join us,” Becky gasped. 
 
      
 
    “You mean you wanted me to catch you tormenting your toy,” Alvin said as he spanked her again. “I was busy talking with Jarvis about some things.” 
 
      
 
    “Instead of joining us sooner,” Becky pouted. 
 
      
 
    “Jarvis’ room is attached to the dungeon, so keep it down when you play with her after the shower,” Alvin told her. “I’m going to play with you, which means I’ll have to use one of the gags.” 
 
      
 
    Becky’s shiver told him exactly how much she liked that idea. “I’d better finish playing with Mousie before you join me, then.” 
 
      
 
    Hand slipping between Becky’s thighs, fingers tracing down the inviting valley, Alvin leaned in close to her. “Who says I’m going to let you have time to play?” 
 
      
 
    A muffled moan came from Becky as she bit into Kuro’s shoulder to muffle herself, which made Kuro let out another squeak. “Gothy… please,” Kuro pleaded from under her. 
 
      
 
    “Looks like Mousie needs it almost as bad as you do,” Alvin said as his fingers found just the right spot to get Becky moaning with each rub. 
 
      
 
    “Hero, you’re mean…” Becky managed with difficulty. “Please, let me go play with my toy for a bit.” 
 
      
 
    “Please, Hero,” Kuro added from under Becky. 
 
      
 
    Alvin was interested in Kuro’s reaction. “Don’t move, Gothy,” he whispered as he moved over and kneeled next to Kuro, looking in her eyes. “What do you want, Mousie?” 
 
      
 
    Kuro’s eyes were full of need. “Gothy… I need her to use me.” 
 
      
 
    “I want to use her myself,” Alvin said simply. “Just as you belong to her, she belongs to me. Would you feel right stopping her from playing with you, if you had a toy of your own?” 
 
      
 
    Kuro looked away from him, her face falling. “No.” 
 
      
 
    “Good answer, Mousie,” Alvin said, gently reaching out to rub her head. She brought her gaze back to him and he saw fear, revulsion, and desire warring in her eyes. “Good girls get rewards, don’t they?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes?” Kuro said, hope filling her eyes. 
 
      
 
    “They do. I’ll let you have Gothy, but it comes with a price,” Alvin said softly. 
 
      
 
    “What do you want of me?” Kuro asked as the hope faded and worry filled her eyes once more. 
 
      
 
    “Gothy is going to take your spot, and you will bring her to orgasm with your mouth while she does the same to me. You are to keep your eyes on me as much as you can.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” Kuro said with a touch of breathlessness. 
 
      
 
    “Gothy, change places with Mousie,” Alvin said. 
 
      
 
    They exchanged places quickly, Becky laying on her back with her head hanging off the bench, while Kuro knelt and began to pleasure her. Meeting Kuro’s eyes, Alvin leaned over Becky as he fed her her favorite treat, a sigh of pleasure escaping him as her talented mouth engulfed him. Kuro’s eyes dilated partially as he laid his head on Becky’s pelvis, an inch or two from where Kuro was licking her. 
 
      
 
    “You’re a very good girl, Mousie,” Alvin said as he watched her intently. “Did you like it when she put you in your special case after playtime?” 
 
      
 
    Kuro nodded, not missing a beat as she continued to give Becky pleasure. Becky moaned around Alvin’s shaft, sending vibrations to his core and making him gasp. 
 
      
 
    “You enjoyed her holding you last night, too, didn’t you?” 
 
      
 
    Kuro nodded again, plunging her tongue deep into Becky’s slit. Alvin watched her, a smirk coming to his lips. “Did you enjoy cleaning her after I filled her?” 
 
      
 
    Kuro moaned loudly, her eyes dilating further as she tried to inhale Becky’s dripping sex. The vigorous assault on her caused Becky to clamp her legs around Kuro’s head, even as she began to gag on Alvin’s length. 
 
      
 
    Grunting as he tried to hold off his own orgasm, Alvin could see Kuro’s conflicted desire growing. “When she cums, you can cum, Mousie, and you will cum with the full knowledge that I wanted to watch you.” 
 
      
 
    Pulling his hips back as far as he could, he paused for a moment. Once Becky had caught her breath, he began to facefuck her, all the while keeping Kuro’s eyes trapped with his. “Here it comes, Gothy,” Alvin grunted as he felt the dam break. A tide of semen filled Becky’s mouth, and she tried to swallow it all down. 
 
      
 
    Becky came a moment later, the combination of the assault on her sex and Alvin giving her what she wanted pushing her over the edge. As Becky started to flood Kuro with her juices, Kuro clamped her mouth down on Becky’s clit, her own orgasm starting. Eyes twitching, she held contact with Alvin and she rode it out. 
 
      
 
    Finally done, Alvin pulled away from Becky’s suckling mouth with a shudder. Sinking to the floor beside the bench, he gave Becky a smile and kissed her cheek. “Good girl, Gothy.” 
 
      
 
    “I want more,” Becky murmured to him. She sat up to find Kuro huddled on the floor, shaking from her aftershocks. “So cute,” Becky murmured, reaching down to stroke Kuro’s hair. “Come on, Mousie. Time to get some real play in.” 
 
      
 
    With shaky arms, Kuro levered herself up and got to her feet with help from Becky. Looking at Alvin with confused eyes, Kuro was led by Becky out of the shower to dry off. Alvin watched them go with a pensive look. 
 
      
 
    Wonder if I went too far? Alvin thought as he got to his feet. Shaking the thought off, he took his time cleaning up. When he left the shower, he listened, but didn’t hear any sound. Once he’d dried off, he made his way to the dungeon. Kuro was bound to a mobile table set up next to the spanking bench. She was gagged and blindfolded as Becky used a flogger in her left hand, and a crop in her right. Kuro’s body had a number of small bruises where Becky had marked her. 
 
      
 
    “Gothy, are you going to be a bit?” Alvin asked. 
 
      
 
    “Almost done, Hero,” Becky said as she gave Kuro a few more strikes with each toy. Stepping back, Becky smiled at her handiwork. “I really enjoy having my own toy.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ve been meaning to ask,” Alvin said as he put his arms around Becky from behind. “That first night, she did consent to being treated like this, correct?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” Becky murmured. “She knew she’d been bad, and when I asked if she was ready for her punishment, she readily accepted. That was when I found out that the Queen’s Elves do similar things to those who are bound to them who incur displeasure. Kuro was raised to accept this as punishment, and as sometimes happens, she has found that pleasure can be found this way, too.” 
 
      
 
    “I was worried you might have just used her,” Alvin said, “which would have made it abuse.” 
 
      
 
    “No, Hero. I wouldn’t do that,” Becky said quickly. “Once I knew she liked this kind of play, I used the collar to make her tell me her needs and limits. She doesn’t like it when blood happens, so I do my best to make sure that I don’t break her skin.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay,” Alvin said, kissing at her neck. “Now it’s time to play with my gothic temptress.” 
 
      
 
    “Hmm, yes,” Becky murmured. 
 
      
 
    “Move the table over in front of the padded bench,” Alvin told her. “You’re going to please her while I play with you.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Hero,” Becky said, quickly getting Kuro positioned. 
 
      
 
    Once Becky was ready and buckled to the bench, Alvin leaned against her back. “No orgasms until Mousie has three, Gothy,” Alvin said, positioning himself to bring the flogger down across Becky’s upper back. 
 
      
 
    Alvin took his time, making sure each blow was light enough to not cause real damage as he covered Becky’s back and thighs with strikes. After each hit, he would gently run his hand over the area, murmuring calming words to her. Anytime Becky started to flag in her attentions to Kuro’s sex, Alvin would use his bare hand to swat her across the ass and tell her to focus. 
 
      
 
    Alvin wasn’t sure how long he played with them, but eventually, Kuro finally released for the third time. As soon as she did, Becky cried out, her long overdue orgasm finally coming. Putting the flogger away, Alvin went to Kuro and unbuckled her, taking the gag away. Leaning down, he whispered in her ear, “Go clean your Matriarch up, Mousie.” She got off the table and crawled under Becky. 
 
      
 
    Grabbing a crop, Alvin went back to the table. Gagging Becky with the same one Kuro had just been wearing, he began to land stinging blows on her ass with the crop. Kuro startled backward at the first blow, but seeing the caring smile on Alvin’s face, went back to her task. Each blow made her flinch for a bit, until she was able to ignore them. 
 
      
 
    Becky’s eyes were rolling in her head as Alvin and Kuro played with her. A hazy happiness settled over her as the sting faded and she drifted on a cloud. 
 
      
 
    “Cum again for me, Gothy,” the words barely intruded on her daze, but her body responded immediately. 
 
      
 
    Kuro lapped up the fresh offering with eagerness, hoping her Matriarch was pleased with her. Alvin started to put things away and get Becky undone. He knelt down next to Kuro as he unbuckled Becky’s legs. 
 
      
 
    “Mousie, Gothy was using a suitcase for you. Did you want to go into that tonight, or would you rather join us in the bed?” 
 
      
 
    Kuro looked up with a torn expression for a long moment, before the single word came out, barely audible. “Bed.” 
 
      
 
    “You know where it is. Go get it ready for me to lay Gothy down,” Alvin said softly as he stood up. 
 
      
 
    Kuro got to her feet and, with wobbly steps, headed for the bedroom. Alvin waited a moment for her to leave before putting his lips next to Becky’s ear. “Ready to snuggle with your Mousie and be held by your Hero?” 
 
      
 
    “Mmm,” Becky mumbled, reaching out for him with one hand. 
 
      
 
    Carefully, Alvin got her into his arms and carried her to the bed. Kuro was leaning against the wall and had the blankets pulled back. Placing Becky onto the bed, Alvin got her situated and stepped back. “This is your spot, Mousie,” he said, patting the bed next to Becky. 
 
      
 
    Kuro gave him a hesitant look, but climbed into bed dutifully. Becky’s questing hand quickly found Kuro and pulled her into an embrace. Alvin chuckled as he pulled the blankets up over them. Going around the bed, he climbed in and snuggled up behind Becky. 
 
      
 
    Becky was snoring long before Alvin finally found sleep. Sharing is caring, Alvin thought as he drifted to sleep. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Sixteen 
 
      
 
    Alvin woke to the sound of voices and the smell of food. Rubbing his eyes clear, he found himself alone in bed. He turned over and saw both women, wearing only aprons, in the kitchen. Becky was teaching Kuro how to cook. 
 
      
 
    Alvin just lay there watching them. The differences were obvious and appealing in their own ways: thick and juicy versus slender and flexible. Many men would kill Alvin to be where he currently was, he had no doubts about that. 
 
      
 
    After a few minutes of watching them, a thought finally ticked over in his head. The game was supposed to have changed all over again this morning. Alvin sighed in exasperation, catching Kuro’s attention. Becky followed her gaze to see Alvin lounging in the bed. 
 
      
 
    “Just going to lay there and watch us?” Becky asked with a raised eyebrow. 
 
      
 
    “It’s a compelling sight,” Alvin said as he finally started to get up. “I mean, yin and yang in almost every way.” 
 
      
 
    Becky’s smile faltered for a second, but Alvin shook his head. “Silly Gothy,” Alvin said as he went to her. “I told you the other day, and I will keep telling you: you are what perfection looks like to me.” Pulling her into a hug, he kissed her softly. 
 
      
 
    When they broke the kiss, Becky was flushed. “You make me feel… so awkward sometimes.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, I know,” Alvin smiled. “I see you both had a shower already, so I’m going to go grab one myself.” 
 
      
 
    “We should be done with food by that point,” Becky told him. “We’ll get dressed so Jarvis can fill us in on what’s changed.” 
 
      
 
    “Sounds like a good idea,” Alvin said as he headed for the bathroom. 
 
      
 
    He didn’t even look at me once he got out of bed, Kuro thought as Alvin walked away. An angry spark burned in her chest for a moment… Jealousy? I’m not jealous of Matriarch Gothy, am I? 
 
      
 
    Becky turned back to see the conflicted look on Kuro’s face, and an evil smile curled up her lips. “Feeling a bit left out, Mousie? Wanted to feel those arms around you, did you?” 
 
      
 
    Eyes snapping to Becky, Kuro looked around. “No, of cours—” 
 
      
 
    “Truth only,” Becky said firmly. 
 
      
 
    “Yes… and I don’t know why,” Kuro hissed. “He is male, he is evil.” 
 
      
 
    “Hero is certainly both of those things,” Becky said, coming to stand at Kuro’s side as they continued to fix breakfast. “He would look at you more if you weren’t so fearful and hateful of him. You’ll have to earn the right to feel his love, though.” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t want that,” Kuro said, but the words seemed to twist as she said them. 
 
      
 
    “Conflicted on what you want,” Becky said with a knowing nod. “I know what that feels like, I’ve been there. You’ll come around in time.” 
 
      
 
    Kuro remained silent as she stirred the eggs in the pan. I don’t want him touching me… I don’t want… his arms holding me, his lips kissing me. I’m no mewling child. I don’t need a man to make me feel. Kuro kept her thoughts bottled tight as she focused on the food in front of her. 
 
      
 
    Twenty minutes later, they were done eating. Alvin was washing the dishes while Becky got another pot of coffee going. Jarvis retrieved the two bags that held the items he had separated to either keep or sell. 
 
      
 
    Once everyone was back at the table, Jarvis cleared his throat. “As you know, the world changed again last night. This time, there has been a complete overhaul of major components, affecting every world. Natives of each world received knowledge of the changes via dreams. Rulers of the different worlds know how to create kiosks, and will no longer be as limited. These kiosks can still be connected to a player’s network by the player or an Envoy from a settlement. Before you ask: Envoy is a job, a very dangerous job, much like Trader will be.” 
 
      
 
    “Everything changes?” Alvin asked bluntly. 
 
      
 
    “A complete overhaul. This is part of what they have been working on, but they were waiting on feedback from above regarding which way to take the system: more realistic or more game-like. Feedback from the viewers indicated a strong desire for more game-like, so this is the system we will be stuck with.” Jarvis sipped at his coffee, grimacing. “Note to self, tea is better than coffee.” 
 
      
 
    “Damned Brits,” Becky snickered. 
 
      
 
    Ignoring the jab, Jarvis continued speaking. “Armor is different. The base idea of absorbing damage stays the same, but the way it covers the body changed. A slot system has been implemented. It will be easier to explain if you pull up your character information.” 
 
      
 
    Alvin did as Jarvis suggested, looking at an older style character sheet with slots for equippable gear. Slots for the head, torso, legs, hands, and feet, along with five slots for accessories. At the bottom, it showed a number of spots for bags. He currently had three open slots, with two more slots greyed out. 
 
      
 
    Examining each spot, he found his normal clothing filling the regular slots, and his duster and Kevlar taking up two of the accessory spots. It didn’t show any of his undergarments on the page. The very top of the page held outfit tabs: only one was lit, while the others were greyed out. 
 
      
 
    “Okay, I can see it. What does it all mean, Jarvis?” 
 
      
 
    “It should be fairly self-explanatory. The slots for clothing are not clothing, but armor. If miss were to put her horns back on, it would provide armor to her entire head again. If she put on the horns and the cap, only one of them would be in her head slot. The other would go into one of her accessory spots, so both would give her armor to her head.” 
 
      
 
    “So we can stack armor by using the accessory spots?” Becky asked puzzled. “That seems broken as hell.” 
 
      
 
    “Then you wouldn’t be able to equip anything else to the accessory spots, like glyphs,” Jarvis said simply. “They will probably be balancing the system for some time, but this is going to be the rough framework it all resides on. Currently, if you have multiple spots covering the body, incoming damage will eat through the appropriate accessory items before your equipped armor.” 
 
      
 
    “How does that work if we have normal clothing we want to wear?” Becky asked. 
 
      
 
    “You can wear any clothing you want. It is purely decorative, and will go away with a focused thought. Your equipped armor will be displayed over it, as will any accessories you have. In your case, your armor is your clothing, so it isn’t a problem, but clothing with upgrade slots is no longer available. They wanted to separate armor and clothing completely, so when you aren’t geared up, you could wear anything.” 
 
      
 
    “What about our clothing having pocket slots?” Becky asked. 
 
      
 
    “They still work as intended. If you put your jacket into your corset, it leaves the accessory slot. When you bring it back out, it will equip into a slot if you have one open. Otherwise, it will be decorative clothing only and have no effect on your defense. They figure most people will stop using the pocket runes for clothing or armor, since bags have been settled.” 
 
      
 
    “The bag spots?” Alvin said, using that to segue to the next subject. 
 
      
 
    “As you can see, there are a total of five bag slots available. These bags become soul bound, and you are stuck with them. I would suggest only using large scale bags with ample storage, because if you want to remove them, you will need to buy an item from the store. It isn’t cheap… for most people. The bags exist in a quasi-pocket dimension; they just give you space to store things, and stop being physical bags once you link them. If you unlink them, they become physical bags, with any item in the spots associated to that bag.” 
 
      
 
    Brow furrowing, Alvin grunted. “Sounds old school MMO to me.” 
 
      
 
    “That is a decent analogy, sir. It is very similar to the way some older games had storage items shown. To retrieve an item or place it into a bag, you simply think of performing the action and stick your hand out. It will happen almost as fast as drawing your pistol, but not as fast as summoning from your gloves.” 
 
      
 
    “That does provide a huge advantage for getting to medkits faster,” Alvin nodded. “Go ahead with the next bit, Jarvis.” 
 
      
 
    “If you didn’t note the keyring in the lower right corner of your character screen, I will point it out to you now. Sir, you will notice the Humvee key and the Mustang key on that ring, as well as the key that gives you access to this base. If you will think of removing the key to Ruffian, please.” 
 
      
 
    Alvin did as requested and the key appeared in his hand. “Okay.” 
 
      
 
    “Hand it to miss,” Jarvis said simply. 
 
      
 
    Puzzled, Alvin handed the key to Becky. She took it, blinked, then tapped something invisible to them. “I’m now the owner of Ruffian,” Becky grinned. “Thank you, Jarvis.” 
 
      
 
    “You are welcome, miss,” Jarvis said. “Now, focus on the keyring and ask for a duplicate key.” 
 
      
 
    Becky frowned for a second before a key appeared in her hand. “Okay?” 
 
      
 
    “If you give that to Alvin, he will also be able to drive Ruffian. Sir, you should also give her a key for the Humvee. I know it doesn’t actually use keys, but that is what makes the vehicle yours. No one can drive it without the key in their keyring.” 
 
      
 
    The two of them exchanged keys, and Alvin pulled up an extra key to his base, holding it out to Becky. “What about the base key?” 
 
      
 
    “It gives people access to your base, and yes, the whole base system has also been reworked. I’ll get there in a moment. I would suggest giving one to Mousie, as well.” 
 
      
 
    Alvin was already doing that, and gave Jarvis an eye roll. “You don’t say?” 
 
      
 
    “You can have five people in your base at a time at the default size,” Jarvis said, ignoring Alvin’s comment. “I do not count toward this limit as I can never leave the base. Currently, there are three of five people here, which means you can give keys to two more people before you would need to buy extra access.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh fucking joy, microtransactions,” Alvin grumbled. 
 
      
 
    “In a way, sir. But as there is only XP for currency and you can’t spend money to get more, it functions more as a gated access.” 
 
      
 
    “How did the base change?” Becky asked, wanting to know more. 
 
      
 
    “It is similar to before. You can buy more rooms and modify them as you wish, for XP. But now, you can buy specific functions for your base. An auto shop so your vehicles can be repaired and upgraded, or a gunsmithy for repairs or upgrades to your weapons, and several other specialist options. You will also need to have someone who can do those jobs in the base.” 
 
      
 
    “But everyone gets kicked from the base when I leave,” Alvin grumbled. 
 
      
 
    “Not anymore, sir,” Jarvis said. “The base is now an operations center and retreat. Only players have access to call the doorways for them, but once a doorway is open, anyone with a key can come and go. The doorway stays until it is summoned in a different location, and it no longer needs an existing door to work. However, everyone can see the glowing archway and will know where you are coming and going from.” 
 
      
 
    “Good and bad in that,” Alvin said. 
 
      
 
    “Indeed,” Jarvis said. “One of the rooms you can buy is a kiosk room. It will do everything a normal kiosk can do and is connected to your network. Much like the settlement kiosks, you can unlock extra functions, such as shipping items with it.” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll have to buy one of those,” Alvin snorted. 
 
      
 
    “I would also suggest separating the bedroom from the kitchen area, sir. It will make things much easier once you have more people for your base. You can also purchase normal rooms that they can then outfit for themselves.” 
 
      
 
    “That sounds like a good idea,” Alvin said. “Not sure who’ll pledge—” 
 
      
 
    “That has been changed,” Jarvis interrupted him. “The powers of Leader and Contracted have been removed, as it was considered a hindrance to grouping. You can hand your base key to anyone. As for grouping, as long as the intent to fight as a group is there, the system will consider you all a party, dividing XP and loot accordingly. Loot will now go to your bags automatically.” 
 
      
 
    Becky touched her neck with fearful eyes, but Alvin shook his head. “She still has her tattoo.” 
 
      
 
    “Indeed, miss and Mousie are special cases,” Jarvis chuckled drily. “The developers were cursing your name quite extensively last night. The vows associated with the previous Leader/Contracted system have been reworked as Vows. It is the primary way to pledge yourself to another being. For all intents and purposes, you three are married.” 
 
      
 
    Becky, Alvin, and Kuro just sat there for a long moment blinking, shocked at what had just been dropped on them. “All three of us?” Becky asked first. 
 
      
 
    “Indeed, miss,” Jarvis said. “It looks very much like a very acute triangle, as Kuro and Alvin are not as connected as you are to both of them, and you and he are much closer than you and her. It isn’t an exact analogy, but that is the easiest way to explain it.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m married… to him?” Kuro’s voice was faint, her face looking slightly ill. 
 
      
 
    “Indeed, Mousie. You are married to miss and sir,” Jarvis said. 
 
      
 
    “You come second,” Becky told her firmly. 
 
      
 
    Wanting to shift the topic some, Alvin coughed. “Vows equal marriage?” 
 
      
 
    “Not always, sir,” Jarvis said. “If you met a powerful entity, you could Vow to it. Depending on the Vow, it might be able to do beneficial things for you.” 
 
      
 
    “Would a native shaman calling on Brother Owl qualify?” 
 
      
 
    “Indeed, sir,” Jarvis nodded. “That is a type of veneration, and could be seen as a Vow.” 
 
      
 
    “The gods are going to be a real thing going forward, then,” Becky said. 
 
      
 
    “I can’t say,” Jarvis said blandly. 
 
      
 
    “So what else changed that we need to know about?” Alvin asked. 
 
      
 
    “The crafting system was reworked slightly,” Jarvis replied. “The amount of time to finish a project is directly related to how much XP it would cost. Various crafting Powers can help mitigate the time needed.” 
 
      
 
    “Is it a matter of needing the components and knowing the blueprint?” Alvin asked. 
 
      
 
    “It is,” Jarvis nodded. “The crafter will enter a trance state as they work, which can be paused if they need to interrupt a craft for any reason. That, however, will also pause the timer for crafting the item.” 
 
      
 
    “What does that feel like to the crafter?” Kuro asked. 
 
      
 
    Jarvis looked at her for a moment, before he replied slowly. “To explain it best, for you specifically, it would be that moment you lose yourself in a Dance.” 
 
      
 
    “For us?” Alvin said. 
 
      
 
    “Vegging out to music,” Jarvis said. “Time passes, but you are only vaguely aware.” 
 
      
 
    “Hmm, interesting,” Becky said. “That would make things difficult for crafters if they’re in dangerous areas.” 
 
      
 
    “Indeed, miss, it does hamper their ability to know what is happening around them, but someone saying their name will pull them out of the trance.” 
 
      
 
    “Before we get too much more involved,” Alvin said, getting to his feet, “maybe we should see about upgrading and rearranging the base.” 
 
      
 
    “I would suggest that, sir,” Jarvis said with a strained smile. 
 
      
 
    “Give me a pad, then,” Alvin said. 
 
      
 
    “I will point out sir, that the pad in the base can only be used for purchasing items for the base as of today. Nor can you get pads while in the vehicles anymore,” Jarvis said, producing a pad for him and another for Becky. 
 
      
 
    “Fucking devs,” Becky grumbled as she began to look over options for the base. 
 
      
 
    “Always finding a way to make things difficult,” Alvin agreed. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Seventeen 
 
      
 
    It took Alvin a while to go over all the options, even with Becky’s help. The kiosk room was a no brainer as far as Alvin was concerned, though he wondered why it was given an entire room. Jarvis had just smiled but remained silent, giving Alvin the idea that there was more to it than he thought. 
 
      
 
    “Looks like the kiosk is a must,” Becky agreed. “I wonder if more things will unlock once we pick it up?” 
 
      
 
    “We might as well find out,” Alvin said as he was about to push the button. 
 
      
 
    “Before you start adding stuff, maybe we should see about rearranging the base,” Becky said. “It won’t cost much, and it would be better to have the layout ready for whatever we add.” 
 
      
 
    “Fair enough,” Alvin said, setting the kiosk room aside and going to the interior decorator tab. “Let’s see, we need another large room… we should move Jarvis’ bedroom and enlarge it, add a smaller bathroom for him and whoever else needs it...” Mumbling as he went, Alvin purchased the rooms he needed, then went back the interior decorator tab. 
 
      
 
    With a few clicks, Alvin had it all arranged the way he wanted and clicked accept. The bed against the wall vanished, as did the archways to the dungeon and bathroom. The suite expanded, gaining upgraded kitchen and dining areas. Sofas and chairs replaced the bed, and various doors appearing in the walls indicated other rooms.  
 
      
 
    Becky looked over the reworked space with a critical eye. “Leaving the entertainment center in here?” 
 
      
 
    “There’s a better one in our room, along with some new additions,” Alvin said. “Jarvis, your room is off the kitchen.” 
 
      
 
    “I appreciate the thought, sir.” 
 
      
 
    “What happened to the old kitchen equipment?” Becky asked. 
 
      
 
    “I got cost value in the upgrade,” Alvin said, “which was nice because otherwise, I wouldn’t have bothered. Let’s go check our new rooms.” 
 
      
 
    Alvin opened the door opposite the kitchen, leading Becky and Kuro into the room beyond. This was a bedroom, easily as large as the main room had become. The far wall was dominated by a large bed. Becky slowed as she took in details, smiling in appreciation. The four-poster bed featured a cage built into the base, within which she could see a mattress, pillows, and blankets. At the foot of the bed, a set of metal stocks were open and ready for use and each pillar supporting the canopy had several handy attachment points. 
 
      
 
    “Hero, is this for me?” Becky asked as she walked forward slowly, touching the frame in awe. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, and the cage is for Mousie,” Alvin said, glancing at the Elf. “It’s not as confining as the suitcase, but you’ll be close to Gothy.” 
 
      
 
    “Mousie, do you like your new safe space?” Becky asked, unlatching the door to the crawl space with a smile. 
 
      
 
    Kuro bit her lip but went to Becky, crawling into the cage. When Becky closed the door, Alvin motioned to a button set in one post. Becky frowned, but pushed the button. Metal shutters slid closed around the base of the bed, blocking off Kuro’s cage. Becky also heard the thunk of a bolt as the cage door locked. 
 
      
 
    Alvin couldn’t help smirking as Becky looked at him in surprise. “She likes enclosed spaces, you said.” 
 
      
 
    “Gothy, may I come out?” Kuro’s was muffled from under the bed. 
 
      
 
    Becky pushed the button again, retracting the shutters and bolt, then opened the door to let Kuro out. Kneeling beside Becky, Kuro whispered to her. 
 
      
 
    Becky laughed and pushed Kuro against the bed, kissing her. Alvin shook his head as he continued checking out the new arrangement. Opening one door revealed the dungeon, which he had upgraded with sound dampening walls. Crossing the bedroom, where Becky and Kuro were still locked in a kiss, he looked over the bathroom. He’d only made a few changes there, rearranging things so people using the toilet and bidet had a bit more privacy.  
 
      
 
    Coming back out to the bedroom, he saw Kuro and Becky getting to their feet. “Thank you for the gift, Hero, from both of us.” 
 
      
 
    “Anything for my gothic temptress,” Alvin said. “You’re welcome, too, Kuro. I hope this shows that I care in my own way.” Not waiting for a reply, he went back to the main room. “Jarvis, how do you like your room?” 
 
      
 
    “Very spacious sir, thank you,” Jarvis said. “I just need to find a way to give it some personality.” 
 
      
 
    “Use one of the pads and pick out a few thousand XP worth of stuff,” Alvin said. “I’ll see about some kind of wage for you, since you’re going to be stuck here cleaning things up.” 
 
      
 
    Blinking and obviously at a loss for words, Jarvis bowed before he moved toward the kitchen. “Have you decided where to add the kiosk room, sir?” Jarvis asked. 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” Alvin said, picking up a pad and setting an archway in one wall. “That’s the entrance to the base.” He tapped the pad again and a door appeared a few feet away on the same wall. “That’s the kiosk room.” 
 
      
 
    Alvin set the pad down and went to the new room with everyone else following him. He frowned when he walked inside. It was empty, except for the kiosk sitting against the far wall. 
 
      
 
    Going to it, he found that it only had access to Earth. “Why can’t I access the Elven store?” 
 
      
 
    “Because you don’t have an Elven settlement linked to it yet, sir,” Jarvis answered. 
 
      
 
    “Something to do,” Alvin said. Checking the message part of the kiosk, he found five letters waiting for him: one from Ohm, one from Gary, one from Wild Bill, and two from the auction house. Both of the messages from the auction houses had the XP for selling the items, in the form of XP tokens. The tokens clattered into the bottom of the kiosk when he opened those messages, then he read the notes from the three settlements. 
 
      
 
    His smile dimmed as he read. Becky came over to him, and seeing his expression, touched his shoulder. “What’s the matter?” 
 
      
 
    “Green River is doing fine, mostly. They lost some people to mutated animals; they got careless according to Bill. The river had a fish thing that pulled the bridge out of town and tore down the rail bridge. Everything near the river is pretty fucked up, because the thing seemed to be able to spend a little time out of water. Bill is putting together a group to go deal with it.” 
 
      
 
    “Doesn’t sound different than anywhere else,” Becky said. 
 
      
 
    “The compound was attacked by a wyvern from the Rockies,” Alvin went on, “and they lost a dozen people. I’m thinking Green River is close to the Draconian Gate.” 
 
      
 
    “That means they’ll probably see even more of those attacks,” Becky added grimly. 
 
      
 
    “Bill is setting up a more defensive posture, but since the game changed when we were in Beatty, it’s a lot slower than before.” 
 
      
 
    “Are we going back that way?” Becky asked. 
 
      
 
    “Once we finish up here, we can,” Alvin nodded. “Would be good to get the guns looked at by Bill.” 
 
      
 
    Alvin grabbed the two XP tokens from the kiosk and used them. He stared at his total, blinking in surprise. “Damn.” 
 
      
 
    “Not as much as you thought?” Becky asked. 
 
      
 
    “A lot more than I’d thought,” Alvin snorted. “Even after upgrading the base, I still have a few hundred thousand XP. Gary’s group was a big chunk of that, with the two drakes and the dragon. Add in the one from the refinery that Ohm got too, and I’m flush.” 
 
      
 
    “Base upgrades or other?” Becky asked him. 
 
      
 
    “I’m going to see what I can afford for the base that makes sense for right now. After I do that, we’ll see where I stand.” 
 
      
 
    “Sounds good,” Becky said. “Let me at the kiosk until you make up your mind.” 
 
      
 
    “Be back,” Alvin said, trailed by Jarvis as he left the room. 
 
      
 
    “Mousie, come here. We’re going to see about upgrading you,” Becky said as she started to use the kiosk. 
 
      
 
    Heading back to the pad in the main room, Alvin went to the kiosk section first. “Over seven hundred thousand XP from wiping out an army and deals for skinning beasts. What can I do?” 
 
      
 
    “You could easily afford some of the crafting rooms,” Jarvis said, “or an automated room, though those tend not to be as useful as the crafting rooms with someone in them.” 
 
      
 
    “Automated rooms?” Alvin frowned. “I don’t recall seeing automated rooms.” 
 
      
 
    “You need to have bought the base room first,” Jarvis coughed. 
 
      
 
    “I really hate not being able to see every upgrade path available. Hell, not even seeing the first set of upgrades is annoying as shit.” 
 
      
 
    “I understand, sir,” Jarvis said, going to the kitchen to make some tea. “One of the automated rooms might do something useful, like repair vehicles…” Jarvis was in the middle of filling a tea pot at the sink when he froze mid-sentence. 
 
      
 
    “Time out for you for being helpful,” Alvin sighed, glad Jarvis was over the sink when he froze, or he might have made a real mess. “Fucking devs.” 
 
      
 
    Flipping through the rooms, he got to the auto shop and whistled at the fifty thousand XP price for the base room. How would that even work? How would Ruffian, much less the Humvee, fit through the doorway? Shaking his head, he saw Jarvis shaking himself to life again. 
 
      
 
    “Welcome back,” Alvin said as he took a seat at the table. “How does the auto shop work? I didn’t think the vehicles could fit through the archway?” 
 
      
 
    “If you are in the vehicle when you toggle the button, it will open an archway large enough to admit it.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay, that makes a bit more sense. Do they get an archway directly to the shop?” 
 
      
 
    “Of course, sir. It would make little sense for them to appear in the living area.” 
 
      
 
    “Thanks, Jarvis,” Alvin snorted. “You belong on team asshole.” 
 
      
 
    “I believe so, too, sir,” Jarvis said, setting a cup of tea next to Alvin. 
 
      
 
    Alvin bought the auto shop, setting it up to have a doorway off the kiosk room. He chuckled when he heard a startled gasp from Kuro. Focusing on the pad again, he noticed the auto shop room had its own tab, so he went to it. A slew of new options scrolled off the page. With a deep sigh, Alvin sipped his tea as he began to look through the list. 
 
      
 
    “Thanks for the tea, Jarvis,” Alvin said absently. 
 
      
 
    “I shall endeavor to serve,” Jarvis replied. “I have the same requirements a human does now, so I will ask you to restock the kitchen, sir. I will also be keeping an eye on you when you aren’t here, so I can have food and sundries ready for you upon your return.” 
 
      
 
    “Understood,” Alvin muttered, taking his time to look over each option. 
 
      
 
    It took him an hour, and by that time, Becky had come out to join him at the table with Kuro trailing behind her. “I got my Nimbleness increased to match yours,” Becky said as she took a seat. “Mousie got an extra point of Hardiness and I used some XP to pick up an Extra Life for her.” 
 
      
 
    Looking up from the pad, Alvin blinked, seeing that Becky had slimmed down a shade more. She was still a very plump woman, but she was more slender than she had been. Kuro’s skin seemed to have a slightly healthier sheen to it. “Want to keep your toy around a bit longer, hmm?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” Becky nodded. 
 
      
 
    “You look as ravishing as always,” Alvin said, looking into Becky’s cerulean gaze. 
 
      
 
    Lips curling in a smile, Becky leaned forward. “Thank you.” 
 
      
 
    “Just stating facts as I see them,” Alvin replied. “I told you how I felt about your body changing before.” 
 
      
 
    Becky looked away. “I know… it’s just different to hear it afterwards.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll keep telling you,” Alvin said. “I still think you’re going to be a very curvy woman even if we max out your stats.” 
 
      
 
    “I hope so,” Becky smiled as she looked back at him. “I checked the new room. It’s empty.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s going to be an auto shop,” Alvin said. “I’m grabbing the last few touches for it now.” 
 
      
 
    “Won’t we need a mechanic?” Becky asked. 
 
      
 
    “Nope,” Alvin grinned as he purchased the upgrades. “Let’s go look at it now.” 
 
      
 
    The entire group went to the auto shop. It was stocked with tools, both manual and power. A large lift took up one side of the room, with a smaller one on the other side. Going over to the large cutout archway that looked like it could be a garage door, Alvin hit two buttons. A swirl of light filled the shop, and when it faded, the Mustang and the Humvee now sat on their respective lifts. 
 
      
 
    “How do we get them out of here?” Becky asked. 
 
      
 
    “When we go to leave, the archway will become our portal,” Alvin told her. “But wait, there’s more!” he added, sounding like an infomercial host. Flicking a switch next to the buttons caused a set of mechanical arms to come out of the ceiling and begin lightly touching each vehicle. 
 
      
 
    “Okay, what do those do?” 
 
      
 
    “What a mechanic would do: fix them,” Alvin grinned. 
 
      
 
    “How much did that cost?” Becky asked as the lifts began to raise the vehicles off the floor. 
 
      
 
    “All told, a bit over three hundred thousand,” Alvin said. Becky stared at him with a stunned expression, so he continued. “It ate up all the profit from our deals with the settlement for hides, but now the cars will regain point zero one percent of their maximum armor every hour. That can be upgraded, but I’m holding off for now.” 
 
      
 
    “So expensive,” Becky finally said. 
 
      
 
    “Indeed, miss. Most players wouldn’t be able to think about this upgrade for some time yet,” Jarvis agreed. “Sir also made sure that the repairs included the gun for the Humvee. While it is only a small amount per hour, it will add up in time.” 
 
      
 
    “Not the way we use it,” Becky said. 
 
      
 
    “I still have a good chunk of XP left,” Alvin told her. “I can increase this or I can see about getting some of the other rooms, but those will require crafters.” 
 
      
 
    “We can hold off, then,” Becky said. 
 
      
 
    “Point,” Alvin said. “I’m going to raise my Aptitude to match yours, so we’ll be evenly matched on all our stats. After that, we should head back to Kuro’s world. We have some things to do before we can head home.” 
 
      
 
    Becky smiled at him. “We’re already home.” 
 
      
 
    “Fair enough,” Alvin smiled back at her. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Eighteen 
 
      
 
    Alvin had Becky take all the stuff to sell to the kiosk. Once she was done with that, he took a few of the common shield glyphs and put them up for auction. Setting the buyout option to ten thousand each, he set the starting bid to one thousand for the full week the item could be up for bid. After he had everything set, he stopped just before finalizing them as a thought struck him. 
 
      
 
    “Jarvis, the auction part of the kiosk—” 
 
      
 
    “Is connected to every kiosk, sir. It is not just those in a particular world, nor on a player’s network,” Jarvis replied, not waiting for Alvin to finish the sentence. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you,” Alvin said as he finalized the auctions. Once they were up, he sent messages to Ohm, Shawn, and Bill that the glyphs were there in case they wanted to bid on them. 
 
      
 
    “Sir,” Jarvis said, extending a book, “you asked me to write this last night.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, the explanation. Does it matter now? They said they were doing dreams for everyone not of Earth.” 
 
      
 
    “Indeed, though I do believe my writing is a bit more detailed than what they did, sir.” 
 
      
 
    Alvin put the book into the slot and began to walk through the uploading process. “I figure two hundred fifty XP is good enough for the kiosk version,” Alvin said. “What does it cost to make the one-off books?” 
 
      
 
    “That button there will let you know,” Jarvis said, pointing. 
 
      
 
    Touching the button, Alvin winced at the figures on the screen. “Five hundred XP? What the fuck?” 
 
      
 
    “The extra XP cost is for the system to generate the book; you will get nothing extra from it. As it is, you only get fifty XP for the digital book if read via the kiosk.” 
 
      
 
    Alvin looked through the store and found the basic books for all crafts at five thousand each for single-use books. “A tenth of a craft book. I guess that’s fine, because it doesn’t do anything but give general knowledge.” Going back, he signed off on the books to be added to the store. He purchased a score of them, putting fifteen to the side of the kiosk and five into his bags. 
 
      
 
    “Going to store the rest here, sir?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll move them out of the way later.” 
 
      
 
    “Thanks, Jarvis.” He looked over at Becky. “Got everything?” Alvin asked her as he stepped away from the kiosk. 
 
      
 
    “I need to replace a medkit,” Kuro said softly to Becky. “I don’t have any XP left, not after getting the Extra Life.” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll be right there, Hero,” Becky said, stepping back up to the kiosk to get a medkit for Kuro. 
 
      
 
    Kuro backed away as he walked past, making Alvin sigh. It seemed that he and Kuro were going to have a long and bumpy road to travel. Making his way to the garage, Alvin flicked the switch on the wall. The robotic arms stopped fussing with the vehicles and retreated into the ceiling. 
 
      
 
    Alvin climbed into the Humvee, switching it to ready so he could start the engine. Smiling at Becky as she and Kuro got into the Mustang, he started the Humvee. The deep rumble of the diesel engine was shortly joined by the purr of the Mustang. Toggling the switch on his UI, the wall behind the vehicles became a glowing arch that they could both easily fit through. 
 
      
 
    Motioning to Becky, he waited for the Mustang to vanish into the glow before following her. The transition from base to road was instantaneous once he was halfway through the archway. He stopped suddenly, just behind the Mustang. Becky and Kuro were getting out of the car, and Alvin saw that they were in front of the inn. Killing the engine, he got out to join the other two. 
 
      
 
    “That was easy enough,” Alvin said. 
 
      
 
    “I was wondering if you were going to appear in front of or behind me,” Becky said. “You came out behind me… I wonder if that’s variable.” 
 
      
 
    “We can ask Jarvis when we go home,” Alvin said. 
 
      
 
    A cough drew their attention to the doorway of the inn. The Captain from the day before was standing there. “We wondered where you had gone to,” the guard said, the relief obvious on her face. 
 
      
 
    Alvin nodded slowly. “Did the lack of vehicles make someone nervous?” 
 
      
 
    Eye twitching, she looked at Becky. “Matriarch Bloodnight would like you to visit her at her home, Matriarch Gothy.” 
 
      
 
    “Hero asked you a question,” Becky said flatly to the Captain. 
 
      
 
    “There was some worry that you had left,” the Captain said after a pause. “We’ve been tasked with bringing you to the Matriarch, so the disappearance of your vehicles and your room being empty did cause some concern.” 
 
      
 
    “You went into our room?” Becky asked with a raised eyebrow. 
 
      
 
    “It was deemed necessary when your vehicles vanished,” the Captain replied, looking decidedly uncomfortable. 
 
      
 
    “Maybe we should leave,” Alvin said. “We should stop by Istel’s and Olmera’s first. They did ask us to.” 
 
      
 
    The Captain’s face went pale. “Please, reconsider the Matriarch’s request.” 
 
      
 
    “How is the Sergeant this morning?” Becky asked. 
 
      
 
    “She has been removed from the guard entirely and will be facing the Matriarch’s sentence for causing an incident with you,” the Captain replied. 
 
      
 
    “Matriarch first, then crafters before we head out?” Becky suggested. 
 
      
 
    “That would be fine,” Alvin nodded. “I want to see if Olmera can do anything for your coat. It got chewed up and looks a bit ragged from the back.” 
 
      
 
    “It’ll also let us see what she can do,” Becky nodded. 
 
      
 
    “Captain,” Alvin said. “We’ll head on over to Matriarch Bloodnight’s place.” 
 
      
 
    The sudden relief on the Captain’s face was shocking. “Thank you both.” 
 
      
 
    “I think Champion Skyfall must have confirmed the stories of how you decimated the King’s army,” Kuro said. 
 
      
 
    Becky looked at the Captain with a piercing gaze. “If we had refused, what would you have done?” 
 
      
 
    “I was told to bring you no matter the cost,” the Captain said, looking pale as she related the command. “Matriarch Bloodnight would not hear Champion Skyfall’s warning that it would be a disastrous idea.” 
 
      
 
    “Good to know,” Becky said. “I think we should take the Humvee, Hero.” 
 
      
 
    “That has merit,” Alvin said, his lips pursed as he considered the possibility that the Matriarch would do something so blindingly stupid. “How many are with you, Captain?” 
 
      
 
    “A platoon,” she said. “I shall have them fall in behind you.” 
 
      
 
    “You will be coming with us,” Becky said firmly. “Tell your Sergeant that your guards can return to their normal tasks. Once that’s done, you will be going with us in our vehicle to the Matriarch’s house.” 
 
      
 
    “My orders were to bring the platoon with me when I escort you,” the Captain said. 
 
      
 
    “You can do as I say, or we can see what happens,” Becky said with a smile. “We’ll explain the situation to Matriarch Bloodnight when we get there.” 
 
      
 
    Alvin could see the Captain going through best and worst case scenarios in her mind. Without another word, she turned on her heel and went into the inn. A moment later, the Captain returned with a frozen smile on her lips. “I’m ready.” 
 
      
 
    Alvin opened the door behind the driver’s seat. “Get in.” 
 
      
 
    “Mousie, you’re riding next to Hero. I’m going to keep our guest company in the back,” Becky said as she went around the Humvee. 
 
      
 
    Shutting the door behind the obviously uncertain Captain, Alvin got into the driver seat. Once Kuro was in, he got the Humvee started and backed up so he had the room to turn around. As he shifted the vehicle into drive, he watched the guards beginning to exit the inn, looking worriedly after them. 
 
      
 
    “Your guards seem worried for you,” Alvin said. 
 
      
 
    “I’m defying the Matriarch’s orders. I will be disciplined after you leave,” the Captain replied flatly. “It was that or watch my subordinates be mowed down like wheat by your weapons. As Champion Skyfall put it, you are like death walking through the masses without a concern.” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll see about that,” Becky said. “You were put into a no-win position by the Matriarch. I don’t care for the way you were told to deal with us. You can attract more flies with honey than vinegar.” 
 
      
 
    The Captain fell silent, but the manor wasn't far away. When they reached the gate, Alvin opened his window, addressing the six guards standing outside, “Open the gate.” 
 
      
 
    With a quick word to her subordinates, the leader of the detachment stepped toward the window. “Where is your honor guard?” 
 
      
 
    “We didn’t need them,” Alvin replied. The guard looked uncertain, then signaled for the gate to be opened. 
 
      
 
    Once the gates were opened, Alvin drove slowly to the door. He didn’t see another person moving around, unlike the other night. Parking the Humvee so it faced the gate, he got out after the other three. 
 
      
 
    “Captain, if you will take us to the Matriarch,” Becky ordered. 
 
      
 
    With a deep breath, the Captain led them to the door. A single knock caused the door to swing open, revealing two guards standing in the open doorway in full armor. “The visitors are here by request of the Matriarch.” 
 
      
 
    “If you three will follow me,” one of the guards said. 
 
      
 
    “No,” Becky said firmly. “The Captain is coming with us.” 
 
      
 
    “Those are not our orders,” the other guard said. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t give a single fuck,” Becky smiled. “These are my orders. She is coming with us. You have two options: let her, or we can leave.” 
 
      
 
    The first guard grimaced. “That is not necessary. Captain Shadowhand may accompany you to the meeting.” 
 
      
 
    “Glad to see we’re all on the same page,” Becky replied. 
 
      
 
    The group was led to a set of double doors further inside. The guard knocked once before opening the door a fraction to announce them. Bloodnight’s voice answered the announcement, telling the guard to bring them in. 
 
      
 
    Entering behind the others, Alvin noted Istel and Olmera amongst the twenty people seated at the table. Skyfall’s face was unreadable, but Bloodnight looked puzzled as the Captain followed them in. 
 
      
 
    “I didn’t request you, Captain,” Bloodnight said dismissively. 
 
      
 
    “I asked her to come,” Becky said bluntly. “We almost had an incident again less than an hour ago.” 
 
      
 
    Bloodnight looked displeased as her eyes fell on the Captain. “What did Captain Shadowhand, or one of her subordinates, do?” 
 
      
 
    “Nothing,” Becky replied coldly. “Shadowhand was under the impression that your request for our presence was not a request.” 
 
      
 
    Brow furrowed, Bloodnight looked from Becky, to Shadowhand, to Skyfall. “Did you give such an order?” 
 
      
 
    “The Captain must have misunderstood my intent,” Skyfall said with a shake of her head. “I told her that you were requested urgently, as we hoped that you could answer our questions about the dreams from last night. I had her take a small platoon as an honor guard to show our respect for you. Captain, did you misunderstand me?” 
 
      
 
    There was a brief pause before Shadowhand bowed low. “I did, Champion Skyfall. I shall turn myself over to the Matriarch’s justices for my error.” 
 
      
 
    “As you should,” Bloodnight snapped. “If you had caused them trouble—” 
 
      
 
    “She didn’t,” Becky said, cutting off the Matriarch. “I would commend Captain Shadowhand for her quick thinking and dedication to her subordinates.” 
 
      
 
    Bloodnight looked upset briefly and the others at the table looked shocked that someone had dared to talk over the Matriarch. Putting a professional smile in place, the Matriarch nodded. “If that is the case, I shall commend the Captain later. You are dismissed, Captain. Await my summons in the hall.” 
 
      
 
    “As you will it, Matriarch,” Shadowhand replied with a salute. She left quickly, shutting the doors behind her. 
 
      
 
    “Now that that is taken care of, will you join us?” Bloodnight asked, motioning to the two empty seats at the table. 
 
      
 
    Becky and Alvin took their seats while Kuro stood behind Becky. “Now that the people who can help us understand the dreams we had have arrived, maybe we can get some answers.” 
 
      
 
    “Your dreams were about the world being vastly different than it used to be,” Alvin said. “We explained some of this to Olmera and Istel yesterday.” 
 
      
 
    “We told those here the same as you told us,” Istel grumbled. “It is hard for them to accept.” 
 
      
 
    “More to the point, the dreams kept showing us a metallic device of some kind, calling it a kiosk,” another woman at the table added. “None of us have seen this thing before.” 
 
      
 
    “Because it hasn’t been placed yet,” Becky said. “The ruler of the settlement, in this case Matriarch Bloodnight, will have to set up the kiosk. Once she does, you’ll all be able to use it.” 
 
      
 
    “What if I set it here in this room?” Bloodnight asked. 
 
      
 
    “Then everyone would need to come here to use it, or you could monopolize it, but that will probably end badly for you,” Becky replied. 
 
      
 
    “You’ll be better off setting it up in a square, where the entire populace can get to it,” Alvin added. “The better off your people, the better off you and your town will be. Your old currency is about to be obsolete. The only thing the store will take in payment is XP, which has to be earned. Those that earn it can then spend it for things from the kiosk or from the crafters and the other businesses in town.” 
 
      
 
    “Silver, gold, currency— worth nothing?” a finely dressed woman scoffed. “How preposterous.” 
 
      
 
    “Believe what you want,” Alvin shrugged, “but if you don’t accept the new way of things, you’ll only hinder yourself. The metal isn’t worthless; it can be sold to the kiosk or to any crafter who can use it. The idea of coins or bars having any inherent monetary value is dead, though.” 
 
      
 
    “What would a man know of such things?” the woman sneered at him. 
 
      
 
    “More than a stuck-up bitch would,” Becky said sweetly. “If you don’t want to believe what you’re being told, then just wait for us to leave and keep doing things the way you have been.” 
 
      
 
    “How do I set up this kiosk?” Bloodnight asked. 
 
      
 
    “If you think about wanting to do so, there should be a small screen that will appear before you,” Alvin guessed. 
 
      
 
    Bloodnight’s eyes opened a bit wider. “That easily?” 
 
      
 
    “Once it’s placed, I doubt you can move it easily or cheaply, so pick wisely,” Alvin advised her. 
 
      
 
    “I have set the kiosk to be across the street from my manor,” Bloodnight said. “I do believe that is in front of your bank, Goldtouch.” 
 
      
 
    The woman who had sneered earlier frowned. “Why there?” 
 
      
 
    “So it is close at hand for me, and if you are right, then you will be able to laugh at everyone foolish enough to use it,” Bloodnight said with a smile. “It will also be a constant reminder if you are wrong.” 
 
      
 
    Goldtouch got to her feet. “I shall be leaving.” 
 
      
 
    Once the Elf left the room, Bloodnight cleared her throat. “I have asked our visitors to take Champion Skyfall to the Queen, to corroborate what the King has done and explain the changes to the world. The faster we adapt, the bigger the advantage we will have over the King.” 
 
      
 
    Alvin waited for the excited chatter to die down before he spoke up. “We’ll be leaving in a few hours, but we have business with Istel and Olmera before we go.” 
 
      
 
    “We can convene tomorrow to discuss things further,” Bloodnight said hastily. “Make sure they are taken care of. I will reimburse you, if need be,” she told the two crafters. 
 
      
 
    “I will meet you at the inn in an hour, if that is amenable?” Skyfall asked Becky. 
 
      
 
    “I’m sure that’ll be fine. We might run a little long, but we’ll probably be moving before noon. Find a place to stop about four hundred miles from here,” Becky said. “We’ll get you to the capital tomorrow, barring unforeseen issues.” 
 
      
 
    Everyone but Bloodnight and Skyfall looked shocked at the idea that they could travel to the capital by tomorrow. Bloodnight bowed her head. “I will have glyphs made for you by the time you return. Is this acceptable?” 
 
      
 
    “Works,” Alvin said. 
 
      
 
    “I call this meeting to an end, then,” Bloodnight said, getting to her feet. “We shall reconvene tomorrow morning. Learn all you can about how your craft works now.” 
 
      
 
    The others rose and bowed their heads to Bloodnight, beginning to file out. Istel and Olmera paused at the doorway, and Becky gave them a smile. “If you want to wait by the Humvee outside, we can give you a ride home.” 
 
      
 
    “I shall wait,” Istel quickly said, leaving the room. 
 
      
 
    “I will be waiting, as well,” Olmera said, following the more muscular Elf. 
 
      
 
    “I will be at the inn an hour from now,” Skyfall stated. “I just need to speak with the Matriarch and my soldiers, who arrived outside the gates last night.” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll be there,” Alvin said as he headed for the door. 
 
      
 
    “If we aren’t, just wait for us,” Becky added as she followed Alvin, with Kuro trailing her. 
 
      
 
    “Please send Captain Shadowhand in,” Bloodnight asked them as they left. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Nineteen 
 
      
 
    Olmera and Istel were examining the Humvee when the group emerged from the manor. “Where are the steeds for the vehicle,” Istel asked, “and why did you plate it with metal?” 
 
      
 
    “It doesn’t use steeds like you know them,” Alvin said. “The armor is for protection.” 
 
      
 
    “We can explain,” Becky said as she opened the back door. “Mousie, take the gunner spot.” Once Kuro got in, Becky turned to Olmera. “If you will take this seat?” 
 
      
 
    Hesitantly, Olmera got into the back of the Humvee. Once her legs were clear of the door, Becky shut it and went around to the passenger side. Istel was staring at Kuro and the gun, trying to understand the design. 
 
      
 
    “Istel, if you’ll take this seat,” Becky said, opening the front passenger door. 
 
      
 
    Climbing in, Istel turned to look behind her at the back seat. “It seems very cramped for a carriage.” 
 
      
 
    Once Becky had the front door shut, she and Alvin got in. Flipping the toggle to get the Humvee ready to start, Alvin chuckled. “It’s a vehicle of war, not a carriage,” Alvin explained before he started the engine. 
 
      
 
    Olmera and Istel looked apprehensive at the deep rumble that came from seemingly nowhere. Istel’s hand touched the dash. “It vibrates with power.” 
 
      
 
    “The power is what moves the vehicle,” Alvin explained as he put the Humvee into gear. “It’s a machine; no animals needed.” He got the vehicle moving slowly, so people could attempt to talk over the engine. Becky was explaining why Kuro was standing in the back to Olmera. 
 
      
 
    They arrived shortly at Olmera’s shop. Alvin let Becky know he would be back after he took Istel to her shop. With everyone else out, Alvin put the Humvee back into gear and proceeded to take Istel home. 
 
      
 
    “Did you get a better understanding of your crafting after yesterday?” 
 
      
 
    “I was able to make a short blade easily, and it was much faster than it used to be.” 
 
      
 
    Alvin pulled a book out of the air and held it out to her. “Here, take this. It will explain things a bit more. I do have a question for you: can you make Dancer’s Souls?” 
 
      
 
    “I was able to before the change, and I did focus on swords then, so I believe I will be able to now. Why do you ask?” she asked, taking the book from him. 
 
      
 
    “Since the Matriarch is going to reimburse you for your work for us, I want your best Dancer’s Souls. I would also like two warhammers or maces. Neither Gothy nor I have any experience with blades, but simple crushing weapons should be fine.” 
 
      
 
    Istel was silent for a long moment, and was still quiet when he came to a stop in front of her shop. “Only a Blade Dancer can wield a pair of Souls.” 
 
      
 
    “Kuro is a Dancer,” Alvin said. “She deserves better than she has. If you can make rare blades, that is.” 
 
      
 
    Eyebrow raising, Istel eyed him coolly. “Are you trying to insult me?” 
 
      
 
    “No. With the change in the system, I just don’t know if you can do rare items,” Alvin replied. “She already has uncommon blades, so they need to be better than those.” 
 
      
 
    “How long do I have?” Istel asked. 
 
      
 
    “At least four days,” Alvin replied. “It will take us today and tomorrow to get there. Maybe we spend a day or two, then a day and a half back here.” 
 
      
 
    “If you give me five days, I can promise you at least rare quality blades,” Istel said. “I have one set of them in the shop right now, but I would rather try making them fresh. My crafting book said I have chances to produce even better items than I could previously.” 
 
      
 
    “Works, and if the Matriarch won’t fund them, I will,” Alvin said. 
 
      
 
    “Very well. I will take payment in XP,” Istel said as she looked at the door, wondering how to open it. 
 
      
 
    Alvin showed her how to open the door. Once she entered her shop, he drove back to Olmera’s. The male Elf he’d met before greeted him as he walked in. 
 
      
 
    “They are discussing items in the back,” the midnight skinned Elf greeted Alvin. 
 
      
 
    “I didn’t catch your name earlier. I’m Alvin.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m Katar. It is a pleasure to meet you, Alvin. I take it you are not the demon you appear to be?” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know about that,” Alvin chuckled. “From what I’ve heard of your myths, I probably am a type of demon. The difference is that I’m not here to rape and pillage.” 
 
      
 
    “I thought as much, since my wife emerged from your first meeting safely. Did you wish to join them?” 
 
      
 
    “Probably should… I’m curious, are we the only demons in your myths?” 
 
      
 
    “No, but we haven’t seen the others for even longer. The short, stout demons with fur covering their faces, the gargantuan fire breathers, and the green-skinned tooth demons haven’t bothered us since before the King and Queen split.” 
 
      
 
    “I see,” Alvin nodded. “I have a feeling all of those creatures have Gates that open onto my world. We’ve seen the dragons— probably what you call the fire breathers— at least.” 
 
      
 
    Shaking his head, Katar looked visibly pale. “One of those can kill an entire army.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, but I’ve also seen them be killed. Though granted, only if the people it attacked are ready and have the right equipment,” Alvin said. 
 
      
 
    “There are remnants of one at the capital,” Katar said. “The bones of the beast were used in the construction of the castle.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll look forward to seeing it,” Alvin said. “Can you show me to the back?” 
 
      
 
    “I’d be glad to,” Katar said, moving to the door behind the counter. 
 
      
 
    Katar led Alvin to the same room as before and left after showing him in. “Hope I didn’t miss much,” he said as he took a seat next to Becky. 
 
      
 
    “I was asking Olmera about making us each a set of armor,” Becky said. “Having back up armor seems like a good idea, and the character panel does have tabs for different outfit sets. I think it’s so you can have different armor depending on any given encounter… so like, a fire resistance set for the dragons.” 
 
      
 
    “We should see what at least one extra tab will cost, then,” Alvin agreed. “Are you willing to make armor for us, Olmera?” 
 
      
 
    “I heard the Matriarch say she would reimburse me, so it shouldn’t be an issue of cost, but more of time. Gothy was saying that you would be back within a week. Before the change, that would have been impossible. Now… it might not be. When I woke this morning, my specialization was reset. I shall be taking armor going forward, as I think it will be in high demand soon, and that will help me make armor faster and better. I can get one set of armor done easily; if things go well, I can maybe get two done in four days.” 
 
      
 
    “Gothy’s first,” Alvin said. 
 
      
 
    Becky frowned, but didn’t refute him. “I asked her about my jacket, but it would lower the total armor to make it seem new, and it still has eighty armor left…” 
 
      
 
    “It might be better to have her make you a new one and then swap when the time comes,” Alvin said. “I’m hoping there’s a leatherworker at one of the settlements. We’ll need someone on the Earth-side of the Gates, after all.” 
 
      
 
    “We need to swing by the kiosk so you can add it to your network,” Becky added. “That will give them access to our stuff and give the settlements access to their stuff.” 
 
      
 
    “Do we do that before we leave or on the way back?” Alvin half asked. “If we wait, we can drop some stuff into the auction house over the next few days and rack up a bit of extra XP from those who see the glyphs and want them before they can buy the common ones.” 
 
      
 
    “Won’t that just be the settlements we know? Who else is going to be checking the kiosk that regularly?” 
 
      
 
    “Anyone who settled down,” Alvin replied. “We can discuss it after we leave, though.” With a smile, Alvin pulled a copy of the book from his bag. “I wanted to make sure you got this before we go. It might help explain everything a bit more clearly. My elemental compiled it for me.” 
 
      
 
    Olmera took it slowly. “I thank you. I will need your measurements before you go, to make sure the armor fits as it should.” 
 
      
 
    “Gothy first,” Alvin said again. 
 
      
 
    “She already measured me,” Becky replied, sitting back with a glass of wine. “It’s your turn, now you’re here. I had her take Mousie’s measurements, too, in case we get things set up for shipping items in the future.” 
 
      
 
    Shaking his head, Alvin got to his feet. “Where do you need me?” 
 
      
 
    “There is fine,” Olmera said, pulling a length of string from where it had been draped around her neck. “Please take off the long coat.” 
 
      
 
    Alvin had the coat vanish into the shirt. “Alright.” 
 
      
 
    Olmera was quick and professional. Once she was done, she picked up a sheet of paper and a pencil, writing down his measurements next to two others. “I’ll have at least one set done. If things go well, I might have both done before you return.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you,” Alvin smiled. “I was afraid you were going to make me strip.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m not a tailor,” Olmera laughed lightly. “You’ll likely be wearing my armor over your clothing, so it makes sense to measure you clothed. There will be straps that can be adjusted some to help fit it better to a small degree.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll try not to put on fifty pounds,” Alvin replied as his duster covered him again. “We have a few items you might want to try working with that are common to our world,” Alvin said as he pulled the cow hides from his bag. “Maybe this will help you in the future. It gives you something no one else here has access to yet.” 
 
      
 
    Olmera took the hides with interest. “Hmm. I shall have to see what I can do with them.” 
 
      
 
    “Call it a down payment if the Matriarch balks at the total cost of what we want,” Becky said. “We should be going before Skyfall waits too long.” 
 
      
 
    “I…” Olmera paused, looking at them, before she continued, “I wish to thank you. You didn’t have to take the time to help me. I never would have expected demons to be so helpful.” 
 
      
 
    “Not all demons are as bad as your stories say, but many are,” Alvin said. “We’ll see you again in a handful of days.” 
 
      
 
    “Let me walk you out,” Olmera said, leading them to the front of the shop. 
 
      
 
    Katar stood aside, giving his wife a kiss on the cheek as they passed. “I see the demons failed to kill and eat you again.” 
 
      
 
    “Alas, you are doomed to deal with me for a few hundred more years, at least,” Olmera smiled at him. 
 
      
 
    “Ah well, not all dreams come true,” Katar chuckled. 
 
      
 
    “Now I know why I liked you so much,” Becky snickered. 
 
      
 
    Kuro blinked at the couple, her mouth opening to speak, but paused when Becky laughed. “I hope we’re still like that after three hundred years, Hero.” 
 
      
 
    “If we’re still alive after three hundred years, I’ll wonder what the fuck happened that we lived that long,” Alvin snorted. 
 
      
 
    “If she is half as persistent as my wife, she will make sure you live that long,” Katar laughed. 
 
      
 
    “My race only lives for a hundred years,” Alvin said. “She would have to be very persistent for us to live to three hundred.” 
 
      
 
    “I will do what I can, Hero,” Becky said. 
 
      
 
    “Have a pleasant trip,” Olmera said as they left the shop. 
 
      
 
    “May you make lots of XP,” Alvin replied as he shut the door behind him. 
 
      
 
    “Kiosk or not?” Becky asked, standing by the door to the Humvee. 
 
      
 
    “I would add it, but then they’d have access to all things Earth before we come back. I feel like that would be a bad idea. Matriarch Bloodnight might actually be friendly, or she might just be a politician, which might mean we take fire from anti-tank guns on our way back through here.” 
 
      
 
    “Solid reasoning. We can add it when we come back through. If need be, we can use that as a bargaining chip in the capital.” Becky said. “Mousie, I’m going to have you riding with Hero. I’ll keep Skyfall in the Mustang with me.” 
 
      
 
    “If that is your wish, Matriarch Gothy.” 
 
      
 
    “Let’s go,” Alvin said, walking around to the driver’s side door. “It’s going to be a long trip.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twenty 
 
      
 
    As they pulled into the city of Rathaholt, Kuro hardly noticed, enraptured as she was with the new music Alvin had been playing for her. Alvin smiled as he watched Kuro’s hands twitching in time to the music of “Purple Haze.” He was surprised at how quickly she had taken to the rock music; “Purple Haze,” “Free Bird,” and “Layla” were favorites, even though she didn’t understand the lyrics. Thinking of how many classics she had favored, Alvin chuckled to himself. 
 
      
 
    Slowing the Humvee as they came upon the gates of the city, Alvin was glad they would be getting a room soon. The Humvee had a lot going for it, but comfortable seating was not on that list. I wonder how much it would cost to upgrade some of the interior? Alvin wondered to himself. If we can get the vehicles repaired at the base, surely they can be upgraded, too? Making a mental note to look into it, Alvin rolled after Ruffian once the guards opened the gates. 
 
      
 
    When the last notes of “Purple Haze” died away, Kuro cleared her throat. “Thank you, Alvin, for the music. I’ve never heard anything like it.” 
 
      
 
    “Stop music,” Alvin said before it could pull up another song. “You’re welcome. You’re going to be hearing many more and many different things, especially if you ride with Gothy.” 
 
      
 
    “It looks like we are headed for the Matriarch’s home,” Kuro murmured. 
 
      
 
    “Likely dropping Skyfall for the night,” Alvin said. “We’ll be home soon.” 
 
      
 
    Kuro glanced at him, then away. “I’m starting to think… that you are different from the men I’ve known before.” 
 
      
 
    “Glad to hear it,” Alvin chuckled. “Another few months of me not molesting you might help you actually believe that.” 
 
      
 
    Kuro’s face went dead for a moment. “Yes. Men have always wanted me, even though my father was a King’s Elf. I’ve been shocked that you haven’t tried to touch me, or even tried to talk me into anything.” 
 
      
 
    “I have Gothy,” Alvin said with a shrug. “I’m not saying you aren’t beautiful in your own way, but she is… Gothy.” 
 
      
 
    Bowing her head, Kuro nodded. “I understand. She exudes an air of power, sexuality, confidence. It’s hard not to be drawn to her, to want to be embraced and drown in those very things.” 
 
      
 
    “Basically,” Alvin agreed, even though he’d rather devour those things, not drown in them. 
 
      
 
    “She keeps hinting that she is going to have me… and you…” Kuro trailed off, looking away from him, her cheeks darkening. 
 
      
 
    “I won’t let her,” Alvin snorted. “I’m fine with consensual nonconsent, but I’m not going to do anything with you when you obviously don’t even want to consider the idea.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh,” Kuro said, blinking but still not looking at him. “Thank you. I had thought you would be eager for the chance.” 
 
      
 
    “Gothy, remember?” Alvin chuckled. “You’ll be safe as long as you want to be, Kuro. I worry how she might react once she crosses that bridge, as it is. Sharing is caring she says, but part of her…” Trailing off, Alvin reflected on Becky’s insecurity issues. 
 
      
 
    “If I was willing…” Kuro started slowly, but she cut off as the Humvee came to a stop. Looking up and panicking slightly that Alvin was about to do something, her heart slowed as she saw they were in front of the manor of the Matriarch of Rathaholt. 
 
      
 
    “Thank gods, now we can find a room and go home,” Alvin sighed, doing his best to act like he hadn’t heard her attempt to broach the subject of them fucking. His brow furrowed when the guards opened both gates and motioned the Mustang into the walled off yard. Trailing after Becky, Alvin kept his eyes moving, trying to spot if there was an ambush or similar waiting for them. 
 
      
 
    The lights on the Mustang cut out and Becky got out of Ruffian a moment later. She stood beside the car, clearly waiting for Alvin. When he and Kuro got out, she motioned to Skyfall. “She says we can use a room here for the evening.” 
 
      
 
    “A room is a room,” Alvin said agreeably. “I need to check on some things. Did you warn her that the vehicles would be missing while we slept? Otherwise, she might panic that we left without her, like Captain Shadowhand did.” 
 
      
 
    “Fair enough,” Becky replied, walking around to Skyfall. 
 
      
 
    “Alvin,” Kuro said slowly. “There is no clear space in the base that I can dance in. Is it possible to acquire one?” 
 
      
 
    Alvin shrugged. “I don’t see why not. I need to look into some other stuff for the base anyway. I take it you wanted to dance?” 
 
      
 
    “I should dance as often as possible to keep my skills honed,” Kuro replied. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll see about it,” Alvin nodded. 
 
      
 
    “What’s up?” Becky asked, joining them. 
 
      
 
    “Kuro was asking if I can get her a room to dance in,” Alvin told her. “I can do that, and I wanted to check on some things with the base anyway. While I’m doing that, you can watch her dance to some of her new favorite songs. I introduced her to classic rock today.” 
 
      
 
    Skyfall was looking at them a little impatiently, so Alvin started walking toward her. Kuro and Becky fell into step with him. “Did you have any favorites, Kuro?” 
 
      
 
    Alvin half-listened to Kuro explaining the songs she liked the most. His lips pursed when she asked if there was a way for her to learn their language easily. 
 
      
 
    “Gothy,” Alvin said, focusing on using English, “I want to see if they can understand me.” 
 
      
 
    Becky looked at him with a frown as they waited for the front door to open. She saw the blank looks of Kuro and Skyfall. “I’d say no.” 
 
      
 
    “What did he ask?” Skyfall asked intently. 
 
      
 
    “He was wondering if he would be the one cooking tonight, or if he could have his elemental do it instead. I don’t think he realized he was no longer speaking your tongue.” 
 
      
 
    Alvin kept his face impassive. “Sorry about that,” he said, making sure he was back in the right language, “I’m tired.” 
 
      
 
    The door opened before Skyfall could reply. Skyfall spoke to the doorman, and he led them into a parlor. A few minutes later, a regal looking Elf came gliding into the room. “Champion Skyfall, I hadn’t expected you to be here.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m on my way to report to the Queen. There are many things she needs to know,” Skyfall said. 
 
      
 
    “Like the fact that you have two demons and a half-blood with you?” 
 
      
 
    “Matriarch Nightfall, these two hold keys that could very easily tilt the long standing feud in our favor. Treat them as honored guests of the Queen, as she will surely wish it once she meets them.” 
 
      
 
    Obviously taken aback by Skyfall’s words, Nightfall looked the trio over intently. Her eyes met Becky’s. “You are the one who leads the man and the half-blood?” 
 
      
 
    “I’m his, and Mousie is mine,” Becky said curtly. “If you refer to either of them disrespectfully again, we will leave.” 
 
      
 
    Skyfall was suddenly between Becky and Nightfall. “It was a long trip today from Alinaholt. Why don’t we let them refresh before dinner?” 
 
      
 
    Nightfall’s eyes widened at the name of Alinaholt. “From Alinaholt? Today? Yes, yes that is a very good idea, Champion Skyfall.” Stepping to the door, Nightfall summoned a servant. “Prepare our two best rooms for our guests. Inform the cook that we require a grand feast—” 
 
      
 
    “No,” Becky cut in. “Just show us to our room, and it doesn’t need to be made ready. We will sleep, and that is all. Champion Skyfall can speak with you. We’ll be leaving once we’re awake.” 
 
      
 
    “Of course,” Skyfall said tightly before Nightfall could balk. “Show them to one of the rooms while I speak with Matriarch Nightfall.” 
 
      
 
    A long pause followed Skyfall’s words, but Nightfall nodded, a frown on her face. “Follow my butler. He will see you housed for the night,” her tone was frosty and aloof. 
 
      
 
    The three followed the butler silently, while Skyfall stayed behind. As the door was shutting, Alvin’s lips tugged up as he overheard a snippet of conversation. 
 
      
 
    “Who does she think—” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t like her,” Becky growled. 
 
      
 
    “Good thing we aren’t staying, then,” Alvin replied. 
 
      
 
    “Nightfall is a granddaughter of the Queen, and was once favored by her,” Kuro added softly. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t care,” Becky said. “She was a bitch to speak down to Hero and you.” 
 
      
 
    “That is the way our society is,” Kuro sighed. 
 
      
 
    “Let it go, Gothy,” Alvin said, pulling her into his side. “We’re going home, and you’re going to see Kuro dance just for you.” 
 
      
 
    “She’ll dance for you, too,” Becky said as she let some of her anger go. 
 
      
 
    “Not tonight,” Alvin chuckled. “Maybe tomorrow. We’re going to eat, shower, and then go to bed. The sooner we do, the sooner we can leave in the morning.” 
 
      
 
    “Maybe a little time to play?” Becky asked with a sultry purr. 
 
      
 
    “I’m not going to turn that down,” Alvin laughed. “After dinner, shower, and Kuro’s display for you. I have some things I need to look into, and I should do that before you melt my brain.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay, but don’t take too long,” Becky said as the butler opened a door for them into a dark room. 
 
      
 
    “Let me get a lantern—” the butler began. 
 
      
 
    “No need,” Alvin said, stopping the butler at the door. “We’ll be fine. Just don’t disturb us for anything.” 
 
      
 
    Blinking at him, the butler’s head tilted back and a loud sniff came from the older Elf. “I will follow that to the letter.” 
 
      
 
    “Good,” Alvin said, shutting the door. As soon as he did, he toggled the base icon and a portal appeared in the middle of the room. Using the light coming from bright portal, Alvin secured the door. Turning around, he realized he was alone. “Guess they were eager to head home.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twenty-one 
 
      
 
    “Welcome home, sir,” Jarvis said as soon as the room appeared around Alvin. “I have dinner cooking, but it will be at least half an hour.” 
 
      
 
    “Thanks,” Alvin said. “I need a pad to upgrade the base, Jarvis.” 
 
      
 
    A pad appeared in the air before Alvin. “If there is nothing else, sir, I still need to finish preparing the sides.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s fine,” Alvin said, taking the pad. It only took him a moment to add a decently sized room, placing the doorway in the side of the kiosk room. He smiled when it appeared. “There you go, Kuro, a room for your dancing. If it needs anything else, let me know.” 
 
      
 
    Kuro nodded and went toward the door. Becky gave him a smile and wink as she trailed after her. “I hope you made it big enough to handle her, Hero.” 
 
      
 
    Chuckling, he turned his attention back to the pad. Poking around, he found what he was looking for under the auto-shop tab. When he had everything he wanted added to the cart, he whistled at the total expense. A notice popped up saying that the vehicles had to be present before the upgrades could start after he hit the purchase button. 
 
      
 
    Setting the pad down, Alvin walked into the garage and tapped the button to summon both vehicles. As soon as they appeared, the robotic arms extended from the ceiling as the vehicle lifts raised them from the ground. 
 
      
 
    “Sir, dinner will be ready in a few minutes,” Jarvis said from behind him. 
 
      
 
    “Did I take that long going over the pad?” Alvin asked. 
 
      
 
    “It did take a while, sir. I see you are changing the vehicles. Did you check with miss before you opted to modify Ruffian?” 
 
      
 
    “No. I should probably tell her,” Alvin sighed. “It’ll be fine.” 
 
      
 
    “If you say so, sir,” Jarvis said, following Alvin to the main room. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll need a couple more of the books too,” Alvin told Jarvis. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll bring them to the table for you, sir.” 
 
      
 
    “Thanks,” Alvin replied as he headed for the new room. 
 
      
 
    The last few notes of “Purple Haze” were fading when he walked through the doorway. Kuro was panting, her body slick with sweat as she knelt on the ground, her blades before her. Alvin paused, eyeing her graceful body appreciatively as she was clad only in her underwear. 
 
      
 
    “Beautiful, isn’t she?” Becky smiled from her spot on the floor next to the door. 
 
      
 
    “Wasn’t expecting her to be undressed,” Alvin said, looking down at Becky. “She is beautiful, almost as much as you are. Dinner will be ready in a few minutes, according to Jarvis.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll get her cleaned up,” Becky said, extending a hand to him. 
 
      
 
    Pulling her up, Alvin held her for a moment. “Apples and pineapple: both are tasty, but vastly different,” he murmured into her ear. “You’ll always be my pinnacle of perfection, regardless of what happens.” 
 
      
 
    “Hero,” Becky whispered, her arms tightening on him. “I love you.” 
 
      
 
    “Love you too, my sociopathic goth. Now, go get your toy cleaned up so we can eat as a family.” 
 
      
 
    “As you wish, Hero.” 
 
      
 
    Letting go of her, he caught her eyes with his. “After dinner, you can play with her all you want. I’ll wait for you in bed. I want to try the stocks.” 
 
      
 
    Eyes filling with desire, she nodded. “As you wish, Hero.” Becky looked over at Kuro and smiled. She had been watching them, kneeling on the floor. “Come on, Mousie. A quick shower, then dinner. Dessert will come after that.” 
 
      
 
    “As you desire, Gothy,” Kuro said, rising to her feet with a liquid grace that most humans could never hope to match. 
 
      
 
    Alvin watched them go, Becky dressed in her leathers, and Kuro in almost nothing. Lips pursed, he wondered if maybe he should keep an eye on Becky when she played with Kuro. Shaking his head, he figured that would make Kuro uncomfortable and it might seem like he didn’t trust Becky, so he set the idea aside. 
 
      
 
    Going to the dining room, he found the table set with glasses and two bottles of wine, one already opened. “Fancy dinner tonight, Jarvis?” 
 
      
 
    “This is my first time cooking, sir,” Jarvis replied from the kitchen, moving from counter to stove smoothly. 
 
      
 
    A deep worry hit Alvin as Jarvis’ words sank in. “First time? Right, because you’ve never had a real body before. Do you need any help?” 
 
      
 
    “I do not require aid, sir. I did make sure that I was fully prepared to be your staff, as it is my only function now. As of today, I will not be receiving knowledge from the development team, so I shall not be as useful in helping you understand things going forward, I’m afraid.” 
 
      
 
    “Really, Sammi?” Alvin sighed under his breath. “They want everyone on even footing, I understand that, but fucking hell.” 
 
      
 
    “It is fine, sir. I shall endeavor to be as helpful as I can, even limited as I currently am,” Jarvis replied. “I have made a list of small things I would like to acquire for my room, given time. I hope that isn’t too forward of me, sir.” 
 
      
 
    “Give me the list, and I’ll see what I can do, Jarvis. Gods know you deserve something for your help before they limited you.” 
 
      
 
    “Very good, sir. The pad on the table beside your place has the items I would like.” 
 
      
 
    Looking at the pad that hadn’t been there a moment ago, Alvin chuckled. “Okay, buddy, let’s see what you want.” After a quick check, Alvin purchased all the items for a bit over ten thousand XP. “You’ll have fun rearranging with all that.” 
 
      
 
    “You purchased all of it?” Jarvis’ surprise was clear. 
 
      
 
    “You’ve more than earned it, Jarvis. I didn’t fully realize how much you were helping until they took you away from me. Consider this as my thanks. I also wonder, maybe you know if there is a way for us to speak with you while we’re in game?” 
 
      
 
    “Alas sir, they consider that an unfair advantage. Due to me being able to watch the game from here, there is no communication from a base into any world permitted. Though I do commend you for adding radios to the vehicles, sir. You can also add throat mics to that same frequency if you wish.” 
 
      
 
    “I didn’t see those in the store,” Alvin replied. 
 
      
 
    “They aren’t listed under the auto shop,” Jarvis said as a chime went off. “Ahh, dinner is done.” Opening the oven, Jarvis pulled out a wonderful smelling dish. “Look at the pad beside you, sir.” 
 
      
 
    Alvin looked at the pad and saw the store listing for radio equipment. A quick check of the page had him the proud owner of a six radio set, with throat mics, which appeared beside him. He put three of them into his bag, thankful to discover that that they stacked. He set the other two beside two of the place settings at the table, and examined the last one, wondering how to get the radio to work. 
 
      
 
    “They go into an accessory slot, sir,” Jarvis said as he continued to do things in the kitchen. “Hence my earlier statement that stacking armor was possible, but you would miss out on other accessories that could make a difference.” 
 
      
 
    “Understood,” Alvin said as he set the radio into an accessory slot. A radio appeared on his hip and the mic around his neck as soon as he did. “Useful,” Alvin muttered as he wished the radio out of the slot and it vanished. “Where the hell did it go?” 
 
      
 
    “Into your bag, sir. An accessory you don’t wish to wear anymore goes into a bag slot. It’s the same with extra outfit tabs. Those armor sets take up room in your bags.” 
 
      
 
    “I still need to look at those,” Alvin sighed. 
 
      
 
    “The first extra tab costs ten thousand XP, sir.” 
 
      
 
    “Expensive for most people,” Alvin mused. 
 
      
 
    “Indeed, but well worth it if you are setting up to face specific monsters.” 
 
      
 
    “What’s with the radios?” Becky asked as she came into the room, trailed by Kuro. 
 
      
 
    Alvin explained as they took their seats, briefly mentioning he had made the car seats more comfortable, as well. Becky and Kuro each attached the radios to an accessory slot, then willed them off. 
 
      
 
    “That’ll make communication much easier. Throat mics if we want to be quiet, I take it?” 
 
      
 
    “Yup,” Alvin smiled as Jarvis came toward the table. “Let’s see what the first-time cook has prepared for us.” 
 
      
 
    Jarvis set a platter on the table and went to retrieve a couple of smaller dishes, which he set beside the larger one. “Beef Wellington, along with Pommes Anna, and asparagus with hollandaise. If you would do the honor of serving, sir.” Jarvis said. He made sure everyone had a full glass of wine, then uncorked the second bottle to let it breathe. 
 
      
 
    Taking the serving knife and fork, Alvin cut through the pastry crust to find a perfectly medium rare tenderloin inside. He shook his head at how skilled Jarvis appeared to be. Once he had sliced the beef and given everyone a serving, Alvin dished up some of the Pommes Anna for himself. The finely sliced russet potatoes had hints of nutmeg and Parmesan, and the pepper in it became visible once it was on his plate. Handing the dish to Becky so she could take some, he grimaced at the asparagus, but gave himself a small serving as he felt he should try it. 
 
      
 
    While waiting for the others to fill their plates, Alvin cleared his throat. “Jarvis, it looks and smells delicious. Since it’s your first ever cooked meal, perhaps you should take the first bite.” 
 
      
 
    With a dry smile, Jarvis cut a small bite of Wellington. As he chewed, the surprised delight on his face was clear to the others, who quickly matched him. Alvin chewed slowly, letting the flavor linger. 
 
      
 
    “That is so unfair,” Becky grumbled as she cut another bite. “First time cooking and he aces it.” 
 
      
 
    “To be fair, miss, I do have a Master level in cooking. It was one of the things that Sammi ensured that I had before they forced me here.” 
 
      
 
    “Wait… cooking is a skill?” Becky said, her fork half raised to her mouth. 
 
      
 
    “Everyone has at least the lowest level of cooking but, yes, it is. If you look at your character sheets, you will see what a master chef can do for you.” 
 
      
 
    Becky chewed thoughtfully as she willed her sheet to appear before her. After a moment, she shook her head. Alvin was the first to be able to speak without food in his mouth. 
 
      
 
    “Superbly fed. You gain a point to your lowest stat for the next twelve hours,” Alvin said. “If you cook our meals, we’ll get food buffs like most games have?” 
 
      
 
    “Indeed,” Jarvis said, taking a bite of the asparagus. 
 
      
 
    “Guess I’m not cooking anymore,” Becky said. 
 
      
 
    “I’m sorry, miss,” Jarvis said. 
 
      
 
    “It’s okay, Jarvis. We should take advantage of every buff we can get,” Becky replied. 
 
      
 
    “Gothy, you can still cook some meals. Dinner would be good since we’re not going to leave for the night for the most part,” Alvin told her, seeing the disappointment she tried to mask. 
 
      
 
    “Indeed. I do watch you while you are in world,” Jarvis said. “I can wait to see if you wish to cook or not. Even better, I can prepare the items and then walk you through the dish, with you doing the work.” 
 
      
 
    Becky looked from Jarvis to Alvin, then back. “No, it’s—” 
 
      
 
    “I like it when you cook for me,” Alvin said, cutting her off. “It doesn’t have to be all the time, but I would miss your cooking if you didn’t do any.” 
 
      
 
    Meeting his eyes, she saw only honesty. “Okay. Once in a while, and Jarvis can help me.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you,” Alvin said, giving her hand a squeeze. 
 
      
 
    “I shall wait to cook until you return home most nights, in order to give you every chance, miss. This is your home; I am merely staff.” 
 
      
 
    “Idiot,” Becky frowned. “You’re a friend, Jarvis, not just staff. Just pay attention when we’re going to come home. If I want to cook, I’ll let you know before we come back here. If I don’t say so, then you can cook for us.” 
 
      
 
    “As you say, miss.” 
 
      
 
    “I would also like to make a meal or two for you, Gothy,” Kuro said. 
 
      
 
    Alvin watched Gothy look at Kuro fondly. “Okay, Mousie. We’ll do the same for you. If you want to cook, we can let Jarvis know before we come back to the base.” 
 
      
 
    “I shall endeavor to make sure everything is ready,” Jarvis bowed his head to them. 
 
      
 
    “I’m sure you’ll be fine, much like this meal is,” Alvin chuckled and sipped his wine. 
 
      
 
    The rest of the meal was silent aside from compliments about the food. Alvin was surprised to find that he finished the asparagus, and even enjoyed it some. They had finished the first bottle of wine and made a dent in the second by the time the meal ended. 
 
      
 
    “About my Mustang,” Becky said when they had finished. “What did you do to the seats?” 
 
      
 
    “They’re going to be insanely comfortable. They’re going to look similar to how they did, but the entire seat’s been reconfigured to be more like a luxury sedan. Heated seats, soft leather feel, and they have a floating system to make the ride even smoother. I did the same for the Humvee. These long trips were starting to wear on me.” 
 
      
 
    “You put the radios in before we got the other ones?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes. The vehicle radios have a twenty mile range, and the wearable ones only have a mile range, normally.” Alvin chuckled, “The small radios can piggy back off the vehicle radios though, so as long as you’re within a mile of the Mustang or the Humvee, you can get twenty miles off them.” 
 
      
 
    Becky snorted. “Working as intended?” 
 
      
 
    “I hope so. Otherwise, I’m going to want a refund,” Alvin chuckled. 
 
      
 
    “I’m sure Sammi is going to love you in the morning,” Becky snickered. “Mousie, are you ready for dessert?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Gothy,” Kuro said, getting to her feet. 
 
      
 
    “Get moving. I’ll be right there,” Becky said. 
 
      
 
    Kuro headed for the bedroom, leaving Alvin and Becky at the table while Jarvis started to clean up. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t break her,” Alvin said, leaning over to get a kiss. 
 
      
 
    “I’m careful. I haven’t been nearly as bad as I was the first night,” Becky said. “I want to keep her, after all.” 
 
      
 
    “Good. I know she’s been helping you with your other needs,” Alvin replied as he got up, pulling Becky to her feet as well. “I’ll be showering for a bit, but I’ll likely be in bed waiting for you.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll try not to keep you waiting long, Hero,” Becky murmured as she collected another deep kiss before breaking away. “I’ll be needing a lot of attention myself.” 
 
      
 
    “Which I will shower on you,” Alvin said as she swayed off toward the bedroom. 
 
      
 
    Once she was gone, Alvin turned back to Jarvis. “Is your room far enough away from ours?” 
 
      
 
    “I believe so, sir,” Jarvis replied, picking up the empty platter. “I’m sure we will find out tonight.” 
 
      
 
    “Fair enough,” Alvin chuckled as he headed for the bedroom. “Sleep well.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twenty-two 
 
      
 
    Alvin sat on the bench in the shower, taking his time cleaning up and considering what their options might be once they reached the capital. The Queen would likely want to meet them, thank them for helping her people, and maybe learn more about what had happened to her world. 
 
      
 
    Pushback was likely to come from Kuro being with them, since they seemed to look down on half-bloods, as they called her. Possibly me, as well, Alvin thought. After all, I’m not a quiet, reserved person. 
 
      
 
    They could offer to connect them to Alvin’s network, allowing them access to Earth items from the store and the ability to set up trades if the settlements got the right upgrades to send things to each other. Reaching over, Alvin turned on the rain head above the bench and let the water cascade down over him, washing the soap away. 
 
      
 
    After that, we just need to head back to Alinaholt to pick stuff up, and then go back to Earth. Once we get back, where do we go? Alvin finished rinsing off as he chewed on the thought. Find settlements, add them to the network, kill and loot shit, but no big goal… guess life isn’t all that different here. I need to check with Jarvis to see if the looting mechanic has changed at all. 
 
      
 
    Looking at the tub, Alvin shrugged and decided to lounge for a bit. Relaxing in the hot water, he settled back and turned the massage jets on. He leaned his head against the padded headrest and just let the water work out the remaining aches he felt. 
 
      
 
    “Music, random play,” Alvin murmured, “softly.” The music started with “Hell’s Bells,” played at a low volume. Snorting, Alvin sank further into the water. 
 
      
 
    Songs washed over him for a time before Alvin finally got out of the tub. Once he was dried off, Alvin walked into the bedroom. Pausing in the doorway, he watched a nearly naked Kuro crawl into her cage under the bed. The thought of getting behind that firm, spankable ass and taking Kuro made him shake his head. 
 
      
 
    Becky said something to Kuro, who nodded and made herself comfortable under her blankets. Once she was settled, Becky touched the button that closed the shutters around the cage. 
 
      
 
    “Looks like I timed my shower just right,” Alvin said as he walked toward Becky. 
 
      
 
    Standing up, Becky turned to face him. “My turn.” 
 
      
 
    “Indeed,” Alvin smiled as he put his arms around her. “I did notice something earlier. The stocks have a gel pad lining to stop them from cutting into skin. That’s a good thing, since I don’t want you bleeding on me.” 
 
      
 
    Eyes filling with need, Becky pressed her naked body to his. “Are you going to put me in the stocks?” 
 
      
 
    “You’ve been a very good girl, so that’s the plan,” Alvin said. 
 
      
 
    Tangling a hand in her hair, Alvin kissed her demandingly. His tongue invaded her mouth and briefly battled hers for supremacy. Alvin pulled back and broke the kiss, spinning Becky around and pushing her against the bed. Using a hand on her back to keep her in place, he brought his other hand down hard across her round ass. As the sound echoed in the bedroom, Alvin heard movement from under the bed. Smirking, he spanked Becky again, and again he could hear Kuro moving under the bed. 
 
      
 
    His hand was tingling by the time he stopped spanking Becky, her ass light pink with palm and finger marks faintly visible. “Time to use the stocks,” Alvin whispered to her. 
 
      
 
    Becky started to climb up onto the bed, but Alvin gently tugged at her hair, not letting her do so. “Not up, around,” Alvin told her, using her hair as reins to guide her to the foot of the bed. 
 
      
 
    The stocks between the foot posts were on a rail system that Alvin had positioned to the lowest setting. Keeping one hand firmly in Becky’s hair, he got the upper part open, settling her into position and closing it around her neck and wrists. Securing the stocks, he checked them carefully, making sure she wasn’t being injured by them and rechecking the rail system to make sure it was locked. 
 
      
 
    “I figured out that if I move them off the end of the bed, they can be used to hold you in position,” Alvin said softly. “I’ll be right back.” 
 
      
 
    Returning from the dungeon, Alvin walked up behind Becky, who was unable to turn her head far enough to see what he had gotten from the dungeon. “Hero…” 
 
      
 
    “Shhh,” Alvin said, using his hand to get her moved to where he wanted her. “Almost ready,” he told her as he attached a spreader bar between her legs at her ankles. He used a second spreader to attach the bar to the bed, so she couldn’t move forward or back. “There. All ready for more play.” 
 
      
 
    Breathing shallowly, Becky bit her lip as she waited for what was to come. Alvin brought the paddle up, catching the bottom of Becky's ass and getting a sharp gasp and wiggle from her in response. A slight sound of scratching at metal caught Alvin’s attention before he spanked Becky again. 
 
      
 
    Alvin alternated sides and angles as he spanked Becky, the paddle helping to prolong the play. All through the spanking, Alvin caught small sounds as Kuro tried to move the shutters to see out. 
 
      
 
    Leaning into Becky’s side, Alvin put his lips next to her ear. “Mousie is trying to see out. Would you like it if she watched you being played with, Gothy?” 
 
      
 
    Becky moaned softly. “Please.” 
 
      
 
    Stepping back, Alvin brought the flogger around and landed a soft strike on Becky’s back. He let the blows land to either side of her spine, careful of his aim. In the middle of flogging her, Alvin triggered the shutters and went back to flogging Becky as though unaware of what had happened. 
 
      
 
    He knew Kuro’s eyes were on him, so Alvin kept his focus on Becky, who was lost in the moment. When he stopped with the flogging, he looked down and saw Kuro staring up at him with wide eyes. “Mousie,” Alvin smiled at her. “Did you want your shutters closed again?” 
 
      
 
    Licking her lips, Kuro gave her head a tiny shake. 
 
      
 
    “Okay,” Alvin said, trying his best to ignore the fact that Kuro was naked and pleasuring herself as circumspectly as possible. 
 
      
 
    Setting the flogger aside, Alvin picked up the crop next. Becky loved it when he used the crop on her, so he tried to save it for last when rewarding her. The next few minutes went by with him carefully placing his blows. Becky’s moans were getting louder, and a few soft squeaks came from under the bed. 
 
      
 
    Finally finished with the crop, Alvin tossed it onto the bed with the other toys and stepped behind Becky. Ever since the shutters had opened up, he had been waiting for what he was about to do, but he didn’t want to stop tormenting Becky, either. 
 
      
 
    Guiding himself into Becky, both of them let out a pleased sigh when Alvin sank fully into her. Pausing once they were together, Alvin let the feeling of her smooth walls holding him linger for a moment. Slowly pulling back out until just the head of his shaft was inside of her, Alvin grabbed her hips and slammed himself home. 
 
      
 
    Becky’s loud, gasping moan was followed by a soft, muffled squeak. Alvin smirked. He couldn’t see Kuro, but he had a theory about what she was doing. Repeating his thrust, he got the same reaction from both Becky and Kuro. 
 
      
 
    She’s matching my strokes into Gothy, Alvin mused. Maybe she is interested, just unable to move forward because of her upbringing. 
 
      
 
    Alvin did his best to ignore the sounds coming from Kuro, but the image of having her in this position kept trying to impinge on his mind. Angry at himself, he spanked Becky hard across the ass on the outstroke, grunting and slamming into her harder than before. 
 
      
 
    “Harder, Hero! Take me harder,” Becky gasped. 
 
      
 
    Her voice helped him focus, and he began to pound into her with renewed fervor. Her gasps and begging words urged him on, closer and closer to the finish. Becky’s passage clamped down on him as she came. Alvin groaned, feeling himself on the edge of his own orgasm. 
 
      
 
    Becky hadn’t come down from her first orgasm before the second hit. She had been focused on Kuro’s squeaks and moans, and knew exactly what the Elf was doing. She wanted Kuro to see the pleasure that Alvin could give when he wanted to. Those thoughts were the catalyst to her second orgasm. 
 
      
 
    He felt her start to relax. Alvin thought he might be able to hold off longer, so he was unprepared for Becky’s second orgasm to chain off the first, her tunnel tightening down even more around his engorged shaft. With a grunt, he felt his hips start to move on their own, and knew he was done. A moment later, he flooded her with his cum, his hips slapping into her ass with abandon. 
 
      
 
    Panting as his orgasm slowly subsided, Alvin felt Becky still orgasming. Slowing his thrusts, Alvin was breathing hard as his cock began to soften. Forced to stop by his own body, he stayed where he was for a long moment while Becky came down from her own high. 
 
      
 
    “You okay, Gothy?” 
 
      
 
    “Gods, yes,” Becky murmured. 
 
      
 
    “Stay right there,” Alvin said when he finally slipped from her. 
 
      
 
    Returning a moment later with a couple of washcloths and a small bowl, he used one to clean himself and Becky. When he was done, he held the other out to Kuro. With her eyes averted, Kuro took the cloth to clean herself. Leaving the bowl next to the bars, Alvin released Becky from the stocks, then undid the spreader bars. 
 
      
 
    “Come on, lover, time to get you to bed. I’ll be back shortly to cuddle,” Alvin said, helping the dazed Becky into bed. 
 
      
 
    Becky murmured happily and did what he said. Shaking his head with smile on his lips, Alvin collected the toys, taking them back to the dungeon. Both cloths were in the bowl, and Kuro was huddled in a cocoon in the middle of her bed when he returned to the bedroom. “Night, Mousie,” Alvin said softly as he triggered the shutters to close. 
 
      
 
    Alvin crawled into bed with Becky, holding her from behind. “Night, my beautiful gothic temptress.” 
 
      
 
    “Hero…” Becky started before she paused. “You know that she…” 
 
      
 
    “I figured,” Alvin said when Becky trailed off. “I won’t be touching her, not until you’re both comfortable.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m—” 
 
      
 
    “Still worried,” Alvin said, cutting her off. Gently pulling, he got her to face him. “I know you are, and it’s okay, Gothy. When it happens, you will be there. You will be involved, and when it is all said and done, you will still be the shining star in my sky.” 
 
      
 
    Brow furrowing, her eyes sparkled with unshed tears. “Damn you, Hero. I feel like a scared little girl when I think you might leave me. Then you say stuff like this and my fears go away, and I feel like a fool. How did you make me love you so much?” 
 
      
 
    “The same way you make me love you just as much,” Alvin whispered as he kissed her forehead. “We’re just two peas in the same pod. Perfect for each other in every way that matters. A hundred thousand women could parade before me naked, but in the end, I would still pick you to take away with me.” 
 
      
 
    “Even if I wanted to bring one or two with me?” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll give you anything you want, Gothy. I wouldn’t be taking them. I’d be taking you and your toys. The relationship that we have isn’t normal, but I’ll treasure every moment of it, as long as you are there.” 
 
      
 
    Sniffling, Becky leaned her head against his chest. “I feel like I’m being unfair to you. I want Mousie with us. She helps me, and I look at her and think she’s gorgeous, more than I could ever be. I want to share her with you, too.” 
 
      
 
    “It will probably happen in time, Gothy. Even after that, Mousie will be in her bed, and you’ll be here with me. Maybe you’ll reward her by letting her sleep with us sometimes, but she needs you as much as you need her for your own conflicted psyche. If I ever feel like there is an issue with us, I will talk to you about it, and you need to do the same for me.” 
 
      
 
    “As you wish, Hero,” Becky murmured, her words slurring. 
 
      
 
    “Sleep well, my wonderful gothic temptress. Tomorrow is another long car trip,” Alvin said, kissing her head again. 
 
      
 
    A few minutes later, Becky began to snore. Alvin lay there holding her, stroking her hair and wondering if her fears were valid. When he finally bedded Kuro, would it dim his love for Becky? Would it cause them problems? Or was he right that nothing would change between them? In time, he quieted his thoughts and finally drifted to sleep. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    Alvin shuddered as he woke up, the sensation of Becky’s mouth affixed to his groin secondary to the orgasm she had just brought him to. Panting as he looked down and saw her smiling around his cock, Alvin started laughing. 
 
      
 
    “Morning to you, too.” 
 
      
 
    Taking a moment to clean him on her way up his shaft, she finally released him from her mouth. “Sorry, Hero, but I really wanted that. You didn’t let me have any last night.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m not complaining. It’s a very pleasant way to wake up, but I wish I had woken up sooner.” 
 
      
 
    “You would have but… morning wood, and me not waiting at all…” Becky giggled as she moved up the bed and held him. “Morning, Hero.” 
 
      
 
    “We have another long trip today,” Alvin said, running his fingers through her hair. “I’m sure Mousie would like out of her cage to use the bathroom.” 
 
      
 
    “Probably,” Becky murmured into his chest. “In a minute, I want to hold you for a bit.” 
 
      
 
    “As you wish,” Alvin smiled, content to let the moment linger between them. 
 
      
 
    Minutes ticked by with the two of them content to hold each other. A gentle knock on the bedroom doors got their attention. “Sir, if you are awake, I will start breakfast,” Jarvis’ voice barely carried into the room. 
 
      
 
    “We’re awake. We’ll be out in a bit,” Alvin called back. “Looks like our wakeup call came.” 
 
      
 
    “It did that a couple of minutes ago,” Becky winked before she got out of bed. Kneeling, she triggered the shutters, making them retract. “Morning, Mousie. Did you sleep well?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Gothy. Thank you,” Kuro replied. 
 
      
 
    “Let’s go freshen up and get ready for the day,” Becky said, opening the door for Kuro to leave her bed. 
 
      
 
    Standing upright, Kuro stretched, and Alvin felt his body react to the sight. “Morning, Kuro,” Alvin said softly. 
 
      
 
    “Morning, Al,” Kuro said before quickly walking toward the bathroom. 
 
      
 
    Becky and Alvin exchanged a smile, then Becky followed Kuro. Maybe she’s starting to accept me after all, Alvin thought as he lay there for another minute. Getting out of bed, Alvin stretched. Best condition either of my bodies have ever been in. 
 
      
 
    “Shake it, baby,” Becky said, wolf whistling him. 
 
      
 
    With a sigh, Alvin looked at her in the bathroom doorway. “Really?” 
 
      
 
    “I like what I see,” Becky snickered. “We’re going to jump in the shower real quick… care to join us?” 
 
      
 
    Feeling the twitch below his waist, Alvin smirked. “Is that the best idea?” he asked once he got to her side. 
 
      
 
    Becky looked into the bathroom, hearing the shower running. “Just keep your hands safe,” Becky murmured. “I asked her. She was hesitant, but seemed willing, if a little skittish. Frankly, I didn’t expect her to start turning around so fast.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll keep my hands off her,” Alvin grinned as he pushed Becky against the door frame and kissed her. 
 
      
 
    The kiss lingered for a bit before Becky nudged him, breaking the kiss. “Are we going to shower or have another go, here and now?” Her face was flushed when she asked the question. 
 
      
 
    “Shower,” Alvin said, stepping back and turning Becky toward the shower, slapping her ass. “I’m going to rub you all over.” 
 
      
 
    Alvin didn’t get to do that, though, since Kuro was waiting for her and started washing Becky as soon as she stepped into the shower. Alvin let her, moving to the other side of the bench to clean himself. When he glanced over after a minute, Becky was rubbing down Kuro, keeping her eyes on Alvin. When their eyes met, Becky’s dropped to his standing manhood, and she licked her lips. 
 
      
 
    “Again?” Alvin chuckled. 
 
      
 
    “It’s my favorite treat. You know that,” Becky replied. Turning Kuro around to face Alvin, her hands began to help sluice soap off the Elf’s lean frame. “Besides, you want someone to help you, don’t you?” 
 
      
 
    Alvin blinked, trying to get his brain to function, as Kuro’s eyes were glued to his groin. “Yes, yes I do. I choose you Gothy, I always will.” 
 
      
 
    Alvin noted the slight furrow to Kuro’s brow as her eyes closed. “Unless someone wants to volunteer?” 
 
      
 
    Kuro’s eyes snapped open at that comment. Becky pinched both hard nipples, making Kuro gasp, and she shook her head back and forth looking almost panicked. “It looks like Mousie isn’t ready for your treat yet, Hero, which is fine. This morning was over too quickly for me.” 
 
      
 
    Becky let go of Kuro, going to Alvin and sinking to her knees in front of him. She winked at him as she took his hard flesh into her eager mouth. Alvin gasped softly; Becky knew just how to work him. A small noise drew his eyes up, and he found Kuro fixated on Becky, both hands rubbing her own body. 
 
      
 
    Becky’s mouth and the sight of Kuro pleasuring herself at the same time kicked Alvin’s libido into overdrive. Tangling his hands into Becky’s hair, he dropped his eyes so Kuro wouldn’t get uncomfortable as he began to facefuck Becky. 
 
      
 
    Becky moaned as she accepted Alvin’s treatment with glee. When she had taken him this morning, she hoped he would wake up and do what he was now. She hadn’t played with him as much as she normally would, so he had popped off too fast. Having cum not more than ten minutes ago, however, Alvin had way more stamina this time. 
 
      
 
    Basking in Becky’s eager acceptance of his treatment of her, Alvin closed his eyes and did what he wished to her. He gave her small breaks to get enough air, before going right back to forcing her all the way back to the base of his shaft. 
 
      
 
    He wasn’t sure how long he took her offered mouth, but all good things come to an end, and so did the moment. As he was about to cum, he opened his eyes and saw Kuro seated on the bench, legs spread wide as she rubbed herself. Kuro looked slightly panicked, but she calmed when she watched Alvin’s eyes dilate and his body lock up as he began to fill Becky’s mouth with his seed. 
 
      
 
    Unable to maintain the eye contact, Alvin grunted when he finally was able to catch his breath. Staggering back a step, he leaned against the wall while Becky panted from her place on the floor. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Hero,” Becky was the first to speak, though her voice was not as clear as normal. Turning around, Becky pushed Kuro down onto the bench and began kissing her. 
 
      
 
    Kuro resisted for a moment, then wrapped her arms around Becky and accepted the kiss. Alvin felt his groin twitch again, and shook his head. Turning off the water for the shower head he had been under, he slipped out of the shower. 
 
      
 
    “I was hoping for an encore,” Becky said from the shower as Alvin finished drying off. 
 
      
 
    “We’d never reach the capital if we do,” Alvin chuckled and handed her a fresh towel. 
 
      
 
    “Fine,” Becky sighed. She stepped aside and Kuro came into view. 
 
      
 
    “A towel for you, Kuro,” Alvin said, holding one out for her. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you,” Kuro said, not meeting his eyes, her cheeks flushed dark. 
 
      
 
    “See you at breakfast,” Alvin said as he left the room. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twenty-three 
 
      
 
    Walking into the main room, Alvin took a deep breath. The smell of food floated on the air, mixed with the scent of freshly brewed coffee. “Jarvis, what’s for breakfast?” 
 
      
 
    “I’m putting the finishing touches on strawberry shortcake French toast, sir,” Jarvis replied. “I should have them done in a minute or two. They took slightly longer than I anticipated.” 
 
      
 
    “Happens with cooking,” Alvin said as he went to grab some coffee. 
 
      
 
    “Feel free to take the pot to the table, sir,” Jarvis said and started plating the dishes. 
 
      
 
    “That smells wonderful,” Becky said, sniffing the air as she came in. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, miss,” Jarvis smiled. “It is about ready to serve.” 
 
      
 
    Alvin brought the pot and some creamer to the table; cups and sugar were already there. Pouring coffee for the three of them, Alvin set the pot on the warming pad in the middle of the table just as Jarvis came out of the kitchen with a tray. 
 
      
 
    “I hope you enjoy,” Jarvis said, setting plates down on the table in front of each of them. 
 
      
 
    “Are these English muffins?” Becky asked. She took a moment to appreciate the art that Jarvis had used to make the meal. 
 
      
 
    “Indeed, miss,” Jarvis smiled as he retrieved a cup of tea and joined them at the table. “They have been fried as French toast, layered with lemon sugar and strawberries, then topped with yogurt, honey, and more berries.” 
 
      
 
    “Looks and smells amazing,” Alvin said, picking up his knife and fork. Cutting a generous section off, Alvin popped it into his mouth. The merging of the different textures and flavors was perfect. He might not normally be a fan of yogurt, but Jarvis had nailed this. “Damn Jarvis, you cook like a fiend.” 
 
      
 
    “I shall take that as a compliment, sir.” 
 
      
 
    “He’s right, this is amazing,” Becky agreed, her smile slipping. 
 
      
 
    “I look forward to working with you tonight to craft an equally wonderful meal, miss.” 
 
      
 
    “Thanks, Jarvis,” Becky said, her smile not quite coming back. 
 
      
 
    “I can train you while I help, miss,” Jarvis went on. “It will take time, but you will eventually be able to do this on your own.” 
 
      
 
    “You did say that cooking is a craft,” Becky murmured as she squinted at the table. Her eyes began to track something invisible as she ate. 
 
      
 
    Alvin smiled at her, knowing she was looking over the crafting screen for cooking. Going back to his meal, he quickly demolished it. Sighing contentedly, Alvin pushed his plate forward. “Jarvis, I meant to ask you about looting. Has it changed at all?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” Jarvis said. “I was going to bring it up today after breakfast, but you’ve beaten me to it. It is no longer possible to opt to take individual items when looting. If you choose not to accept the loot, it will become available after an hour to anyone who comes along to claim it. A small addendum, however. If you are not in the same world as the mob when it dies, its loot becomes immediately generally available. If you are part of a group and a party member touches it, the loot is automatically sent to the bag of the person it is intended for.” 
 
      
 
    “So if I killed Lister today, I wouldn’t have been able to loot the fifty cal?” 
 
      
 
    “That is broadly correct, sir.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s a significant change,” Alvin muttered. “How does that work out for the butcher shop, if animals are needed for it to work correctly?” 
 
      
 
    “Animal corpses are part of the loot,” Jarvis replied. “Every kill will yield loot. XP tokens and items carried all have a random chance to appear. Lister might have dropped the gun as loot, but he may also have dropped any of the many keys to his vehicles.” 
 
      
 
    “No more carving up entire drakes, then?” Becky asked, looking up from her reading. 
 
      
 
    “That is correct and incorrect. There is a chance that a drake will drop its entire body, much like any cookable beast might. It is extremely unlikely, though it does have high chances of dropping hide, scales, and meat in lesser quantities.” 
 
      
 
    “Full on game mode,” Alvin chuckled as he finished his coffee. 
 
      
 
    “Indeed, sir. That is what they are aiming for at this juncture,” Jarvis replied. 
 
      
 
    “Any idea if the vehicles are done?” Alvin asked as Kuro and Becky finished eating. 
 
      
 
    “I do not know, sir.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, let’s make sure we’re good to go and head out,” Alvin said, getting to his feet. “It’s going to be a long drive again.” 
 
      
 
    Everyone went to grab any gear they needed, use the bathroom, and take care of any other small details that remained. Half an hour later, the group was pulling out of the garage in the newly upgraded vehicles. 
 
      
 
    Alvin was in awe of the new seats. It was like sitting on a fluffy cloud, a vast difference from the old seat. “Damn, these are comfortable,” he muttered, getting a nod from Kuro. 
 
      
 
    “I didn’t know seats like this could exist,” Kuro agreed. 
 
      
 
    Guards moved to surround the vehicles when they appeared in the yard at the manor, Champion Skyfall following them with a stern look on her face. “Oops, looks like she isn’t happy. Heh.” Climbing into the back, Alvin popped the hatch and stood up. “Champion Skyfall, sorry for any distress. We were just getting things ready.” Alvin said it, but didn’t actually have any hint of remorse. “You’re in the Mustang with Gothy again today.” 
 
      
 
    She gave him a piercing glare and turned to the guards, speaking quietly before heading for the Mustang. Alvin watched her for a moment, then looked over the protective shielding around the gun. It would give the gunner more protection to attacks from the sides, but because it was open on top, it would be easy for flying mobs to cause trouble. 
 
      
 
    Dropping back into the Humvee, he closed the hatch and moved back into the driver’s seat. “Okay, looks like we’re ready to roll.” 
 
      
 
    Kuro was quiet as they left the Matriarch’s estate, the silence stretching as they got clear of the town and onto open road. After some time, Kuro spoke up. “Can we have some music?” 
 
      
 
    “Sure,” Alvin replied. “You want your favorites, or did you want to try some different music?” 
 
      
 
    “Different music?” Kuro asked. 
 
      
 
    “Country, jazz, blues, R&B, Gregorian chants… there are many more,” Alvin chuckled. “Our world had a lot of different types of music before the Gates opened.” 
 
      
 
    Kuro looked lost for a moment. “So many different kinds?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah. You guys have music, don’t you?” 
 
      
 
    “Just the blade music and court songs,” Kuro said softly. 
 
      
 
    “Let’s try a little of every kind. If you like a specific type, we can come back to more of it afterwards.” 
 
      
 
    “Please, Al.” 
 
      
 
    “Humvee, three songs from each genre of music. Pick the most popular compositions known, and start with the oldest style of music and work toward present day,” Alvin said, settling into the comfortable seat as the opening notes of the first song drifted through the cabin. 
 
      
 
    The sun was angling toward the horizon hours later when Alvin sat up straighter. Just ahead of them and growing closer was the biggest city he had seen in this world. Some of the buildings climbed to six stories in height, and the walls of the city— all done in black stone— stretched for miles in either direction. 
 
      
 
    “Nightholt,” Kuro said softly as the current song came to an end. 
 
      
 
    “Stop music,” Alvin told the Humvee as he continued to take in the sight. “This is the capital?” 
 
      
 
    “Nightholt is the Capital of Darkhome, and home to Queen Night herself,” Kuro said with a hint of awe. 
 
      
 
    “Where do you expect Skyfall to take us?” 
 
      
 
    “Champion Skyfall will take you to the castle,” Kuro said without hesitation. “I would expect you to be put up in the Queen’s Rest. It is the inn most stay at when they have business with the Queen. It is the closest building to the castle.” 
 
      
 
    Alvin’s eyes went to the castle as they got closer to the walls. It was the tallest structure to be seen, its towers rising higher than the rest of the city. “Who lives in the castle?” 
 
      
 
    “The Queen, her harem and servants, and any Champion who happens to be in the capital at the time.” 
 
      
 
    “Why is it so big, then?” 
 
      
 
    “The Queen’s harem is substantial,” Kuro replied. “Last I knew, it was well over five hundred.” 
 
      
 
    “Damn, she doesn’t think small does she?” Alvin snorted. 
 
      
 
    Kuro frowned. “She is the Queen. She should have the best suitors to make Champions and Matriarchs with.” 
 
      
 
    “How many kids has she had?” Alvin asked. 
 
      
 
    “She has borne thirty children over her lifetime,” Kuro replied. 
 
      
 
    Alvin did some quick math. “This is going to sound personal, so I’m sorry, but how often do Elves have kids on average?” 
 
      
 
    Kuro blinked at him, her cheeks darkening. “Maybe a child every few hundred years.” 
 
      
 
    Nodding, Alvin now understood why the whole planet hadn’t been overrun with Elves. “Got it, and sorry. Humans can reproduce every year if no precautions are taken.” 
 
      
 
    Jaw dropping, Kuro looked at him with blank astonishment. “How has your world survived?” 
 
      
 
    “Good question,” Alvin chuckled darkly. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twenty-four 
 
      
 
    Kuro was wrong; Skyfall directed Becky to the Queen’s Rest, escorting them inside and arranging a room for them before she left. Skyfall did let them know they would likely be summoned to the castle tomorrow. Retiring to their room after declining the bathing area and dinner, they quickly returned to their base. 
 
      
 
    “Welcome home,” Jarvis greeted them. “Miss, if you are ready, I have the ingredients all set out.” 
 
      
 
    “Let me grab a shower first,” Becky said. “Mousie, come with me.” 
 
      
 
    When they had left the room, Alvin went to the garage and summoned the vehicles to be worked on. Returning to the dining room, he smiled at the drink Jarvis had waiting for him. “Thanks, Jarvis.” 
 
      
 
    “You are most welcome, sir.” 
 
      
 
    Sipping at the coffee, Alvin looked into the kitchen. “What are you working on tonight?” 
 
      
 
    “I’ve prepared a round of filet mignon with skillet potatoes and some lightly blanched mixed vegetables. None of them are difficult, but it should be on the edge of what miss can cook, which will help her advance her skills.” 
 
      
 
    “Works and sounds delicious,” Alvin chuckled. 
 
      
 
    “I’ve selected another red wine for the evening, and I have a list of ingredients I would like you to purchase for us, sir.” 
 
      
 
    Alvin motioned with one hand, and a pad appeared on the table. “Okay, walk me through them.” 
 
      
 
    By the time Becky came out of the bedroom, Alvin had finished two cups of coffee. Seeing her walk through the room in just bra and panties made Alvin sit up straighter. She gave him a wink in passing as she headed for the kiosk room. 
 
      
 
    “I do believe your audience has all jumped ship to her, sir.” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t blame them in the least. Can she even get XP from them?” 
 
      
 
    “Not as such, sir. The devs have discontinued tipping. They did implement a small bonus for the most frequently streamed people, though. It’s nothing like it had been, but she likely has enough XP for an outfit or three, especially as clothing can no longer take upgrades.” 
 
      
 
    Becky came back out of the kiosk room after a short while. Alvin’s eyebrows went up as he looked her over. Black stockings encased her legs, the garter belt clips visible against her thighs. Her skirt wasn’t quite long enough to cover them, and the material encased her round ass tightly. Eyes climbing higher, he saw she was wearing a shirt with words stretched across her ample chest. Lips curling into a smile, he shook his head as she went past him toward the bedroom, another set of clothing over her shoulder. 
 
      
 
    “She’s definitely more than a fucking handful,” Alvin chuckled. 
 
      
 
    “Isn’t that what her shirt said, sir?” 
 
      
 
    “It did say, ‘I’m more than a handful,’ so I guess you could be right,” Alvin snickered. “Now that they’re done, I’ll go grab a shower while you two cook,” he said, getting to his feet. 
 
      
 
    Becky stopped him for a deep, longing kiss which Alvin returned eagerly when he went into the bedroom. When she finally stepped away, her eyes smoldered as she looked back at him. Adjusting himself, Alvin went on to the bathroom and let his clothing vanish. Seeing that the bathroom was empty, Alvin’s lips pursed and he went searching for Kuro, as he hadn’t seen her under the bed, either. 
 
      
 
    He found her in the dungeon, tied to one of the benches with a wand strapped to her thigh. The head was rested over her sex, and she had a ball gag securely strapped in place. Stepping back as he hadn’t been seen, Alvin went back to the bathroom, letting out a deep breath. 
 
      
 
    Fucking gods, Gothy is making it hard to ignore Mousie, Alvin grumbled internally as he headed for the shower, his body in full agreement with his thoughts. 
 
      
 
    Alvin used a bit of cold water to calm down before he dialed up the heat and actually cleaned up. Once he was done with the shower, he hopped into the tub and relaxed for a bit longer. 
 
      
 
    “Get nice and clean… hello, Hero. I was wondering where you had gotten off to,” Becky said, escorting Kuro into the shower. 
 
      
 
    He had been dozing, and when he sat upright, Alvin saw Becky smirking at him as Kuro stepped into the shower. “Dinner?” 
 
      
 
    “A few more minutes. I had to let Mousie out of her predicament and was going to let you know.” 
 
      
 
    Standing up, Alvin got out of the tub and gratefully took the towel from Becky. “You’re evil,” Alvin chuckled. 
 
      
 
    “I wasn’t sure if you’d take the bait of her bound and being tormented or not,” Becky smirked. “I figured you’d resist, but it looks like the idea has your attention,” she finished, looking at his rising member. 
 
      
 
    “I’m going to pay you back tonight,” Alvin grinned at her. 
 
      
 
    A shiver ran through her. “I’m looking forward to it.” 
 
      
 
    “Now go finish dinner. You’re the one cooking, after all,” Alvin said, shooing her away. 
 
      
 
    “As you wish, Hero,” Becky husked as she swayed out of the room, knowing Alvin was watching her the whole way. 
 
      
 
    “I’m going to pay you back, but not in the way you’re imagining,” Alvin muttered under his breath. 
 
      
 
    As he was getting dressed, Alvin considered grabbing a set of comfortable clothes for just lounging around the base, but dismissed it. Going out to the main room, he took a seat at the table and poured himself a glass of wine. 
 
      
 
    “Dinner will be ready in a few moments, sir,” Jarvis said from the kitchen. 
 
      
 
    “Sounds good,” Alvin said, pouring everyone a glass of wine. “It smells wonderful, Gothy.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you,” Becky said, slightly distracted as she focused on something. 
 
      
 
    Kuro sat at the table, wearing an outfit even more provocative than Becky’s, drawing Alvin’s eye. A loose, white gauze top barely did anything to cover her, showing off the white bra she wore. Her bottoms were harem pants, similar to what a belly dancer would wear, and just as revealing as the top was. Her outfit wasn’t meant to conceal, but rather to entice the eye. 
 
      
 
    Alvin covered his face for a moment as he held a sigh in. Damn it Gothy. Putting a pleasant smile on his face, Alvin looked up to find Kuro sneaking glances at him. “I see Gothy chose your outfit,” he managed. 
 
      
 
    “Gothy said that this is to be my attire when we retire for the evening, until she chooses another for me,” Kuro stated. Her voice was firm and her cheeks darkened only slightly, though she did look away from him. 
 
      
 
    “She does love the way you look,” Alvin stated. “Can’t say I blame her.” 
 
      
 
    Kuro’s cheeks darkened more, the blush spreading down onto her chest. “You don’t have to say anything, Al.” 
 
      
 
    “Just stating facts as I see them,” Alvin replied, pulling his eyes off the contrast of white gauze and dark skin. 
 
      
 
    “Dinner,” Becky said as she began to plate food. “How did I do, Jarvis?” 
 
      
 
    “Very well, miss. I would be surprised if you didn’t gain this as a recipe now,” Jarvis said, handing her plates as she went. 
 
      
 
    Once she finished getting the meal dished, Becky’s eyes unfocused for a moment her grin widened. “I did. Will that happen all the time?” 
 
      
 
    “Unlikely,” Jarvis replied as he took two of the plates, following Becky as she did the same. “You had a very high chance of learning this dish because I was teaching you, and it was at the upper end of your range, due to the ingredients and the process used.” 
 
      
 
    “How was the cooking part?” Alvin asked as Becky set a plate before him, the aroma making his mouth water. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t really recall it that well,” Becky said as she took her seat, the other plate going in front of her while Jarvis served Kuro and himself. “It’s like Jarvis said: when crafting, you enter a fugue.” 
 
      
 
    “Good to know that it works that way,” Alvin said. 
 
      
 
    “It did take somewhat longer than normal because you hadn’t made this dish before,” Jarvis said as everyone began to cut into the filets. “Now that it is one of your known recipes, you will be able to produce it much faster. If you blanch more vegetables, that skill will translate to other dishes that include it in the cooking process, making those easier for you to learn.” 
 
      
 
    Becky nodded, her eyes closing as she took her first bite. Alvin had to agree; it was perfectly cooked. “Damn Gothy, if you cook like this, I might not want to leave the base.” 
 
      
 
    Becky grinned at him. “Just my cooking?” 
 
      
 
    “You know better than that,” Alvin chuckled, taking another bite. 
 
      
 
    They ate their meal, occasionally praising the cook and food. When they had all cleaned their plates, Alvin was surprised no buff had appeared. Before he could ask, Jarvis shook his head, interrupting Becky just as she started to speak. 
 
      
 
    “You need to be a Journeyman Cook at least to have any chance of getting buffs from your meals. At the rank of Chef, it becomes automatic. At the moment, miss, you are an Apprentice Cook. Another few meals like this should bump you over the line into Journeyman.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll do it,” Becky nodded. 
 
      
 
    Alvin refilled their wine glasses and held his up. “To Gothy’s first system-approved meal.” Becky stuck her tongue out at him, but her eyes sparkled. Once everyone had touched glasses and had a drink, Alvin stood up. “That was delightful. I think we should retire for the night.” 
 
      
 
    Quickly getting to her feet, Becky nodded. “Yes.” 
 
      
 
    Kuro also rose gracefully. “Sleep is good.” 
 
      
 
    “I hope you all have a good evening,” Jarvis said as he began gathering the dishes. 
 
      
 
    Becky put Kuro into her cage before she turned to Alvin, a wicked gleam in her eyes. Alvin winked at her. “Gothy, are you ready?” 
 
      
 
    “Oh yes,” Becky purred as she stepped toward him. 
 
      
 
    “Stop,” Alvin commanded, her collar forcing her to obey instantly. “Don’t speak,” he went on when she opened her mouth to object. “Strip,” he added. Becky’s clothing vanished, leaving her entirely nude, and Alvin let his eyes rake over her. “Stay right there.” 
 
      
 
    Coming back from the dungeon he smiled at her, holding her bondage jacket in his hands. He didn’t say a word as he got her into it and led her to the bed. He joined her, got the entertainment system going, and cuddled her so they both faced the screen. 
 
      
 
    “Tonight is enforced cuddles. You may shift to get comfortable. You can also speak, but no complaining. This is for being evil, and I know you love it,” Alvin said as Firefly began to play. 
 
      
 
    “I do love it,” Becky whispered, snuggling closer. “I was hoping for some rough fucking, but this also feels good.” 
 
      
 
    “I figured you missed me controlling you in a non-sexual way, at least a little,” Alvin murmured as he stroked her hair and held his bound lover. 
 
      
 
    “I still fear that when we’re not having sex, you might lose interest in me. This helps me know otherwise,” Becky murmured. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll always love you,” Alvin replied just as softly as they watched the screen. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twenty-five 
 
      
 
    Waking up to Becky’s snores, Alvin chuckled softly. “My delicate princess.” 
 
      
 
    Becky murmured in her sleep and rolled over, pressing her back to his chest. Letting his hands trail lightly over her jacketed form, Alvin smiled. I think she was happy, but it’s hard to tell sometimes. 
 
      
 
    “Al? Can I be let out please?” Kuro’s soft voice drifted up from under the bed. 
 
      
 
    With a regretful sigh, Alvin moved away from Becky. He walked around the bed, realizing they hadn’t closed the shutters. Alvin was a little puzzled, looking at the controls. Kuro could easily have opened it on her own. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you,” Kuro said as she climbed out. “The play on the wall last night… was that something from your world?” 
 
      
 
    “That was a make-believe story conceived on my world,” Alvin replied. “We never had space flight like that.” 
 
      
 
    “Ahh,” Kuro nodded as she headed for the bathroom. 
 
      
 
    “Hero?” Becky muttered as she stirred on the bed. 
 
      
 
    “Morning, Gothy,” Alvin said, sitting on the edge of the bed next to her. “Did you enjoy last night?” 
 
      
 
    A soft smile came to her lips. “Yes. Thank you.” 
 
      
 
    “Glad to hear it,” Alvin replied as he leaned down to kiss her gently. “Kuro is in the bathroom. Did you need to go?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” Becky said, trying to sit up and realizing she was still in her jacket. 
 
      
 
    “Let me help,” Alvin smiled as he got her upright. “Mousie,” Alvin smiled as Kuro came out of the bathroom. “Gothy needs some help with the bathroom. Could you assist her?” 
 
      
 
    “Hero, just take the jacket off,” Becky said. 
 
      
 
    “No,” Alvin grinned. 
 
      
 
    “Hero, please,” Becky asked again, her face serious. 
 
      
 
    Meeting her eyes, he leaned in to whisper to her. “Don’t want to look weak in front of Mousie?” 
 
      
 
    “I’m supposed to be in charge of her. Not being able to even use the bathroom without help is too much,” Becky whispered back. “Please.” 
 
      
 
    Relenting, Alvin reached around her and began unbuckling her jacket. “I understand, Gothy. Your duality requires some things. Being forced by me is one thing, but being helpless with her is another.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you,” Becky whispered, her voice tight with emotion. 
 
      
 
    Once she was free of the jacket, Becky grabbed Kuro on her way to the bathroom, leaving Alvin alone. Willing his clothing onto his body, Alvin got to his feet and stretched. A soft knock brought his attention to the door. 
 
      
 
    “Sir, I will be starting breakfast,” Jarvis informed him through the door. 
 
      
 
    “We’ll be along,” Alvin replied. 
 
      
 
    Another minute ticked by and Alvin glanced toward the bathroom. Heading that way, he heard the shower just before he got to the doorway. He stepped into the room and could hear Becky and Kuro talking softly, but couldn’t make out what they were saying. After using the facilities, Alvin left them to whatever they were up to. 
 
      
 
    Heading into the main room, he nodded to Jarvis and went to the kiosk room. When he was finished there, Alvin had a comfortable outfit selected, comprised of running shorts and a shirt with a logo he mocked up with the help of the store. While he was there, he purchased the first outfit tab as well, which then let him see the price of the next one would be fifty thousand XP. 
 
      
 
    Willing the majority of his clothing away, Alvin put on the new outfit and a screen popped up before him. Reading it over, he snorted and accepted the pop up. 
 
      
 
    Clothing Ensembles can be accessed via your UI. 
 
    Any non-armor clothing can be found under your clothing UI. 
 
    Would you like to add this as a set? 
 
      
 
    Having accepted the outfit as a set, another box asked him to name it. He typed relaxed house into it and the screen vanished. He switched back and forth between his armored set and the new clothing a couple of times and nodded. 
 
      
 
    Walking out to the main room, he saw Kuro and Becky sitting at the table with coffee. When Becky looked at his shirt, she smiled. 
 
      
 
    “For us?” 
 
      
 
    “Seems appropriate,” Alvin chuckled. The shirt sported a simple design of a nighttime mountain range, in front of which sat one of the Apocalypse Gates. Ruffian and the Humvee were parked just in front of it. “I was messing around and got this to come out, so I figured why not,” Alvin smiled. 
 
      
 
    “I wonder if we’ll get a cut of proceeds?” Becky asked the air. “You know that’s going to be something our fans will want, right?” 
 
      
 
    “Hadn’t thought about it, but possibly,” Alvin nodded. “Are you two always going to wear those outfits when we’re home?” His eyes drifted over both of them, taking in their clothes from last night. 
 
      
 
    “You don’t like them?” Becky asked. 
 
      
 
    “I think I’ll get distracted,” Alvin replied with a smirk. 
 
      
 
    “That is the intent,” Becky snickered. 
 
      
 
    “I would like to see about getting a couple of different sets, if that’s okay,” Kuro said hesitantly. 
 
      
 
    “We’ll look into it,” Becky said. 
 
      
 
    “Why don’t you two go ahead and go check out some more clothes? You can save things into a wishlist, and buy them later on.” 
 
      
 
    “You have time,” Jarvis said from the kitchen. “At least another ten minutes.” 
 
      
 
    “Gothy, please?” Kuro asked. 
 
      
 
    “Alright, Mousie,” Becky replied as she drained her cup and got to her feet. 
 
      
 
    Alvin watched them go, shaking his head as his body stirred with just that small stimuli. “Jarvis, anything we need to talk about?” Alvin asked, pouring himself some coffee from the pot on the table. 
 
      
 
    “Not that I’m aware of, sir,” Jarvis replied. “You will likely have an audience with Queen Night today. I did find out that there is a restriction on what I can watch from here. I can watch you and any of the people within a few miles of you, or any of the settlements you are tied to. I cannot watch anything other than that, so I can’t give you updates on other players.” 
 
      
 
    “Fair enough,” Alvin shrugged. “I figured something like that was going to be implemented. What would stop us from just hunting players down otherwise?” 
 
      
 
    “Exactly,” Jarvis nodded. “I wonder if you have an idea yet of where you are likely to go once you leave here, sir?” 
 
      
 
    “Probably head back to Beatty, then Green River, before heading east,” Alvin shrugged. “Also might head south from Green River into Arizona or New Mexico. Nothing is concrete right now.” 
 
      
 
    “I shall keep that in mind,” Jarvis said as he picked up something from a counter near him. 
 
      
 
    “I know you can’t give me any advice without suffering a penalty,” Alvin said, “which is why I’m not going to ask.” 
 
      
 
    “I do appreciate that, sir.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s been relatively boring since crossing into this world, besides the whole army thing.” 
 
      
 
    “This part of it is,” Jarvis nodded. “If you go away from the capital, you would find the more dangerous places…” Jarvis froze in place. 
 
      
 
    Alvin went to the kitchen and discovered that Jarvis had been making hollandaise sauce. Frowning and not sure what he should do, he stirred the sauce and hoped Jarvis wouldn’t be frozen for long. 
 
      
 
    Jarvis came to after a few moments, and took the whisk back from Alvin. “Sorry, sir.” 
 
      
 
    “No problems. I hope the sauce is okay.” 
 
      
 
    Jarvis pulled it off the heat, checking it. “It’s fine. It might not have been if you hadn’t helped.” 
 
      
 
    Going back to the table, Alvin looked in the kiosk room and saw Kuro and Becky still there. Shrugging, Alvin sipped his coffee and waited for breakfast. 
 
      
 
    “Breakfast,” Jarvis called just as they were coming out of the kiosk room. 
 
      
 
    “What are we having?” Becky asked, refilling her coffee cup. 
 
      
 
    “Eggs Benedict,” Jarvis said. He brought out a loaded tray and served everyone. Once everyone had food, he retreated to grab his tea before joining them at the table. 
 
      
 
    Breakfast was as delicious as Alvin expected, and a food buff appeared when he was finished eating. “Two points to Personability?” 
 
      
 
    “It is the best I can do at this time, sir,” Jarvis said. “You are likely to meet with the Queen today, and it seemed like the best idea.” 
 
      
 
    “Good thinking, Jarvis,” Becky grinned. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, miss.” 
 
      
 
    Alvin looked at Becky and Kuro and couldn’t help noticing that both of them looked even better than they had before breakfast. “Huh, so it’s not just being convincing. Part of it is how attractive you are to look at.” 
 
      
 
    “Indeed, sir.” 
 
      
 
    Kuro glanced at Alvin before quickly looking away. Becky looked from one to the other, nodding. “I see it now. Mousie normally looks amazing, but now she’s super model amazing.” 
 
      
 
    “You’re even more beautiful,” Alvin added. 
 
      
 
    Shaking her head, Becky smiled at him. “Bullshit, but thank you.” 
 
      
 
    “To me, you are,” Alvin said as he got to his feet and switched his clothing over to his gear. “You two ready to go?” 
 
      
 
    Both of them stood, their outfits also switching over to their standard gear. “Ready. I’m kind of looking forward to leaving. Outside of the army, this place has been boring as hell compared to Earth,” Becky said. 
 
      
 
    “Jarvis says if we keep going past the capital, we can find some excitement,” Alvin told her. 
 
      
 
    “The woods,” Kuro said softly. “It’s a very dangerous place to go.” 
 
      
 
    “Maybe we can go sightseeing,” Alvin grinned. 
 
      
 
    “If it’s a forest, we might not be able to take the cars,” Becky said, lips pursed. 
 
      
 
    “Which will make it much more interesting,” Alvin nodded. 
 
      
 
    “Let’s see what the Queen has to say first,” Becky smiled. “Who knows what will happen from there?” 
 
      
 
    “Fair enough.” As Alvin turned to go, he looked back at Jarvis. “Can I still summon the vehicles in any settlement?” 
 
      
 
    “Any of the settlements in your own network is how it now stands, sir.” 
 
      
 
    “Good to know,” Alvin shrugged. “Let’s take them, just in case.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twenty-six 
 
      
 
    Parking where they had last night, the three of them got out to find a dozen guards watching them. 
 
      
 
    “Problem?” Alvin asked. 
 
      
 
    Without answering, the guards left the stable yard where they were parked. Alvin watched them go, but still felt eyes on him. A surreptitious look around failed to help him find who was staring at him. 
 
      
 
    Following Becky’s lead, they walked into the inn. “Hero, did you feel someone watching us?” Becky asked softly as they got inside the main room. 
 
      
 
    “It’s likely one of the Queen’s Shadows,” Kuro told them in an equally quiet voice. Seeing Alvin’s raised eyebrow, she added a bit more. “They are the eyes of the Queen. It is unknown how many of them there are.” 
 
      
 
    “Her secret police, or spies,” Becky clarified. 
 
      
 
    “Probably just wants to get a read on us,” Alvin said. “At the moment, all she has is Skyfall’s story.” 
 
      
 
    “What’s the plan until we’re called?” Becky asked Alvin. 
 
      
 
    “Go take a look through the city?” 
 
      
 
    “I can show you around,” Kuro said. 
 
      
 
    “Sounds good,” Alvin said, turning on his heel to head back to the door. 
 
      
 
    “Are you heading out?” the Elf behind the counter asked. 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” Alvin said bluntly. 
 
      
 
    “Where can we send the guard to find you?” 
 
      
 
    “Somewhere in the city,” Alvin replied. 
 
      
 
    The Elf blinked, shocked at how flippant Alvin was being about a potential summons from the Queen. Unable to shake the shock off before they left, the woman turned to the door behind her, informing the owner that their special guests had just left. 
 
      
 
    Kuro took the lead as they exited the inn. Alvin got a good look at the street; stone buildings lined the paved road, which was even wider than the ones in Alinaholt had been. As they followed their guide, Becky and Alvin took in the construction, which was different than anything they had seen on Earth. 
 
      
 
    “They like curves,” Becky murmured. 
 
      
 
    “Who doesn’t?” Alvin chuckled as his hand slid over her ass. 
 
      
 
    “I was talking about the buildings,” Becky replied, her lips curling into a smile as she bumped him with her hip. 
 
      
 
    “Matriarch Gothy, would you like to see some of the clothes from this world?” Kuro asked, looking back at them. 
 
      
 
    “That sounds fun. We can at least get you to model some for us,” Becky smirked at her. 
 
      
 
    “If that is your desire, Matriarch,” Kuro said, leading them toward a building across the street. 
 
      
 
    Alvin frowned. He hadn’t seen any people during their small walk so far. Looking around, he did notice someone quickly shift behind their curtains. “Right, we’re demons,” Alvin nodded. 
 
      
 
    “Well, if you ask the people we’ve killed, we definitely are,” Becky added. 
 
      
 
    Stopping in front of a shop, Kuro pointed out the display items in the window. Alvin’s lips thinned a bit more at the modern twist to the way the crafters here acted. He had not expected to see such clothing made and on display in a world that looked way less tech savvy than Earth. They went in, Alvin the last one through the door. 
 
      
 
    The inside was what Alvin had expected: a small reception area with a counter, behind which a light-skinned male Elf stood. Eyes widening, the Elf took a step back when he saw Becky and Alvin. “Demons…” 
 
      
 
    “Human,” Alvin sighed. “We would like to see about some clothing.” 
 
      
 
    Visibly trying to calm himself, the Elf nodded. “Please wait a moment while I get the mistress for you.” Without waiting for a reply, he went through the door behind the counter. 
 
      
 
    “I’m tired of being a demon,” Alvin grumbled. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll always be a demon,” Becky murmured as she eyed Alvin. 
 
      
 
    “I know that you’re a succubus,” Alvin snickered. “Gods know you drain my life force as often as possible. Not to mention Mousie’s life force, too.” 
 
      
 
    Becky’s smile grew wider as her eyes sparkled. “You say the sweetest things, Hero.” 
 
      
 
    The door opening behind the counter got their attention. A midnight skinned Elf walked through, dressed in silks and trying to project calmness, but her eyes widened when she caught sight of the two Humans. 
 
      
 
    “Welcome to my shop. My servant said you wished to purchase some clothing?” 
 
      
 
    “Depending on what you have, or can have ready shortly,” Becky said. 
 
      
 
    Blinking, not expecting the demons to answer her directly, the owner licked her lips. “You speak our tongue? My servant didn’t tell me this. I thought I would be dealing with your servant.” 
 
      
 
    “We’re not the demons you think we are,” Alvin said. “Kuro and Gothy are both interested in some new clothes.” 
 
      
 
    “Not you, Hero?” 
 
      
 
    “Nothing I’ve seen looks interesting. All the men we’ve seen are wearing just normal pants and shirts, nothing flashy. The women have been wearing some interesting blouses and dresses. You two have fun,” he hooked a thumb at a chair. “I’ll just have a seat and wait.” 
 
      
 
    Becky seemed a little disappointed, but nodded. “Okay. We’ll just have to put on a fashion show if possible, then.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m not sure I have anything that would be suitable for you,” the tailor said slowly, her gaze on Becky. “I have a few things already made that might fit your servant.” 
 
      
 
    “Let’s see what you have first. If I like any of them, we might commission some others, since we might be here for a few days. We don’t know when the Queen will want to speak with us.” 
 
      
 
    The owner of the shop stood a little straighter. “You have an upcoming audience with the Queen?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah,” Alvin said. “Is that a problem?” 
 
      
 
    “Let me bring out my best items,” the owner whisked out of the room before anyone could move. 
 
      
 
    “She hopes to have her clothing on display before the Queen. It is an honor to be able to say so,” Kuro told them. 
 
      
 
    “We should at least get you something, then,” Becky said, taking a seat next to Alvin. 
 
      
 
    Kuro bowed her head. “As you desire, Matriarch.” 
 
      
 
    The next hour was Kuro trying on a half dozen outfits and Becky looking them over. They settled on a white dress with side slits up to Kuro’s hips. It had a sharply plunging neckline, displaying Kuro’s high breasts. Alvin thought it was very red carpet-esque, and agreed that it looked amazing on Kuro. 
 
      
 
    They had to spend another hour explaining what the tailor’s dream had meant, and why the crafter was having difficulty making clothes now. Alvin handed over another book to make it easier to understand. Once the tailor fully understood how crafting worked now, she promised them any clothing they needed. 
 
      
 
    Becky commissioned a simple black dress that would support her ample chest while giving a very good view of her cleavage. The dress would flow down to just above her ankles, with side slits up to her knees. 
 
      
 
    They wanted to get Alvin an outfit as well, but he shook his head. “I’ll pick up a suit from the store. That is the most I’ll do for putting on finery. I’ll need to grab a shoulder holster for the handgun, too. The gloves will have to stay.” 
 
      
 
    “Mine will go with the dress nicely,” Becky grinned. 
 
      
 
    “I have my new dress in my bags, and Matriarch Gothy’s will be ready tomorrow,” Kuro said as they were leaving the shop. 
 
      
 
    “What’s next?” Alvin asked. 
 
      
 
    “Excuse me,” an alto voice caught their attention. Just to the side of the building, a regal looking woman in grey clothing stood in a relaxed pose. “The Queen will be seeing you tomorrow evening. I’m to give you a crest to make it easy for you to enjoy your time in the city.” 
 
      
 
    Kuro bowed deeply to the Elven lady. “We have heard the Queen’s command, and shall be ready for her.” 
 
      
 
    “Very good, Kuro Lightskin,” the lady replied, gliding forward as if skating. She was holding a hand-sized metal disk, and passed it to Kuro. “Take this. If they have need of anything at all, this will let the crafters know that it will be paid for by Her Majesty.” 
 
      
 
    Accepting the disk, Kuro bowed deeply again. “As you say, Champion Wintersbreath.” 
 
      
 
    “Very good,” Champion Wintersbreath smiled. She examined Alvin and Becky slowly, not trying to hide it. “I look forward to seeing them before the Queen; it shall be a very interesting day.” 
 
      
 
    “See you soon,” Alvin said when Wintersbreath’s eyes met his. 
 
      
 
    A momentary flicker of surprise crossed her face. “They speak our language? Skyfall had said so, but many doubted it. It has also been said that you are responsible for the slaughter of most of the King’s initial army. Is that also true?” 
 
      
 
    “It’s a damn bad idea to upset us,” Becky said simply. 
 
      
 
    “I shall remember that,” Wintersbreath smiled at her. “I hope your stay is pleasant. Until we meet again.” 
 
      
 
    Walking away from them, the Elf’s grace made Alvin boggle. He knew they were more graceful than a human, but Wintersbreath moved as though she were liquid. “Fucking god, that is just wrong,” Alvin muttered. 
 
      
 
    Becky nudged him. “Mousie can be that smooth, if we up her stats.” 
 
      
 
    “I wonder if we maxed you out, if you could, too,” Alvin said, meeting her gaze. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t think so,” Becky sighed. “Mousie has a nine Nimbleness, and she isn’t as smooth as that. Mousie, what are your maximum stats?” 
 
      
 
    “In order Matriarch, they are; Brawn of seven, Nimbleness of fifteen, Aptitude of ten, Personability of thirteen, and Hardiness of eight. Wintersbreath is the most graceful of the Champions. She is also the Queen’s duelist, being a Blade Dancer.” 
 
      
 
    “So, probably a fifteen or close to it,” Alvin mused. 
 
      
 
    “I can imagine how flexible Mousie will be if we raise her Nimbleness,” Becky said, her eyes tracing Kuro’s figure. 
 
      
 
    Chuckling, Alvin nudged her lightly. “Let’s go see another shop, shall we?” 
 
      
 
    “What would you like to see?” Kuro asked. 
 
      
 
    “Surprise us,” Becky said. “I’m sure we’ll learn something new no matter where we go.” 
 
      
 
    “As you desire, Matriarch Gothy,” Kuro replied as she began to lead them down the street. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twenty-seven 
 
      
 
    They spent half a day walking around and sightseeing in the city. The few people they did encounter hurriedly left the street, some of them actually running into the nearest buildings. They went back to the inn early that evening, then headed to the base. 
 
      
 
    Jarvis greeted them from the kitchen. “It will be a few minutes before I have dinner prepared for cooking. Did you wish to cook again tonight, miss?” 
 
      
 
    Becky shook her head. “Not tonight, Jarvis.” 
 
      
 
    “May I cook then, Gothy?” Kuro asked. 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” Becky smiled. “Talk with Jarvis about what you’ll need. You might need to get some things from your world if you want to cook us a dish you know.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll take care of it,” Kuro replied. 
 
      
 
    Alvin toggled his clothing over to the comfortable set. “Looks like we have a bit of time,” he said as he stepped behind Becky and put his arms around her. 
 
      
 
    “We should do something about that,” Becky replied, her clothing switching over to her new set. 
 
      
 
    “I shall inform you when dinner is ready,” Jarvis said just as Alvin was starting to lead Becky toward the bedroom. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you,” Alvin said, releasing Becky to shut the door behind them. 
 
      
 
    When he turned back around, Becky was across the room and smirking at him. “You’ll never take me alive, copper.” 
 
      
 
    “You want to play hard to get? Fine,” Alvin grinned. “The longer you stay away from me, the worse it will be for you.” 
 
      
 
    Becky’s eyes glittered. “Promises, promises, Hero.” 
 
      
 
    Stalking toward her, Alvin was careful to angle his advance to cut off one half of the room. Becky stepped away from him, her body swaying as she tried to gauge which way he would go. 
 
      
 
    Taking three quick steps, Alvin came in from her left, then cut back the other way. Becky let out a giggle as she turned and ran for the dungeon room. Not expecting her to bolt, he chased after her. For the next few minutes, she managed to use various pieces of equipment to keep him at bay. 
 
      
 
    The chase came to an end when Alvin leapt over one of the benches. Wrapping his arms around her, he spun and pushed her chest down onto the same bench he had gone over. “No power in the verse can stop me,” Alvin chuckled. 
 
      
 
    “I’ve been a bad girl, Hero,” Becky panted, her breath a little short from the play and her rising excitement. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, and bad girls get punished,” Alvin agreed. “I can’t use you too hard because we still need to eat dinner, especially since it’s Kuro’s first time cooking for you.” 
 
      
 
    “Please…” Becky whimpered as she wiggled in his arms. 
 
      
 
    “I’m still going to use you, just not as hard as I could. Now settle down,” Alvin growled in her ear. 
 
      
 
    “As you command, Hero,” Becky husked. 
 
      
 
    Using one hand to pin her to the bench, he reached under her skirt intending to pull her underwear off, only to find she wasn’t wearing any and she was already ready for anything he wanted. Alvin grinned and used his knee to spread Becky’s legs wider. “I see someone desperately needs a firm hand,” he said. 
 
      
 
    Becky shook with need. “A very firm hand.” 
 
      
 
    Leaning into her back, Alvin reached around to hook her hands to the bench. Once he had her hands secured, he was able to stand back from her. He bent down and pulled the kneeling pads out of the sides. “Up you go, Gothy,” he told her as he lifted one of her legs into place, strapping it down. 
 
      
 
    Once she was kneeling on the bench, Alvin walked away, much to Becky’s displeasure. He gathered the items that he wanted to start with and slowed his pace coming back. “Is someone feeling feisty? I’ll have to break that wild spirit.” 
 
      
 
    Becky calmed her attempts to free herself, her breath coming hard. “Break me? You’ll never break me, Hero.” 
 
      
 
    “Challenge accepted,” Alvin laughed darkly. “No cumming until I say so.” 
 
      
 
    Alvin plugged in the wand and positioned it against Becky, using the straps to fix it in place. He set it to low and listened to Becky’s gasps. “Now for the real fun,” Alvin said as he ran his hands up under Becky’s skirt, pushing it up as he went. The skirt vanished, and Alvin stopped. “Put it back, Gothy. I want you stripped at my pace.” 
 
      
 
    When the skirt reappeared, Alvin continued with his slow exposure of her round ass. Once he had her exposed, his left hand lifted, then came back down at speed. The smack of hand meeting ass was almost as loud as Becky’s yelp. A bright red handprint marked his strike. 
 
      
 
    The spanking went on until a nice dark pink hue covered most of her ass. Clicking the wand up another notch, Alvin leaned next to her ear. “Now lose the skirt.” With it gone, Alvin stood back as he snagged the paddle from where he had rested it. “We’re ramping things up. Hope you’re ready, Gothy.” 
 
      
 
    Becky was lost in her own mind, not answering even when the first strike of the paddle came down. She moaned and gasped as Alvin turned the pink on her bottom to a nice red. 
 
      
 
    Satisfied with the shade of red he’d achieved, Alvin set the paddle down. Lowering the bench a few inches, Alvin made sure it was locked before he went around to where Becky’s head lolled. “Gothy, are you okay?” Alvin asked, kneeling down beside her. 
 
      
 
    Head tilting to the side, her hair uncovered one glazed eye. He could see her happiness and need. “Hero…” 
 
      
 
    Pulling his shorts down as he stood up, his rigid flesh slapped Becky on the cheek. Eyes widening with ravenous hunger, Becky’s lips encased the tip of his swollen cock before he could move. “That’s my hungry little slut,” Alvin sighed as he adjusted his position, feeding her more of his length. 
 
      
 
    Alvin was in ecstasy as Becky worked on him. He had rarely seen her this worked up, and she was doing everything she could to bring him pleasure. The angle wasn’t the best, which helped Alvin resist the urge to go all out and empty into her mouth right away. When he tried to pull back, Becky sucked on his shaft harder to keep him from getting away. Chuckling, he began a game of letting her have him and making her work to keep him. 
 
      
 
    Eventually he pulled away from her and let her breathe. Walking around behind her, he positioned himself to finish what he had started. He dragged the tip up and down her dripping slit, making her whimper and beg for it. 
 
      
 
    A soft gasp brought his attention to the door. Kuro stood there watching as Alvin finally pushed himself into Becky. “Di… dinner's almost ready.” 
 
      
 
    Alvin slammed into Becky, making her gasp and moan louder as he locked eyes with Kuro. “We’ll be there as soon as she’s done, Mousie. Unless you’d like to come play with her some?” 
 
      
 
    Licking her lips, Kuro took a step into the room hesitantly, but shook her head and retreated. “I’ll keep it warm for you,” she said as she hurried away. 
 
      
 
    “Not ready yet,” Alvin sighed, then began to take Becky fast and hard. “Are you ready, Gothy?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, please! Please let me cum,” Becky responded. Her hips tried to meet his, but the straps held her firmly in place. 
 
      
 
    Pushing all the way into her allowed the vibration of the wand to reach his balls. Eyes rolling, Alvin gave her a few hard, short thrusts. “Cum, Gothy. Cum for me now.” 
 
      
 
    Screaming in pleasure, her whole body strained against the straps holding her as the long-delayed orgasm finally came. Her welcoming passage clamped down, trying to hold him inside her as he continued to pound into her. As her first orgasm started to subside, Alvin grunted as his began. He lost all sense of rhythm as he pounded her, his seed spilling into her. That sensation was enough to set Becky off into another orgasm. 
 
      
 
    It took a few minutes before Alvin was able to steady himself and pull free of her sex. Panting, he leaned against her back, trailing kisses along her spine. “Good girl, Gothy.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Hero,” she murmured in a daze. 
 
      
 
    Taking his time, Alvin got her unhooked from the bench and the toys put away. Retrieving a washcloth, he cleaned her and himself before he resummoned his clothing. Becky finally got herself onto shaky legs, grabbing him and holding him close. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
      
 
    “It was our pleasure, Gothy,” Alvin said, softly kissing her head. “Dinner’s been ready for a while. Shall we go try Mousie’s food?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” Becky murmured, leaning against him as they left the room, her legs still unsteady. 
 
      
 
    When Alvin and Becky got to the dining area, Jarvis and Kuro were speaking in the kitchen. Upon seeing them, Jarvis cleared his throat. “We shall serve dinner now.” 
 
      
 
    Alvin and Becky took their seats as Jarvis and Kuro brought out a variety of meats, vegetables, and sauces. Kuro took her seat while Jarvis brought two bottles back from the kitchen, and filled their wine glasses with a wine so dark red it bordered on black. 
 
      
 
    Alvin glanced from Jarvis to Kuro, but didn’t comment on how easily she was able to speak with the butler. Instead, he asked Kuro, “Can you tell us what all of this is?” 
 
      
 
    “A sampling of the dishes that I can cook,” Kuro replied. “The meats are kurstok, labin, and flaze,” she said, gesturing to the three different meats that looked vaguely like beef, chicken, and pork. “We also have a selection of vegetables,” she said, rattling off a list of things that didn’t sound as ridiculous as the banple juice they had previously sampled. 
 
      
 
    “The developers changed the names, sir,” Jarvis said to Alvin before he could ask about the unique names of the foods. 
 
      
 
    Kuro looked lost, but Becky nodded. “What do you recommend we try first, Mousie?” Becky asked as she looked over the dishes. 
 
      
 
    Over the next hour Kuro explained the different combinations that were normally eaten together. Alvin was surprised by the flaze. It looked like and had the texture of a pork loin, but the flavor was a mixture of bacon, swiss cheese, and pineapple. What really made him pause was the wine; it didn’t taste like anything he could describe. Sitting there with the glass in his hand for over a minute, he realized that this must be what explaining color to a blind man must be like. 
 
      
 
    “It is a unique beverage only found on this world,” Jarvis said, after both Alvin and Becky had paused to stare at their glasses. 
 
      
 
    “It’s good,” Becky said, taking another sip. 
 
      
 
    “I can’t fault that, but it’s…” Alvin lost the words. 
 
      
 
    “Have you enjoyed the food?” Kuro asked. 
 
      
 
    “It’s good,” Alvin said. “The flaze is a new favorite of mine.” 
 
      
 
    “Of course it is,” Becky snickered. 
 
      
 
    The rest of the meal they spent with tidbits of conversation regarding the different dishes, and praising Kuro for cooking it all. When they were all finished, Becky stood up and took Kuro’s hand. “Come on, Mousie. You deserve a reward for this,” Becky smiled at Kuro. 
 
      
 
    “I’m going to take a shower in a few,” Alvin let Becky know as she towed the Elf behind her. 
 
      
 
    “We’ll be taking a quick rinse, then I’ll have her in the dungeon for a bit,” Becky replied. 
 
      
 
    Alvin chuckled as he watched them go and turned back to Jarvis. “Jarvis, how did you get to the point where Kuro is speaking to you so easily?” 
 
      
 
    “I’m not sure, sir,” Jarvis replied. “She seems quite relaxed with me. Maybe because she believes I’m an elemental?” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, right,” Alvin sighed. “The Queen is seeing us in the evening tomorrow, so we’ll probably wake up late.” 
 
      
 
    “I shall keep that in mind, sir,” Jarvis said as he began to gather dishes. 
 
      
 
    “Have a good night, Jarvis. We’ll see you for breakfast.” 
 
      
 
    “Indeed. Sleep well, sir.” 
 
      
 
    When Alvin went to the bathroom, it was empty. The shower was still steamy, so he must have just missed them. After a quick rinse, he soaked in the tub for a bit, listening to some music before retiring to the bedroom. 
 
      
 
    Lounging on the bed and listening to Bach, Alvin smiled when Becky helped Kuro into the bedroom. Kuro’s legs were wobbly, but Becky supported her all the way to her bed. “Hero, you don’t mind if Mousie joins us, do you?” 
 
      
 
    “Not at all,” Alvin said, sliding over to make sure there was plenty of room. 
 
      
 
    Becky got into bed and helped Kuro in. Once she was situated and Becky was holding her properly, Alvin slid over to hold Becky. 
 
      
 
    “Have fun?” Alvin asked softly. 
 
      
 
    “Gothy was very attentive,” Kuro murmured, before Becky could answer. 
 
      
 
    “We did,” Becky said, kissing one of Kuro’s ears. 
 
      
 
    Kuro shivered and pushed her backside a little more into Becky, who responded by holding her tighter. The movement wedged Alvin’s hand firmly between Becky’s stomach and Kuro’s back. 
 
      
 
    “I’m glad,” Alvin said, kissing Becky’s neck and getting a shiver from her. “Lights off. Music, fade out and stop when the song ends.” 
 
      
 
    The lights went out and the music became a barely audible background noise. Alvin lay there holding his lover, who held her newest lover in turn. Well, it’s different… but maybe this is how it should be. He heard Kuro’s soft snores, swiftly followed by Becky’s louder snores. I’m not going to complain about it. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twenty-eight 
 
      
 
    Alvin decided to let the auto shop continue repairing the vehicles the next morning, so they left via the archway in the main room and appeared in their room at the inn. Alvin touched his shirt’s top button at his throat; it had been a long time since he had dressed up in a suit. 
 
      
 
    “I still think the tie would have been even better,” Becky said, eyeing the no-collar dress shirt Alvin was wearing. 
 
      
 
    “You just want to be tied up with silk ties,” Alvin replied with a raised eyebrow. 
 
      
 
    “No… Well, not just that,” Becky said, looking away. “I do think you would look better with a tie.” 
 
      
 
    “If something happens, I’d rather not have an easy handle for people to grab,” Alvin replied. “Besides, I prefer these shirts.” 
 
      
 
    Nodding, Becky’s eyes drifted over the sharply cut dark blue pinstripe suit that Alvin wore. “I like the rest of it. The light blue shirt with the darker blue suit was a good touch.” 
 
      
 
    Buttoning the jacket that hid the vest he wore under it, Alvin smiled. “Thank you, Gothy. Let’s go see about your dress, shall we?” With a thought, Alvin was back in his normal attire. “Don’t want to chance ruining the suit until the meeting.” 
 
      
 
    Becky nodded and looked over to Kuro. She had briefly worn the white dress they had purchased yesterday, but was in her leathers for the moment. “It’s a good point. I want to see about getting a picture of all of us dressed up later.” 
 
      
 
    “Camera required,” Alvin chuckled. “We can see what it’ll cost.” 
 
      
 
    The streets on the way to the tailor were as empty as they had been the previous day, but Alvin did notice more eyes watching them this time. Kuro seemed to ignore them, and Becky only glanced once or twice in the direction of the windows. None of the Elves watching them pulled back today. Because nothing had happened yesterday, they were emboldened to get a better look at the demons. 
 
      
 
    Entering the shop, the Elf behind the counter gave them a bow of his head. “I shall inform my mistress that you have arrived. Please, give me a moment.” 
 
      
 
    A couple of minutes later, the seamstress came out of the back with a dress in her hands. “I was just putting the finishing touches on it,” she said as she walked around from behind the counter. “If you would like to step into the back, we can get you changed and see if everything fits as it should.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay,” Becky said, holding the dress out to look it over. “Mousie, come with me.” 
 
      
 
    “As you desire, Matriarch Gothy.” 
 
      
 
    Alvin waited for them to return, and when they did, his jaw dropped. He stared at Becky, and at the black dress hugging her body and displaying her ample, creamy skin in all the right ways. 
 
      
 
    “Hero?” Becky said, pausing when he started staring at her. 
 
      
 
    “Damn, Gothy… just… damn,” Alvin said, finally pulling his eyes back up to her face. “I want to get you another dozen dresses now.” 
 
      
 
    Cheeks heating, not knowing what to say, Becky gave him a slow turn to show off the rest of the dress. “You really like it?” 
 
      
 
    “Fuck yes,” Alvin said, crossing to her, pulling her in close and kissing her deeply. 
 
      
 
    Kuro had followed her out of the back and had stopped in the doorway, watching the two of them. Her lips trembled, not sure if she wanted to smile or frown. 
 
      
 
    “Is everything okay?” the seamstress asked from behind Kuro. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, please wait,” Kuro said, not looking away from the couple embracing. 
 
      
 
    Standing Becky back upright after he had dipped her slightly with the kiss, Alvin smiled. “I always thought you were beautiful before, but when you dress up like this, it elevates that to a whole new level.” 
 
      
 
    Holding his shirt as she leaned against him, Becky smiled. “I haven’t blushed like that for ages, but the way your eyes were shining when you looked at me... I know you love me, but for a moment… it looked like more.” 
 
      
 
    “That would be because you looked like a goddess,” Alvin said softly as he kissed her head. “I would have totally sold my soul for you in that moment.” 
 
      
 
    “Now you’re making fun of me,” Becky said, thumping his chest slightly. 
 
      
 
    “No, I’m not. Honestly Gothy, you look amazing in that dress. You come close to how I always view you,” Alvin said softly as he tightened his hold on her. “I wish there was a way to help you understand how deeply I love you.” 
 
      
 
    “Damn it, Hero,” Becky murmured feeling heat rise in her face again. “Stop making me feel so much. It’s hard to deal with.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll consider it, if you do so first,” Alvin whispered. 
 
      
 
    “No…” she said softly. 
 
      
 
    “Well, looks like we are stuck with each other forever, struggling to understand our love together,” Alvin replied. 
 
      
 
    “Okay, give me another kiss.” 
 
      
 
    Alvin did as she asked, dipping her again and kissing her with all the love and passion he felt. A small sound of distress caught his ear, and he opened one eye to see where it had come from. Kuro stood there in her dress, her eyes tight with conflicting emotions as she watched them. 
 
      
 
    When the kiss came to an end, Alvin let go of Becky once they were both standing again. Looking to Kuro, his smile was bright, “Kuro, your dress makes you shine.” 
 
      
 
    Kuro’s cheeks darkened as she stepped slowly out of the doorway. “You don’t need to concern yourself with me.” 
 
      
 
    “He’s telling the truth,” Becky said, turning to look at Kuro. “Like I told you before we came out of the back.” 
 
      
 
    Kuro ducked her head. “If the Matriarch says so, then it must be true.” 
 
      
 
    Alvin decided to take a risk and stepped up to Kuro, holding out his hand. “Kuro, may I have your hand, please?” 
 
      
 
    Becky’s lips ticked up, knowing what he was about to do. Kuro looked from him to Becky with a questioning gaze. 
 
      
 
    “Your choice. It’s a request, not an order,” Becky said. 
 
      
 
    Slowly extending her hand, Kuro seemed afraid of what might happen. Alvin gently took her hand from below, bringing it up and kissing the back of it. “You are beautiful in your own way, Kuro,” Alvin said as he stepped back. “I will only say the truth. I won’t lie or flatter you falsely.” 
 
      
 
    Kuro’s cheeks were dark, the blush extending down her neck. Her lips parted as her hand stayed where he had let go of it. “I…” 
 
      
 
    “Hero likes you as well, Mousie,” Becky said. “Just like I’ve said before. Now, are you ready to go?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” Kuro said, dropping her hand and looking away from Alvin. Her dress vanished and leather suddenly covered her form. 
 
      
 
    Becky’s dress vanished the same way, and Alvin held back his sigh. The visual of the two of them in contrasting styles was an image he wanted to hold onto: black skin against a white dress, and creamy white skin in black— curvy and lithe forms showing the two ends of the spectrum. No straight guy could have seen them and not wanted one or both, and Alvin was really starting to want both. 
 
      
 
    “After you, ladies,” Alvin said, pushing the idea of both women from his mind while he opened the door. 
 
      
 
    As they left the shop, Alvin looked at Kuro. “Kuro, we still have hours until the summons. What would you suggest to kill the time?” 
 
      
 
    “Matriarch Gothy liked the park, and we only saw a small part of it,” Kuro suggested. 
 
      
 
    “That sounds good,” Becky said, going to Kuro’s side. “Why don’t we lead him? We can talk a little as we go.” Putting her arm around Kuro’s waist, Becky turned them toward the park. 
 
      
 
    Letting them get ahead of him, Alvin trailed along behind, watching their asses as they walked. He pulled his eyes away to give the few people watching them a nod as they strolled down the empty streets. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    Making their way back toward the inn hours later, Alvin walked along behind Becky and Kuro still, his eyes drifting from them to his surroundings. The street was still deserted, making Alvin feel like they were in a ghost town. 
 
      
 
    The sudden impact to the back of his head staggered him. Trying to stay upright, Alvin saw Becky and Kuro turn to face him when the next impact, this time to his back, shoved him into the ground. 
 
      
 
    “Assassin,” Kuro hissed as she looked at the top of a nearby building where an archer stood, already drawing the bow back for another shot. 
 
      
 
    Becky reached into space and the Remington 700 appeared in her hand. She brought it up to her shoulder and used the scope on it to aim at the archer. The arrow hit her in the chest above her heart, but her armor absorbed the damage easily. Because she had been ready for the impact, her balance wasn’t disrupted. 
 
      
 
    “Goodbye, asshole,” Becky said as she squeezed the trigger. 
 
      
 
    The archer wasn’t prepared for the shot, and was knocked off his feet. Kuro was already racing toward the building, both blades out, wanting to help kill their attacker. 
 
      
 
    Alvin groaned as he got to his feet, his Type 56 appearing in his hands. “What the fuck?” 
 
      
 
    “Archer hit you and me,” Becky said as she put the rifle away and summoned her shotgun. “Mousie is going for the building. Come on!” 
 
      
 
    Alvin ran after Becky, thankful they had kept their armor on. As Kuro approached the two-story structure, five Elven men in leather armor came out of the alley and cut her off from it. Stopping her rush, she turned to face the new threat. 
 
      
 
    “Kill the demons,” one of the men yelled and led the charge at Kuro. 
 
      
 
    Alvin and Becky came to a halt, raising their guns. Both of them held their fire as Kuro exploded into her dance. The five attackers had various melee weapons, but none of them held Dancer’s Souls, nor did they have shields. 
 
      
 
    Catching movement above them out of the corner of his eye, Alvin looked up to see the archer with blood dripping from his face as he aimed down at them. Manic smile forming, Alvin flipped the rifle to full auto and emptied it at the archer in one long burst. Slumping as his head fragmented, the body of the archer slipped off the roof, landing with a thud on the stone road. 
 
      
 
    Two of the attackers had been able to avoid getting caught up in Kuro’s attack and were coming for Becky and Alvin. Becky had her shotgun up, the shots thundering in the street as she assaulted the attackers. 
 
      
 
    Knocked off balance from the sheer force behind the slugs, the two assassins tried to push forward, but were met with two more slugs. Alvin had exchanged his rifle for the UMP, and began to use controlled bursts to keep the Elves back, damaging the armor they were wearing under their black clothing. 
 
      
 
    “I didn’t expect Elven ninjas,” Alvin growled as he peppered the attackers. 
 
      
 
    Becky had to switch to her MP5 so she could continue her attack. The two assassins pushed on, the smaller caliber ammunition not enough to knock them back. The UMP ran empty and Alvin switched to the K-Bar just as the Elf wielding a hammer closed with him. Becky's MP5 went empty a second later and she pulled her knife, the second Elf almost on top of them. 
 
      
 
    The fight ended up a chaotic mess as the combatants tried to murder each other. Alvin was impressed with how well the knives worked. Knowing his armor would hold up to the attack, he let the Elf hit him, reaching out to grab the arm of his attacker. Smiling as he pulled himself nose to nose with the assassin, Alvin’s arm pumped furiously as he drove his blade into the Elf again and again. After the first few hits, the Elf screamed when the blade finally broke past the armor and plunged repeatedly into the soft flesh. 
 
      
 
    Becky’s blade had also dug into soft flesh after a number of stabs; she had grabbed her attacker like Alvin had. Letting the dead fall to the ground, the blood covered pair looked to Kuro and watched her take the head off the last assassin with a pirouette, her blade slicing through his neck like warm butter. The crimson spray fountained over her as the body collapsed. 
 
      
 
    Exchanging nods with Kuro, Becky smiled as the blood slid off them thanks to the upgrades and runes they’d used on their armor. The sound of running feet brought all three of them around to face the oncoming group of armed and armored women. Seeing the three standing waiting in pools of blood, the guards slowed. 
 
      
 
    “What happened here?” the Elf at the front of the group asked, her insignia indicating she was a Captain. 
 
      
 
    “We were attacked by these guys,” Alvin said as he wiped his knife off and sheathed it. Kneeling, he pulled the cloth covering the face of the assassin off. An Elf with a complexion similar to Kuro’s stared at him with sightless eyes. “I’m assuming these men didn’t want us seeing the Queen.” 
 
      
 
    Coming forward slowly, the Captain seemed to relax when both Kuro and Becky put their weapons away. “This is Cyran Stormheart… he’s the husband of Matriarch Alessa Stormheart,” the Captain said with a hushed voice. 
 
      
 
    “The Queen should be informed of the traitors,” Kuro said bluntly. “What is your name, Captain?” 
 
      
 
    “Captain Thalia Steelheart,” the Captain said, shaking off her shock. “Secure the dead and identify them if you can,” she instructed her squad. Meeting Becky’s eyes, the Captain bowed her head. “Honorable guest, we were sent to let you know that the Queen will see you in an hour.” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll head back to the inn to freshen up,” Becky said. “Mousie, lead us back.” 
 
      
 
    “As you desire, Matriarch Gothy,” Kuro said, striding away from the carnage. 
 
      
 
    Becky followed Kuro with Alvin trailing behind the two. His eyes met the Captain’s for a second, and he could clearly see the distrust she held for him. Shaking his head, Alvin wondered why Jarvis’ company had made such a flawed world. Pitting the men and women against each other seemed idiotic and simplistic. 
 
      
 
    Making it back to their room, they walked straight through the portal into the base to find Jarvis waiting for them. “I trust you are all uninjured?” Jarvis asked. 
 
      
 
    “I think my jacket took a beating,” Becky sighed. “I’m going to need to get it fixed. Other than that, I’m fine. Having a knife was a good idea. They weren’t expecting their attacks to do nothing.” 
 
      
 
    “That means they didn’t understand what the dreams were about,” Alvin chuckled. “All I care about is that we survived. We should grab a quick shower to get the sweat off; we have less than an hour before our meeting.” 
 
      
 
    “Walk over in our armor, then switch before we go in to see the Queen?” Becky asked. 
 
      
 
    “That is the idea,” Alvin nodded. “We’ve been ambushed once today already. I’d take the Humvee, but I’m fairly certain they won’t allow that inside the castle walls.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll prepare you a snack, in case the audience runs long and they don’t serve dinner for you all,” Jarvis said, heading for the kitchen. 
 
      
 
    Alvin headed for the bedroom, trailed by Becky and Kuro. Letting his clothing vanish, Alvin pulled the chest band off. He planned on selling it, seeing as he no longer needed it. Pushing the band into his bag, Alvin glanced back to see both women standing naked. They were eyeing him, one with hunger, and the other with trepidation. 
 
      
 
    The shower was fast. Becky behaved herself, but her eyes promised fun later. Kuro stayed on the far side of the shower from Alvin, but he caught her looking him over a couple of times. Stepping out, Alvin handed both of them towels then dried himself off with a third one. 
 
      
 
    Becky walked to the sink, using her favorite brush to start getting the tangles out of her hair. Kuro put her towel aside and took the brush from Becky to fix her hair for her. Alvin let his eyes linger for a moment on the athletic Elf before he summoned his clothing, hiding his interest. Stepping past the two, Alvin gave Becky a wink in the mirror. 
 
      
 
    Jarvis had a cheese, meat, and cracker tray on the table along with some tea. Alvin took a seat and helped himself to the food. Becky and Kuro joined him after a short time, both of them wearing dresses instead of their armor. The cracker with cheese paused halfway to Alvin’s lips as he watched them. 
 
      
 
    “Good, I wanted to make sure you really did like it,” Becky said as her dress was instantly replaced by her normal gear. Her jacket was scuffed, worn at the cuffs, and had holes in the back. 
 
      
 
    “How much armor is left on that?” Alvin asked. 
 
      
 
    “Fifty-two,” Becky said. “I’ll have Olmera look at it when we get back to Alinaholt.” 
 
      
 
    “Good idea,” Alvin said, his eyes flickering to Kuro, who was also back in her leathers. “You two are going to be distracting as hell during the audience.” 
 
      
 
    “I should probably be the one to do the talking,” Becky said. 
 
      
 
    “All yours. Gods know that I don’t handle stupidity well.” 
 
      
 
    “We’re all aware, sir,” Jarvis said dryly. 
 
      
 
    “Thanks,” Alvin chuckled. 
 
      
 
    When they had finished the food and tea, they rechecked their stuff, used the facilities, and went back through the portal to Svargax.  
 
    Chapter Twenty-nine 
 
      
 
    When they came down from their room, Captain Steelheart was waiting for them. “Captain, are you our escort?” Alvin asked. 
 
      
 
    “I’m here to bring you to the Queen,” she replied evenly. “It wouldn’t do to let another incident happen…” Her words trailed off as she looked them over. “You are going before the Queen in those clothes?” 
 
      
 
    “No,” Becky said. “We are traveling to the castle in these clothes. Once we arrive inside the walls, we will change.” 
 
      
 
    “Once you are brought into the castle, there won’t be time for you to change,” Steelheart sighed. 
 
      
 
    “We’ll be fine, Captain,” Kuro said. 
 
      
 
    Eyes narrowing slightly at Kuro, Captain Steelheart turned toward the front door. “Follow me. If we delay any more, you’ll be late.” 
 
      
 
    A small contingent of guards waited for them just outside. “Fall in around those summoned,” Steelheart said. The guards made way for Alvin, Becky, and Kuro, encircling them. 
 
      
 
    “Most guys would kill to have this many women around them,” Alvin chuckled under his breath. “It just makes me nervous.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll protect you from the big bad guards,” Becky smiled. 
 
      
 
    “My Gothy,” Alvin smirked. 
 
      
 
    “My Hero,” Becky replied as they began to move. 
 
      
 
    Their pace was slow, with all the guards focusing their attentions around them. Nothing approached them or happened on the way to the castle walls. Looking up at the imposing structure, Alvin noted some of the bones from a large beast. The skull of a huge dragon gaped at them, the double doors into the castle set inside the jaws of the beast. Crossing the courtyard, Alvin took in the well-maintained gardens. Over half of the plants were things he’d never seen before. What surprised him was recognizing some of them at all. Coming to the castle doors just as the sun began to set, Steelheart saluted the two guards in ornate armor standing outside the door. 
 
      
 
    “The two demons to see the Queen,” Steelheart announced. 
 
      
 
    “They are expected,” one of the guards replied. Only her voice gave any hint that she was female, her form entirely hidden by her armor. “Take them directly to the throne room.” 
 
      
 
    Saluting again, Steelheart waited for the guard to rap on the door. One of the two doors opened, and Steelheart led them inside. A light-skinned Elf waited for them beside the door. When they passed the threshold, he shut it behind them and went back to his position, sitting in a chair at a table by the closed door. 
 
      
 
    Steelheart didn’t pause or wait, marching down the long hall toward another pair of double doors. Two more guards stood beside this set of doors. Neither spoke as the group approached, but one of them opened the way for them, allowing Steelheart to march right on past. 
 
      
 
    Alvin, Becky, and Kuro all changed their clothing as they entered the room. The black stone seemed to drink in the light from the candles and torches that dotted the massive hall. At the far end of the room, a throne carved from a massive bone sat on a raised dais. A striking woman with regal features was sitting upright, her expression one of boredom. 
 
      
 
    Lips pursed, Alvin barely managed to stop himself from whistling appreciatively. The Queen would have been hailed as the most perfect woman in the world; perfectly fit, poised, and with an air of tightly leashed sex appeal. 
 
      
 
    “Damn,” Becky whispered, staring at the Queen. 
 
      
 
    “She’s not bad, she’s just drawn that way,” Alvin muttered. 
 
      
 
    Becky glanced at him, her lips curving up. “Right?” 
 
      
 
    Alvin’s eyes flickered to the sides as they advanced on the throne. The room had six columns holding it up, each one with detailed engravings that looked like a story, but he didn’t stop to try and figure them out. Further to the sides of the room, a large number of dark skinned Elves stood, watching them as they passed. 
 
      
 
    “The entire noble court is here,” Kuro whispered in shock. 
 
      
 
    Steelheart came to a stop fifteen feet from the lowest step of the dais. Going to one knee and bowing her head, she spoke, her voice easily carrying the length of the room. “Your Majesty, I have brought the demons who came to your capital with Champion Skyfall.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Captain. Please stand by,” the Queen replied, the acoustics of the hall helping carry her voice to the furthest corners. 
 
      
 
    Alvin blinked. The Queen’s voice was soft and he found himself wanting to hear it again. The Queen looked over each of them, taking her time doing so. Alvin would have sworn her lips creased up when she looked him over. 
 
      
 
    “Welcome to my home. One of my Champions tells me you are travelers from beyond the Gate. More than just that, she has told me you saved her and my army from being routed and captured by the King’s army. After you defeated them, you handed over all of the captives to Skyfall. Is this correct?” 
 
      
 
    “It is… your Majesty,” Becky said, pausing for a fraction of a second before she added the title. 
 
      
 
    “I’m also told you can shed more light on the mysterious changes that have occurred over the last week.” 
 
      
 
    “That is indeed a possibility, Majesty,” Becky nodded. “We’re also interested in establishing trade between our two worlds.” 
 
      
 
    “Would that include access to your weapons?” the Queen asked with feigned disinterest. 
 
      
 
    “Guns, cars, and more,” Alvin said. 
 
      
 
    The Queen’s eyes went to Alvin, one slender eyebrow raised. Before she spoke, a noble strode forward a few feet, her voice harsh in the quiet room, “Quiet, male! This is a room for women to speak.” 
 
      
 
    Becky’s head turned to the noble, her eyes cold. “If you speak to Hero that way again, there will be trouble.” 
 
      
 
    “What would one as blub—” 
 
      
 
    Kuro’s blades appeared from thin air, and she stood between Becky and the noble in a blink. “To insult my Matriarch is to ask for a duel. Do you wish to duel, Matriarch Thunderrise?” 
 
      
 
    The noble bristled at Kuro’s words. The sound of bows being drawn back filled the tense silence as the guards around the room all drew their strings back, their arrows aimed at Kuro. 
 
      
 
    “There is to be no bloodshed in my throne room unless I wish it to happen,” the Queen said calmly. All the Elves stepped back, bowing their heads in unison. 
 
      
 
    Kuro’s blades vanished and she turned to bow to the Queen. “I apologize for my actions, Majesty. I cannot stand by when an insult is thrown at my Matriarch.” 
 
      
 
    “Skyfall did tell me you had broken faith with Lightkiller. Yet you act as a faithful servant to your new Matriarch. Have you made reparations for breaking your vows?” 
 
      
 
    “Lightkiller was offered Ilbryen Sunlight’s swords,” Becky stated. “Champion Skyfall collected the swords and said that it was settled.” 
 
      
 
    “You gave away Ilbryen Sunlight’s swords for just this one Dancer?” The Queen asked with an amused smile. 
 
      
 
    “I think I got the better deal,” Becky shrugged. 
 
      
 
    “I see. You must highly value Kuro Lightskin.” 
 
      
 
    “She was dying when we found her and promised her soul to the one who would avenge her. Not only did I avenge her, I saved her from death. Since that moment, she pledged her very essence to me and Hero. She is ours.” 
 
      
 
    Sitting back, the Queen seemed to consider the matter. “Let it be known as thus: Kuro Lightskin, daughter of Keena Darkblade, is no longer of the Lightkiller house, but belongs to Matriarch Gothy. Let it also be known that the one known as Gothy shall be given all privileges due a Matriarch.” 
 
      
 
    Becky bowed her head to the Queen. “That is kind of you, Majesty. Mousie told me that killing Sunlight might grant me honor among you.” 
 
      
 
    “Mousie?” the Queen looked confused. 
 
      
 
    “That is what I call Kuro,” Becky said. 
 
      
 
    “Interesting,” the Queen replied. “There is a small dilemma we are currently facing that is taking most of my attention,” she went on, changing the subject. “Would you be willing to assist? With your ability to travel quickly and the weapons you possess, I’m sure it will be quite easy for you.” 
 
      
 
    “What’s the problem?” Becky asked warily. 
 
      
 
    “Several hundred miles beyond my capital lies the Death Wood. The creatures of the wood are stirring again and have begun to attack my borders. If you could help my army to the west defend my towns, I would be willing to grant you a major boon.” 
 
      
 
    The nobles in the chamber gasped and began to murmur excitedly. Becky looked at Kuro. “The Queen has only given a handful of major boons since her split with the King. You can ask for anything— short of her throne itself— and she will accommodate you,” Kuro explained. 
 
      
 
    “What are the Death Woods, and what lives inside?” Alvin asked as the voices around them grew louder. 
 
      
 
    “Woods that few have returned from, and only if they went in with an army. It’s said to be the home to the last necromancers known to exist,” Kuro explained in a hushed voice. 
 
      
 
    “Killing zombies is kind of our thing,” Becky said. 
 
      
 
    “What would we even ask for?” Alvin said. 
 
      
 
    “If it can be anything but her throne, I’m sure they have a Legendary item we can take,” Becky said. “We’ll go kill everything, then come back. The Queen will owe us, and then the rest of them might actually think twice before crossing us.” 
 
      
 
    “Point,” Alvin chuckled. 
 
      
 
    “Your Majesty,” Wintersbreath called out. “If that is an open offer, I would very much like to go.” 
 
      
 
    “Unnecessary,” Becky said, the crowd having gone silent when the Champion spoke. “We’ll agree to your terms, Queen Night.” 
 
      
 
    “I will offer my aid, then,” Wintersbreath said quickly. 
 
      
 
    “Hmm, a little help is a good idea. Wintersbreath, I place you in charge of the army. You are to assist them in any way they ask. If they succeed, then you shall be granted a lesser boon.” 
 
      
 
    Wintersbreath bowed low. “As you decree, Majesty.” 
 
      
 
    “I take it you’d like a ride?” Alvin asked the Elf. 
 
      
 
    “I’ve heard much of your vehicles. I would welcome the chance to ride in one and learn from you,” Wintersbreath replied, eyeing Alvin like a slab of beef. 
 
      
 
    “You’ll ride with me,” Becky said simply. 
 
      
 
    “Even better,” Wintersbreath smiled. 
 
      
 
    “I declare this audience at an end,” the Queen said. 
 
      
 
    Everyone in the room besides Alvin and Becky bowed to the Queen, who raised both eyebrows as they looked at her with indifference. In a clear gesture of dismissal, the Queen left the hall, moving around the throne and behind the tapestries with a grace that was smoother than Wintersbreath. 
 
      
 
    Everyone stood up and Wintersbreath glided to them with a smile on her lips. “When and where should I meet you?” 
 
      
 
    “The inn, tomorrow morning,” Becky said. “Make sure you’re ready.” 
 
      
 
    “I shall be,” Wintersbreath replied with a gleeful smile. “I will not let Skyfall be the only one who learns from you.” 
 
      
 
    Kuro waved to Captain Steelheart. “Can you escort us out?” 
 
      
 
    “Of course,” Steelheart said. As she began to lead them from the hall, she looked at Becky. “I am curious how you managed to change outfits.” 
 
      
 
    Alvin chuckled as his suit vanished, replaced by his armor. “That’s one of the perks of the new system you live under.” 
 
      
 
    Lips thinning, the Captain narrowed her eyes at Alvin. “Is that the best you can do to explain things?” 
 
      
 
    “No.” 
 
      
 
    “If you are not being pleasant to him, he’ll just dig his heels in harder,” Becky said simply. 
 
      
 
    “Halt!” a commanding voice shouted from behind them as they exited the castle. 
 
      
 
    Turning, they saw Matriarch Thunderrise with two armed men coming their way. “Oh, looks like she wants that duel after all,” Becky chuckled. “Mousie, show her how much of an idiot she is.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Thirty 
 
      
 
    Kuro nodded, stepping in front of Alvin and Becky. “What did you need of my Matriarch?” 
 
      
 
    “Silence, half-blood. I will speak to my peer,” the last word held dripping contempt. 
 
      
 
    Thunderrise and her two guards came to a halt a few feet short of Kuro, her glare going past Kuro to Becky. “You need to keep your pet on a tighter leash when he is before the Queen.” 
 
      
 
    Alvin laughed, “Your mouth is writing checks your body can’t cash.” 
 
      
 
    “Hero isn’t my pet. He is the one who owns me,” Becky said icily. “His words are more important than you can ever know.” 
 
      
 
    Lips curling into a disgusted sneer, Thunderrise snorted. “So you’re as broken as any of the King’s women.” 
 
      
 
    Blades appeared in Kuro’s hands. “I warned you in the throne room that if you insulted Matriarch Gothy, you would be asking for a duel. Draw your blade or name your Champion.” 
 
      
 
    Thunderrise sneered at Kuro. “You know the rules of the duels. If your Matriarch challenges me, I get to pick amongst her Champions to fight.” 
 
      
 
    “Get on with it then,” Becky snapped. “The sooner you learn to shut the fuck up, the better.” 
 
      
 
    “Him,” Thunderrise said, pointing at Alvin. “He shall fight my Champion. We can do it right here and now.” 
 
      
 
    Captain Steelheart started to object, “Matriarch Thunder—” 
 
      
 
    “This is allowed,” Wintersbreath said, appearing out of the growing crowd. “Everyone move back and let them duel.” 
 
      
 
    “I got it,” Alvin said as he rolled his neck. 
 
      
 
    Becky looked at him and smiled, giving him a kiss as she stepped behind him. “Make it bloody. Mousie, come here.” 
 
      
 
    Kuro’s blades vanished as she went to Becky, her head bowed. “I’m sorry Matriarch, I shouldn’t have—” 
 
      
 
    Becky slapped her ass firmly. “I would have if you hadn’t, so no apologies needed. Besides, these idiots need to understand that Hero is to be respected.” 
 
      
 
    Alvin watched as the crowd all backed a good thirty to fifty feet away, leaving just him and the one armored male Elf facing each other twenty feet apart. The Elf smirked at him, not seeing any armor or weapon beyond the knife at Alvin’s side. 
 
      
 
    “You all might want to move out from behind him. I’m not going to be held responsible otherwise,” Alvin said as he cracked his knuckles. 
 
      
 
    “Aren’t you going to get a weapon besides that small blade?” the Elf across from him asked with a smirk. “I’d like it to at least be entertaining for the audience.” 
 
      
 
    Alvin didn’t reply, nor did he see people moving. “Well, I tried.” 
 
      
 
    “As you don’t appear to know how the duels work, visitor,” Wintersbreath said from off to the left, “either of you can start the duel. It ends when one of you surrenders or dies. The loser must apologize to the victor, or incur the wrath of the Queen.” 
 
      
 
    Alvin smiled, his eyes staying on the Elf, who had just pulled his sword. “We can start whenever we want?” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll wait for you to draw your blade,” his opponent smirked. 
 
      
 
    “Why? I won’t be using it,” Alvin replied as his Type 56 appeared in his hands. He had it to his shoulder and was firing before anyone in the crowd knew what was happening. 
 
      
 
    The first round was on the mark and flung the swordsman’s head back. Staggering, the Elf suddenly had a shimmering blue field in front of him, and bullets were hitting it in rapid succession as Alvin flipped the Type to full auto. When it ran empty, he dropped the magazine, reseated it and continued fire. The crowd didn’t know how lucky they were that the barrier stopped the rounds instead of ricocheting them. 
 
      
 
    Blinking as he steadied himself, the swordsman snarled, blood flowing from his forehead where the first round had impacted. He rushed at Alvin, only momentarily confused when his barrier shattered. Alvin had reloaded a second time, and finally done enough damage to break it. 
 
      
 
    When the barrier went down, a few more rounds hit the swordsman in the chest while the others flew wide, striking some of the onlookers. Reloading a third time, Alvin waited for the Elf, who had staggered as more bullets struck him in the chest, to come upright again. 
 
      
 
    “See? No knife needed,” Alvin said loudly, and the next few rounds blew the man’s head apart. 
 
      
 
    Alvin reloaded his gun and let it vanish into his glove. “Anyone else want a duel?” 
 
      
 
    Silence followed for a few heartbeats, before Matriarch Thunderrise spoke up. “You would dare use your bow in a duel?” 
 
      
 
    Wintersbreath looked intrigued and stepped forward. “Use of ranged attacks in a duel is considered cowardly. I assume no one informed you?” 
 
      
 
    “Nope. Why the hell wouldn’t I use weapons common in my world? Just because you haven’t gotten past swords, isn’t my problem.” 
 
      
 
    “I demand a proper duel,” Thunderrise snarled. 
 
      
 
    “Accepted,” Becky smiled evilly at the Matriarch. “As you are requesting it, I nominate Mousie as my Champion. You can pick anyone that is beholden to you.” 
 
      
 
    Thunderrise snarled at Becky, but nodded sharply. “Kill the half-blood, Erodin.” 
 
      
 
    A few people in the crowd were being treated for the wounds they had received from Alvin’s gun as he moved over to Becky. Passing Kuro, he gave her a wink. “You got this.” 
 
      
 
    Her cheeks darkened, but she nodded. “For Matriarch Gothy, I can move mountains.” 
 
      
 
    “Hey, Wintersbreath,” Alvin called out as the two new duelists took the middle of the ring. “Is betting a thing here?” 
 
      
 
    “Duels of honor are not wagered on,” Wintersbreath replied, her lips twitching as if she was fighting to keep a smile off her face. 
 
      
 
    “Damn, there goes the easy money,” Alvin sighed. 
 
      
 
    Both blades in hand, Kuro waited for the dead Elf to be removed from the circle. As soon as the body was gone, her opponent rushed her. Kuro slipped aside, her blade parrying his away in one smooth motion. Alvin wished he had a way to play music, as Kuro seemed to sway to music that only she could hear. 
 
      
 
    Kuro backpedaled with swaying steps, letting the other Elf push the attack. Seemingly effortlessly, she parried all of his attacks and continued to lead him around the circle. A smile was on her lips as the attacker seemed to become incensed at her refusal to return his attacks. 
 
      
 
    “She’s playing with him,” Alvin said, impressed again at how expertly Kuro moved with blades in her hands. Eyes going to Wintersbreath, he found the Champion staring at Kuro’s dance with interest. 
 
      
 
    The fight quickly shifted when Kuro stopped retreating and began attacking. With both blades coming at different angles, one after the other, her opponent began to give ground. Becky giggled and watched the man become steadily more panicked as he struggled to hold off the onslaught. 
 
      
 
    Kuro directed the retreating Elf back toward their starting point, her smile polite and bored the entire way. Small cuts began to appear on the man’s face as they neared the middle of the ring. With a sudden rush, Kuro was past the other duelist. Barely a moment later, his head slowly toppled, separated entirely from his body. Kuro stood there for a long moment, watching the now headless corpse collapse before letting her blades vanish, the blood on them pattering to the ground as if the blades had been wiped down by the very air. 
 
      
 
    “I believe you’ve lost, Matriarch Thunderrise,” Champion Wintersbreath said into the silence. 
 
      
 
    Shaking her head in disbelief, Thunderrise turned to Becky. Hatred gleamed in her eyes as she spoke clearly, but with barely controlled anger. “I apologize for my words that gave you offense, Matriarch Gothy.” 
 
      
 
    “That is for one,” Becky said with a smile. “Now, how about for the first time you offended me?” 
 
      
 
    Muted conversations began as people whispered to each other while the two Matriarchs engaged in a contest of wills. As the tension rose, Wintersbreath spoke up, “Apologize, Thunderrise, or I shall take offense on behalf of the Queen.” 
 
      
 
    Teeth clenched, the Matriarch bowed her head a fraction to Becky. “I am sorry for offering offense in regards to your male.” 
 
      
 
    Becky let the moment linger before she nodded. “Accepted. Next time, I’ll demand you pay more dearly.” 
 
      
 
    Trembling with rage, Thunderrise hurried away. A number of onlookers went after her, while more eyed the group speculatively. Wintersbreath looked at the remaining watchers with a smirk, then approached Becky. 
 
      
 
    “Gothy, you’ve made an enemy today. Thunderrise is a vindictive bitch. I would warn you to be aware of your surroundings when you come back to the capital.” 
 
      
 
    “It would take more time than they have to really hurt me,” Becky said. “We’ll see you in the morning.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m looking forward to getting to know you more,” Wintersbreath smiled. “Goodnight to you, Kuro, and Hero.” 
 
      
 
    “She seem a bit too friendly to you?” Alvin asked, turning to watch the Champion leave them. 
 
      
 
    “Definitely wants to be on our good side, it seems,” Becky said as she touched his arm. “Let’s go home for the night, shall we?” 
 
      
 
    “Sounds good to me, Gothy,” Alvin said. “But first…” He looked over to where the guards were moving the dead bodies away. “Excuse me,” he called out to the guards, “I got that.” 
 
      
 
    Walking over to the corpses, he touched one to take the loot, making the body vanish. The guards backed away from him, looking on with wide eyes as Alvin did the same to the Elf that he had killed. Alvin nodded to the wide-eyed guards and rejoined the two women. 
 
      
 
    “We’re good now,” he said. 
 
      
 
    “Looks like the looting system is working as intended,” Becky said. 
 
      
 
    “I’m sure that makes Sammi happy,” Alvin chuckled. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you,” Kuro said softly as they left the castle grounds and started toward the inn. 
 
      
 
    “I knew you could do it,” Becky said. “I would have had you do the first one, too, but…” she shrugged. 
 
      
 
    “I should have warned you about using guns,” Kuro added. “I’m sorry for that oversight.” 
 
      
 
    “No harm done,” Alvin said. “It should warn them off trying that kind of shit again. I wonder if the Queen is looking into the assassination attempt?” 
 
      
 
    “I’m sure she is,” Kuro replied. “Champion Nighthawk is the one who handles attacks on Matriarchs. Since we haven’t seen her yet, she must still be looking into it.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, if she doesn’t show up by morning, she’s not going to see us for a bit,” Alvin chuckled. 
 
      
 
    “She will likely wish to speak with us when we return,” Kuro said. 
 
      
 
    “A problem for later,” Becky said as they reached the inn. “I want a bath, some food, and both of you… and not necessarily in that order.” 
 
      
 
    Shaking his head, Alvin chuckled. “I figured you would.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Thirty-one 
 
      
 
    Waking to a gentle tap on the door, Alvin rubbed at his eyes. “What?” 
 
      
 
    “It is well into the morning, sir, and breakfast is just about done,” Jarvis replied from the far side of the door. 
 
      
 
    “Hero?” Becky murmured, just waking up. 
 
      
 
    “Breakfast. We’ve slept in, it seems,” Alvin replied to her. 
 
      
 
    The sound of feet walking away from the bed brought Alvin’s head around. Kuro, gloriously naked, was heading for the bathroom. Blinking as he pieced together the previous night, Alvin watched the pert ass of the Elf. 
 
      
 
    “She let you touch her last night,” Becky murmured, climbing out of bed as well. “Sure, it was just a hand on her hip when we drifted off, but it’s a step toward true sharing and caring.” 
 
      
 
    “I won’t say I haven’t thought about it, especially not after watching you torment her last night, but I’m fine if it takes a while still. As long as I have you, I’m content,” Alvin said, following her out of bed and wrapping his arms around her. 
 
      
 
    “I know, but I want it to all be equal, as it should be,” Becky murmured, pressing against him. 
 
      
 
    “Let’s go eat. We can take a shower after breakfast,” Alvin whispered, nipping her ear and making Becky shiver. 
 
      
 
    “As you wish, Hero.” 
 
      
 
    “Are we eating first?” Kuro said, standing in the bathroom doorway. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah,” Alvin nodded and let Becky go. “We’ll shower after, then go see if Wintersbreath is waiting for us.” 
 
      
 
    Leaving the room in their relaxing clothes, Alvin looked at Becky and Kuro and the very different clothing they had on, smiling. He looked at his own clothing and felt a little shabby when compared to them, but he was comfortable. 
 
      
 
    “I just pulled the last pieces out of the oven,” Jarvis said when he heard them enter the room. 
 
      
 
    The three of them took seats at the table where the coffee pot and cups waited for them. Jarvis came over with the first plate, which held apple pastries shaped like roses. While they all marveled over the intricate pastries, he returned with another platter and his tea. 
 
      
 
    “First, we have apple roses; the middle is comprised of apricot jam and walnuts. The main dish is a breakfast bruschetta; mixed berries atop a combination of ricotta and mascarpone cheeses served on a fresh baguette.” 
 
      
 
    Everyone took one bruschetta and two roses each. The flavor of both was amazing, as they were coming to expect from Jarvis. The dishes complimented each other, and Alvin wondered if juice might not have been better than coffee with breakfast. 
 
      
 
    “Amazing again, Jarvis,” Becky said, licking her fingers clean. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, miss. After your compliments on the meal last night, I wanted to try something a bit fancier for breakfast. The buff is a small health regeneration that lasts a few hours… not that you are likely to need it, but I wanted to make sure it worked as it should.” 
 
      
 
    Alvin looked at the buff, letting out a soft whistle. “I know it’s only a single point of health, but it’s every minute.” 
 
      
 
    “If you can get out of combat for a few minutes, it can add up quickly,” Jarvis smiled. 
 
      
 
    “We might be needing this meal again in the next few days,” Becky said. “I won’t complain about that at all, but maybe next time juice to go with?” 
 
      
 
    “Of course, miss. I knew you would all want your coffee and didn’t want to presume.” 
 
      
 
    “Let’s go get cleaned up. Wintersbreath might be getting antsy about our prolonged absence,” Alvin said, getting to his feet. “Don’t bother waiting for us to start cooking, Jarvis. You’ll know when we’re getting close to the town we’ll be aiming for.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll keep my eyes on you, sir.” 
 
      
 
    Alvin was in the bathroom minutes before Becky and Kuro joined him, earning them both a questioning glance. Kuro didn’t meet his eyes, instead moving to the far side of the shower and starting to clean herself. Becky shook her head and joined Alvin in a quick rinse. 
 
      
 
    Once they were cleaned and dressed, they loaded up the vehicles and left the base. They appeared in the stable yard and Alvin parked the Humvee, expecting to have to go get Wintersbreath. He was surprised when Wintersbreath left the inn, gliding toward the Mustang. 
 
      
 
    Rubbing his nose, Alvin knew the Elf was well beyond human comparison, but damned if she wasn’t liquid sex walking when she wanted to be. Kuro’s eyes flickered from Wintersbreath to Alvin, her lips thinning. 
 
      
 
    “She is the deadliest duelist the Queen has,” Kuro said. 
 
      
 
    “Could you beat her with your current gear?” Alvin asked as the Mustang started to roll out. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t think I could,” Kuro said after a minute. “She has many years of experience over me, and doubtless has the best armor the Queen can supply.” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll see about changing the second part,” Alvin said. “You’re thinking of an honorable duel though, aren’t you?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes.” 
 
      
 
    “If you were fighting outside of that, and Gothy’s life was on the line?” 
 
      
 
    “I’d tear her throat out, even if it cost me my life,” Kuro said with deep feeling. 
 
      
 
    “I figured you would. It makes me happy to know that I’m not the only one so invested in keeping Gothy healthy.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ve watched you with her over the last week,” Kuro said slowly. “You love her as much as anyone can love someone, don’t you?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, which is odd considering how apathetic we are to everyone else.” 
 
      
 
    “I was worried the first night,” Kuro said after a momentary pause. “I gave her myself, and the first night she broke me. She made me tell her everything. I feared every night would be that intense. Over the past week, I’ve come to know her softer touch as well, and now she’s blending them… I love her.” 
 
      
 
    “I figured you did,” Alvin said with a smile. “Gothy is very happy to have you, Mousie. We don’t just give out nicknames to anyone, after all. I should also be thanking you. Because of you, she can release the duality she has.” 
 
      
 
    “The way she is with you… I’m that way with her.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, which is fine,” Alvin said as they drove through the city. 
 
      
 
    “You don’t try to treat me like that, though,” Kuro said slowly. 
 
      
 
    “Nope,” Alvin replied. “I mean, that thought has crossed my mind, don’t get me wrong. Especially when Gothy is playing with you, and you’re making those cute little squeaks. But that isn’t going to happen without consent. I’ll never touch you without your approval, well, beyond incidentally like last night.” 
 
      
 
    Kuro’s face was turned away from him, but he saw her tense up. “I was afraid… that you were going to do more, but you didn’t.” 
 
      
 
    “Again, not going to happen. You’ve been told all your life that men are domineering, sexually-depraved beasts. That might be true of your world and the King’s men. I’m domineering, sure, but what I’m not is a beast controlled by my urges.” 
 
      
 
    Silence stretched between them, and in time, Alvin had the Humvee play a collection of Kuro’s favorites along with some of his. The city was left behind and Becky got Ruffian up to fifty, the Humvee keeping pace with her as they rolled down the road. 
 
      
 
    Alvin was glad of the radios during the trip, because it let them chat with Becky occasionally. It was hours after the sun had set that they finally reached Meiraholt. Going to the single inn, they entered to see about rooms. 
 
      
 
    “I shall stay here for tonight. It is too late for me to pay respects to Matriarch Deatheyes,” Wintersbreath told them. 
 
      
 
    “Works,” Alvin said, not caring. 
 
      
 
    “We need two rooms,” Wintersbreath told the innkeeper, who stared at her in shock. “Now!” Wintersbreath barked when the innkeeper didn’t move. 
 
      
 
    “Right away, Champion,” the woman stuttered, quickly retrieving the keys for two rooms. “Second floor, first two rooms.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you,” Wintersbreath said, taking the keys and handing one to Becky. “I shall be seeing the Matriarch before you wake. I will return here after my meeting so we might discuss our plans for pushing the creatures back into the woods.” 
 
      
 
    “Sounds good,” Becky said, taking the key. 
 
      
 
    Once they were in their room, Alvin used the small bar to make sure their door was secure and summoned the portal to the base. When they entered, they were greeted with the smell of bacon and freshly baked bread. 
 
      
 
    “Welcome home, sir. I will require ten minutes to finish cooking tonight’s dinner.” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll go ahead and shower. Be back shortly,” Alvin said, not waiting as he headed for the bathroom. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Jarvis,” Becky added, following Alvin. 
 
      
 
    “It is appreciated,” Kuro smiled at Jarvis as she trailed behind the other two. 
 
      
 
    “My pleasure,” Jarvis said and focused on cooking. 
 
      
 
    Alvin turned on two of the rainfall showerheads when he entered the shower, knowing they would be used by everyone. Letting the hot water wash over him, Alvin wondered what was keeping them. 
 
      
 
    “Hero,” Becky said, touching his shoulder. “Can we just watch a movie tonight and cuddle?” 
 
      
 
    Stepping out of the way of the showerhead, Alvin wiped the water out of his eyes. “Didn’t expect you to ask, but yes, that’s always fine.” 
 
      
 
    Becky gave him a soft smile. “Even I just want to snuggle occasionally.” 
 
      
 
    “Fair enough,” Alvin chuckled. “I’ll scrub your back. Turn around.” 
 
      
 
    “If you do that, we might take longer than ten minutes,” Becky said, doing as he told her to. 
 
      
 
    “It’ll be fine,” Alvin chuckled as he grabbed the body soap and a washcloth. 
 
      
 
    “Gothy, will you wash me like he’s going to wash you?” Kuro asked. 
 
      
 
    “Chain scrubbing,” Becky laughed. “Sounds fun.” 
 
      
 
    Chuckling, Alvin handed the washcloth to Becky and grabbed another for himself. “Let the soaping begin,” he announced as he started rubbing Becky’s shoulders. 
 
      
 
    His attention was split during the impromptu event, Becky’s hand gliding over Kuro’s skin continuing to draw his eyes in. Once they were done with the backs, Kuro turned to face Becky, and Alvin found himself waiting while Becky got ready to wash her front. 
 
      
 
    “Just give me a minute,” Becky said as she reached out to start soaping Kuro. 
 
      
 
    “Nope,” Alvin said and plastered himself to Becky’s back, letting his hands slip around her waist. “I got everything well in hand.” 
 
      
 
    Becky giggled as his hands emphasized his point. “Hero, that is going to cause problems.” 
 
      
 
    “Shhh,” Alvin said, letting his hands wander over Becky’s body, trailing soap as they went. 
 
      
 
    As he worked, Alvin snuck glances at Kuro, seeing her following his hands as they glided over Becky’s body. His body responded predictably to what he was doing and Becky rubbing down the lithe Elf. Once he had gotten soap all over Becky’s front, Alvin stepped back, his rigid shaft slapping Becky in the ass as he did. 
 
      
 
    Glancing back, she smirked. “Told you.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, but it was worth it,” Alvin chuckled. 
 
      
 
    “Now it’s my turn to wash you,” Becky said. “Do me a favor? Put your hands on the wall and close your eyes.” 
 
      
 
    Raising an eyebrow, Alvin stared at her for a moment before doing as she asked. Feeling her hands on his chest, Alvin smiled. “I still don’t get why you have me doing this.” 
 
      
 
    Feeling her body push against his side, she spoke softly, “Don’t move, please.” 
 
      
 
    Before he could ask why, two more hands with long, slender fingers began to tentatively rub a washcloth across his back. Alvin’s already excited manhood became even more rigid as his mind provided ideas of what could happen in the future. Alvin wasn’t sure how long he stood there with his eyes closed, but it felt like forever for him, and yet was also over in a few brief moments. 
 
      
 
    “Go ahead, Mousie. We’ll be out in a minute,” Becky said to a soft inquiry from Kuro. 
 
      
 
    “We done?” Alvin asked. 
 
      
 
    A warm cascade of water from one of the shower wands began to sluice the soap off him. “Almost,” Becky said throatily. “We’re going to be a little late.” 
 
      
 
    Before he could say anything else, she had rinsed his stiff shaft free of soap and was eagerly taking him into her mouth. Eyes snapping open, he looked down at Becky kneeling at his feet as she serviced him. Standing up straighter, he tangled her hair in his hands and took her forcefully. A pleased moan was her only comment to the sudden shift. 
 
      
 
    It wasn’t long, mostly due to his already excited nature and her enthusiastic work, before Alvin gave her what she was hoping for. Shuddering as his toes curled and his torso bent over the top of her head, Alvin gasped when his orgasm finally came to an end. Stepping back, he sat abruptly on the middle bench, breathing hard. 
 
      
 
    “Gods damn, Gothy,” Alvin panted. 
 
      
 
    Wiping her lips, she stared at him with happiness and shook her head. “I still want cuddles tonight.” 
 
      
 
    “Cuddles you shall have in spades,” Alvin managed after a moment. “Dinner is waiting. We should go.” 
 
      
 
    “As you wish, Hero.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Thirty-two 
 
      
 
    Alvin woke with a yawn. Becky was curled up next to him, her snores a dull rumble compared to normal. Kissing her cheek, a smile formed on his lips. As his mind drifted back to last night, his smile grew as he recalled watching Thor with Becky and Kuro. 
 
      
 
    The odd part had been when they got into bed to watch the movie, Kuro had gone to his other side, sandwiching him with Becky. He had tensed up a bit, but did his best to act calmly. Kuro had been just as nervous as he would have expected, but as the movie went on, she relaxed. 
 
      
 
    By the time it had come to an end, Kuro was resting her hand on his stomach, her fingers intertwined with Becky’s. Not wanting the moment to be over, Alvin got the system to put on another episode of Firefly. 
 
      
 
    At the end of the episode with Jubal Early spinning in space, Kuro left the bed, much to Alvin’s dismay. He had started to enjoy having her there. Becky got her settled into her cage before rejoining him on the bed. They shared a few more minutes commiserating over how sad it was that the program had only run a single season, then eventually found sleep. 
 
      
 
    Waking after what seemed like only a short time, Alvin slipped from bed. When he came back from the bathroom, he saw Kuro was next to the door of her cage. 
 
      
 
    “Will you let me out please, Hero?” she asked softly. 
 
      
 
    Kneeling down and opening the bolt, Alvin smiled at her. “I’ve told you before, you can call me Al.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, but Gothy calls you Hero, and I think it fits you after all.” Not saying anything more, she got up and walked to the bathroom. 
 
      
 
    Alvin shook his head as he watched her go. “Great, we all have nicknames.” Chuckling, he got to his feet and saw Becky blinking at him. “Morning, sunshine.” 
 
      
 
    “Time to get up already?” Becky muttered as she swung her legs out of bed. 
 
      
 
    “Jarvis hasn’t—” Alvin began before a knock interrupted him. 
 
      
 
    “Sir, I’m beginning breakfast,” Jarvis announced. 
 
      
 
    “I stand corrected,” Alvin chuckled. 
 
      
 
    “Looks like you dangle corrected,” Becky snickered as she headed for the bathroom. 
 
      
 
    Alvin summoned his clothing to him and left the room, shaking his head. I’ll pay you back for that one later, Gothy. 
 
      
 
    “Morning, Jarvis,” Alvin greeted the butler. “What are you planning on today?” 
 
      
 
    Looking slightly surprised, Jarvis took a moment to reply. “I was considering making the strawberry shortcake French toast again, sir. I can apply the flat stat increase to that, which seems like the best idea at the moment, as we have no idea what today is going to look like.” 
 
      
 
    “Sounds good,” Alvin said, stepping into the kitchen. “Can I assist?” 
 
      
 
    “Not as such, sir,” Jarvis said slowly. “If you would, you can prepare coffee and get a pot of water on the boil for my tea.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, at least it’s something,” Alvin shrugged. 
 
      
 
    Becky and Kuro walked out of the bedroom in their base clothing just as Alvin left the kitchen area, waiting for the coffee to brew. “What’s on the menu?” Becky asked. 
 
      
 
    “Strawberry French toast,” Alvin said. “How about you guys go sell some loot off?” He handed Becky the loot from the two Elves they had killed the previous day. “It’s not much, but every little bit will help. I have a feeling we’ll be getting more XP soon.” 
 
      
 
    “Come on Mousie, we can see about getting you a few more outfits,” Becky said. “I think this one distracts Hero a bit too much.” Giving Alvin a wink to let him know she was kidding, she led Kuro to the kiosk room. 
 
      
 
    When they returned, Alvin was filling coffee cups. They were both dressed in leggings and t-shirts. Kuro’s shirt read, “Property of A.L.L. R.A.W.” like an old athletic equipment shirt, and Becky’s shirt had the same logo that Alvin’s did. 
 
      
 
    “Why didn’t Mousie get a matching shirt?” Alvin asked, smiling at them both. 
 
      
 
    “She has one, but I wanted you to see this one first,” Becky giggled. 
 
      
 
    “I’m fine with either shirt,” Kuro said, taking her seat and pouring cream into her cup. “Both of them have meaning,” she added as she stirred in some sugar. 
 
      
 
    “Fair enough,” Alvin smiled. 
 
      
 
    “What about you?” Becky asked as she doctored her own cup of coffee. “Going to grab a secondary outfit?” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll be right back,” Alvin said. 
 
      
 
    Coming back from the kiosk room a few minutes later, he watched Becky read his shirt before starting to laugh. “Really?” 
 
      
 
    “I thought it fitting,” Alvin said, brushing imaginary lint off his shirt that read, “Sharing is caring.” Along with the shirt, he also had a blue pair of running shorts on. 
 
      
 
    “Asshole,” Becky giggled. “I like it.” 
 
      
 
    “Figured you would,” Alvin smirked as he took his seat at the table. “How’s breakfast coming along, Jarvis?” 
 
      
 
    “Steadily, sir,” Jarvis replied, his tone distracted. 
 
      
 
    “Calling his name pulls him from the crafting state, remember?” Becky said. 
 
      
 
    “I’m hungry,” Alvin shrugged. 
 
      
 
    “He’ll get it done as quick as he can,” Becky chided him. “Mousie,” Becky said, turning to her, “what do you think we’re going to hear from Wintersbreath today?” 
 
      
 
    “A report of the disposition of the army, casualty reports, a breakdown of what they’ve faced already, and possibly what any scouts have found.” 
 
      
 
    “What history do you know about these Death Woods?” Alvin asked. 
 
      
 
    “Necromancy is outlawed. The few who escaped the purge fled into the woods and it’s been their bastion for ages. They send their creations out of the woods to attack the towns bordering it at irregular intervals.” 
 
      
 
    “Undead; that’s kind of our bread and butter,” Alvin said. “Necromancers will be different, though.” 
 
      
 
    “We have a number of glyphs. We should all equip one to our accessory slots,” Becky added. 
 
      
 
    Alvin passed around some of the barrier glyphs, making sure they all had a few on them. Putting one into his accessory slot, Alvin wondered about how to trigger the glyph, and a pop up asking if he wanted to use his barrier appeared before him. Selecting no, Alvin nodded. “If you want to use it, just think about it.” 
 
      
 
    “Breakfast,” Jarvis announced. 
 
      
 
    “Thank gods,” Alvin said as he refilled his coffee cup. 
 
      
 
    Breakfast was as delicious as it had been the first time. Once they had taken care of any last minute bits, they were all ready to go. Alvin had Kuro go through the portal back into the room, as he had barred the door last night. He and Becky took the vehicles out of the base and parked them in the stable yard. 
 
      
 
    A handful of armored guards were waiting for them. “Champion Wintersbreath has been awaiting your arrival,” the one wearing Sergeant insignia told them. 
 
      
 
    “Let’s go see what we’ve gotten ourselves into,” Alvin said. 
 
      
 
    Kuro was talking with another Sergeant when they went inside. “Matriarch, they say that Wintersbreath is in the private dining room waiting for us,” Kuro told Becky. 
 
      
 
    “Let’s not keep her waiting,” Becky said, motioning Kuro ahead of her. 
 
      
 
    The Sergeant that Kuro had been talking to led them down a short hall to a set of sliding double doors. A single knock was quickly followed by the command to enter. Opening both doors, the Sergeant stepped aside before closing them after the group. 
 
      
 
    “Your vehicles were gone and no one answered your door,” Wintersbreath said without preamble. “It was difficult to wait for you to show up. There was speculation that you had decided to leave.” 
 
      
 
    “We have a deal in place with the Queen,” Alvin said, brushing the worry aside. 
 
      
 
    “You do indeed,” Wintersbreath said, meeting his eyes. “I’m to work with you to make sure the threat is dealt with. To that end, I have compiled reports from the three towns that border the woods. Over the last week, creatures have begun to attack. Slowly at first, but now with steadily increasing numbers and ferocity.” 
 
      
 
    “Any clear indication of what kind of undead we’re facing?” Becky asked. 
 
      
 
    “Bodies vanish now after they are looted… that is making it difficult to track some things. I have solid reports of undead wulnines, grezles, and falunes.” 
 
      
 
    “What kind of animals are those?” Alvin asked. 
 
      
 
    After a quick explanation from Kuro, Alvin thought of them as wolves, bears, and cougars, or at least very similar. After she finished, Wintersbreath leaned forward, expressing a seriousness they hadn’t seen from her before. 
 
      
 
    “There was also a brief sighting of a grey robe at the wood’s edge yesterday,” Wintersbreath grimly stated. 
 
      
 
    “A necromancer,” Kuro shivered as she explained to Becky and Alvin. 
 
      
 
    “Hmm… what can the necromancers do?” Alvin asked. 
 
      
 
    “Incite rage in the undead. They become stronger and faster, and are even harder to put down. Further,” Wintersbreath seemed uncomfortable saying what she was about to, “it is said that their mere presence can reanimate the dead.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, this sounds like a bucket of laughs,” Alvin sighed. 
 
      
 
    “Champion, they come!” a voice yelled from beyond the closed doors. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Thirty-three 
 
      
 
    Wintersbreath was on her feet and headed for the door, with the others following. Alvin muttered under his breath, “Start the Humvee, and bring her around front,” as they left the inn. He heard Becky asking Ruffian to do the same. 
 
      
 
    Outside, Wintersbreath’s small squad was formed up and waiting for her when both vehicles came around the side of the building. “Are the others already on the walls?” 
 
      
 
    “They are, Champion,” the Sergeant replied. 
 
      
 
    “Let’s go! We’ll be helping plug any gap that occurs,” Wintersbreath said as she began to jog toward the west wall of the town. 
 
      
 
    “Wintersbreath, we’ll need the gate opened when I get there,” Alvin said. 
 
      
 
    Not giving any indication that she heard him, Wintersbreath continued toward the walls. 
 
      
 
    “All of us in the Humvee?” Becky asked. “Since Jarvis can’t gun it anymore?” 
 
      
 
    “Good idea,” Alvin nodded, “but Kuro might be best suited for helping them on the wall.” 
 
      
 
    “I will do so, if that is your order,” Kuro said, looking to Becky. 
 
      
 
    “Ruffian, take Mousie to the wall,” Becky said as she opened the Humvee’s door. “Stay safe, Mousie. We can heal you, but I’d rather you not lose your Extra Life.” 
 
      
 
    “I will do my best to kill while staying alive, Matriarch.” 
 
      
 
    As she got into the Humvee, Becky glanced at Kuro while Alvin drove them toward the gates. “She’ll be fine,” Alvin said softly. “She takes your orders as gospel.” 
 
      
 
    “I know,” Becky said, taking her eyes off Kuro climbing into the Mustang. “I just won’t be there to help if things get really bad.” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll keep them from getting really bad,” Alvin said as they passed Wintersbreath and the squad. A flash of motion caught his eye in the mirror, Wintersbreath darting for the back of the Humvee as they went past. “I think we have a passenger.” 
 
      
 
    They approached the gate, Alvin slowing as the guards stationed nearby made no move to open it. Alvin started to get out of the vehicle when Wintersbreath went past his door, yelling orders at the guards stationed there. 
 
      
 
    “I’m glad she’s as agile as she is,” Alvin said. “Looks like she was able to get onto the bumper.” 
 
      
 
    “That means we’re about to go hot,” Becky said, getting into the back. “Didn’t you say they were going to change how running people over worked?” 
 
      
 
    “We’re going to find out what they did,” Alvin said as he watched one of the massive gates start swinging open. “Not a lot of room, but I’ll fit,” he muttered, letting the Humvee creep forward. 
 
      
 
    The gunner’s hatch opened and Becky shifted the sling under her, giving her a more comfortable position to fire from. “Ready to rock,” she called down. 
 
      
 
    “Let’s do it right,” Alvin chuckled. “Music, ‘Ride of the Valkyries’ as loud as you can get it.” 
 
      
 
    The opening notes began to play as Alvin drove through the open gate, which started to shut behind him. Taking in the scene before him, Alvin whistled softly. A horde of bears, wolves, and hunting cats were coming out of the woods a half mile away. 
 
      
 
    “Now this is a party,” Becky laughed as she took aim at the oncoming throng. “Going hot.” 
 
      
 
    The sounds of the M240B opening up made Alvin focus. “Okay, let’s see what being hit by a Humvee does to mobs now.” 
 
      
 
    Alvin drove straight on for the horde and aimed for a bear, or a grezle as it was called here. The creature was bigger than a Kodiak, and had bits of flesh and one eye missing from it. Just before contact, Alvin pulled the wheel to angle the Humvee, hoping that might reduce the damage the vehicle was about to take. 
 
      
 
    The creature bounced off the front of the Humvee, sent sprawling into the horde of undead streaming past the vehicle to either side. Not stopping, Alvin angled the Humvee broadside to the oncoming mass of undead, driving down the length while Becky blazed away with the gun. Every mob hit by the vehicle bounced away from it, injured but still moving. The thrown mobs caused tangles where they landed, hindering those around and behind them. 
 
      
 
    A hundred yards short of the town’s wall, the creatures went from a jog to a sprint. The cats took the lead and sprang at the people atop the wall. Spears with cross braces were brought up, catching the falunes and stopping most of them from making it over. Some of them managed to avoid being hit and made it onto the wall, but most were tossed to the ground. 
 
      
 
    Alvin turned back toward the town while Becky waited for the machine gun to reload. While she waited for the larger gun to reload, Becky summoned her Tommy gun and fired at some of the closer targets. 
 
      
 
    The wolf-like creatures made it to the walls and jumped, their paws just catching the top of the fortifications. As they pulled themselves up, the defenders used swords, axes, and shields to knock the creatures down. A majority of the undead animals were sent tumbling back to the ground, but again, some of them made it over the wall. 
 
      
 
    “What the fuck are the bears going to do?” Alvin wondered as he started to drive parallel to the wall about fifty yards from it. He noticed a dense concentration of the aforementioned mobs all thundering in a herd. Brows wrinkling, he wondered what they were up to when he saw that they were in line with the gates. “Hang on,” Alvin said as he aimed them right at the pack of fur. “Gothy, bears! Break the formation.” 
 
      
 
    “Got it,” Becky said, willing the now empty Tommy gun into a glove once the M240B finished reloading. The sound of the large gun firing, along with Becky’s occasional bouts of laughter, helped calm Alvin. 
 
      
 
    Angling in toward the gate, Alvin tried to meet the lead elements of the furry battering rams before they could make it to their target. Just as he was about to hit the group, all the undead in view swelled in size. “Oh, come the fuck on,” Alvin managed to say just before he hit the mob he was aiming for. 
 
      
 
    The bears went from five feet in height to close to eight feet, their muscles swelling in unison making the already large beasts seem monstrous. The Humvee crunched as bear and metal collided, with the Humvee just barely being the one to influence the other more. 
 
      
 
    “Holy shit,” Becky yelled as she fired another handful of rounds. 
 
      
 
    Black blood splashed onto the passenger side of the Humvee as the rounds tore through the bear’s head. Alvin’s teeth started to grind together as he saw the gate coming closer, and realized that the Humvee was now being slid sideways by the sheer mass of the bears. “Brace!” Alvin shouted as he pulled the Humvee out of gear, since the tires weren’t getting enough traction to make a difference. Yanking the brake, Alvin waited for the inevitable. 
 
      
 
    Becky didn’t let up. The bear’s heads were taller than the Humvee; she had a shooting gallery and used it. With Alvin’s command to brace, she knew they were going to hit the gates or the walls, but she kept firing. 
 
      
 
    The impact slammed Becky into the pintle mount, her chin connecting with the M240B. Head swimming from the sudden stop, it took Becky a moment to realize one of the grezles was rearing up over the side of the Humvee. Becky triggered her barrier glyph and summoned her Tommy gun back to her hand at the same time. 
 
      
 
    The grezle’s teeth came down on the barrier and stopped, much to Becky’s relief, because that bite would have taken her head off otherwise. “Hero, you okay?” she asked, firing a burst into the open mouth of the beast chewing on her barrier. 
 
      
 
    “I’m fine,” Alvin replied with a wince. The Humvee had slid sideways into the stone archway framing the gates, but had slowed the onslaught just enough. The gates cracked under the assault, but had stayed closed. 
 
      
 
    Grunting, Alvin shifted to the passenger side and pushed the window open. Summoning his Type 56, he started firing into the chests of the grezles that were milling around the Humvee. Since the charge hadn’t worked, a few of the beasts hammered at the gates while the rest began slamming their paws into the walls and the Humvee. 
 
      
 
    The one trying to eat Becky fell back, its head finally disintegrating under her assault. Shifting to the next target, Becky continued trying to thin down the mobs around them. For the two outside the gate, the next few minutes were filled with blood, cordite, and angry growls. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    Kuro watched them leave the town, her heart tight, but trusting in them to stay safe. Stop it. He is male, and his only purpose is to keep Matriarch Gothy safe. You shouldn’t care about him, she chided herself, but she couldn’t help but fear for Alvin along with Becky. 
 
      
 
    Climbing to the battlements, Kuro looked out on the field, her face paling as she watched the horde charging the walls. Heart beating hard, her eyes were drawn to the Humvee that was charging back at the beasts and aiming for a grezle. The vehicle turned away at the last second, clipping the massive animal and sending it sprawling into more beasts to the side. 
 
      
 
    “Be ready… fire,” the call came from Wintersbreath. Arrows sprang away from the women on the battlements. They didn’t do much to the undead, but if even one could be stopped, it would be a blessing. “Pick your shots and fire until they reach the line.” 
 
      
 
    Kuro squinted and saw a line etched into the field a hundred yards from the wall. Her lips pursed as she tried to figure out why they had marked out that distance. She found out a few moments later when the falunes reached that line. 
 
      
 
    Jaw dropping, Kuro was amazed at the sudden speed the falunes were capable of when they sprinted. Summoning her blades, Kuro briefly wished she had asked for one or more of the guns from her owners so she could have done more to defend the walls before now. The Elves to either side of her grabbed spears that had been staged for this moment and thrust them out at the leaping falunes. 
 
      
 
    “May Matriarch Gothy smile on me,” Kuro murmured when a falune made it past the Elf to her right. 
 
      
 
    Springing into action as the Elf dropped the spear, Kuro slipped around them and engaged the creature. Left blade acting as a shield, she used her right blade to start cutting away at the beast’s neck. A tight smile came to her lips as she had to work to dance with the beast in such close quarters. No sooner had she beheaded the beast than another rushed her, having killed the defender it had been facing. With that extra room, Kuro pushed the falune back, and found it easier to deal with than the previous one. 
 
      
 
    As the second falune died to her blades, she looked for the next beast. A voice called out to her, and spinning low, her blades caught a wulnine that had made it over the wall. Pushing off the beast, she backed up a pace, bringing her blades up to prepare for its next attack. The wulnine took longer to kill as it was cagier than the falunes had been, but it also fell, her armor standing up to the minor bites it tried to inflict. 
 
      
 
    Spotting another falune on the wall, Kuro smiled when she walked over to engage it. She wasn’t prepared when the beast suddenly grew in size and strength. She backpedaled, her blades barely able to keep its attacks at bay. Kuro’s smile dropped away, replaced by a look of intense concentration. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll help,” one of the Elves on the wall said, rushing to her side. 
 
      
 
    “I have this one. Just keep any others off my back, please,” Kuro said as she stopped retreating. 
 
      
 
    Holding her ground was harder than before, but she managed. Focusing intently on the beast, she began to press the attack. It was a dangerous move that required she focus solely on her opponent, but she knew she would be fine as long as the others on the wall protected her back. 
 
      
 
    The wall shook under her feet, accompanied by the sound of metal grinding against stone. Eyes flying open, Kuro’s lips peeled back from her lips. “Damn them,” she hissed as her tempo picked up, her blades flowing faster. Her sword sliced into an opening, taking the head from the beast. She rushed over and, looking down, saw the Humvee pinned against the archway of the gate with a mass of grezles attacking it and the gate. 
 
      
 
    “Stand aside,” someone shouted at her. 
 
      
 
    Kuro stepped aside, taking in the scene. Her mind reacted a touch too slow to stop the Elf upending a barrel of pitch over the side of the wall. “No!” 
 
      
 
    Another Elf flung a torch after the barrel, and both their heads turned to the vehemence in Kuro’s voice. “The fire will weaken the grezles.” 
 
      
 
    “You’ll burn my Matriarch!” Kuro snapped, rushing back to the edge of the wall to see if Becky was okay. 
 
      
 
    The pitch had caught the grezles attacking the gate, only a small amount splashing on the hood of the Humvee. The fire was burning bright, and the undead beasts growled as they tore at their own skin to stop the burning. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    Alvin was reloading when the sound of breaking wood caught his attention. Thinking the gate had busted, he was puzzled by the black substance covering part of the Humvee’s hood. That puzzlement vanished when it burst into flame from the torch that hit one of the coated grezle’s backs. 
 
      
 
    Kuro’s shouts got Alvin and Becky’s attention, and Becky replied with, “We’re fine, Mousie. Just don’t let them drop another keg on us.” 
 
      
 
    “Understood, Matriarch,” Kuro replied, calming down once she knew her Matriarch was uninjured. 
 
      
 
    Alvin saw the beasts panicking and got back in the driver’s seat, releasing the brake and gunning the engine. The Humvee protested, but the tires caught enough for them to push through the burning undead and away from the bulk of the horde. 
 
      
 
    “Kuro, we’ll be clear in a minute, then they can go back to dropping pitch,” Alvin said as he held the pedal down. 
 
      
 
    “Understood, Hero,” Kuro replied. 
 
      
 
    When the Humvee broke out of the mass of bodies, Alvin drove away from the wall, looking over the empty field. “Where did they all go?” 
 
      
 
    “Hero,” Becky called down to him, “the grezles that aren’t burning are running for the woods.” 
 
      
 
    “Matriarch, the dead in town are starting to rise,” Kuro reported. “We also have some of the animals lose in the walls.” 
 
      
 
    “Do the best you can, Mousie,” Becky said. “Hero, go after the grezles at the tree line. We might be able to kill another one or two.” 
 
      
 
    Turning the Humvee around, Alvin chased after the beasts while Becky climbed back up to the M240B. The sound of the large gun firing was coupled with a few of the grezles stumbling as they ran for the woods. Two of them died before the pack got far enough into the woods to make it impossible to kill any more. 
 
      
 
    Closing up the hatch, Becky clambered back into the front seat. “That was invigorating,” she said, putting another barrier glyph into her accessory slot. 
 
      
 
    “I was worried when we got caught in the furry tidal wave.” 
 
      
 
    “It was close… one of them tried to bite my face off. I had to use the glyph, but that kept me safe long enough for me to blow its head off.” 
 
      
 
    “Loot and back to town?” 
 
      
 
    “Mousie, you okay?” Becky asked through the radio. 
 
      
 
    “I’m staying on the wall and dispatching the dead that are rising,” Kuro replied. “I will have them open the gate when you return.” 
 
      
 
    “Remember to loot your kills,” Alvin said. 
 
      
 
    “I will once you are back inside the walls,” Kuro replied. 
 
      
 
    “Gothy, get back on the gun. I’m going to autodrive us to the bodies so I can loot them.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll keep you safe,” Becky replied as she climbed into the back again. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Thirty-four 
 
      
 
    Alvin rolled through the open gate when they made it back to town. With a nod at Kuro, he stopped the Humvee once it was clear of the gate. Alvin was surprised to see Wintersbreath waiting for him when he got out. 
 
      
 
    “Problem?” Alvin asked. 
 
      
 
    “My people are hunting down the undead and animals within the walls. I wished to have Matriarch Gothy, along with you and Kuro, come to dinner tonight. I will be explaining things to Matriarch Meira Deatheyes, and your input could be very useful.” 
 
      
 
    “We can be there after we store the vehicles for the night; they need to be fixed,” Becky stated as she came around the Humvee. 
 
      
 
    “Very well. I shall have a carriage waiting for you at the inn,” Wintersbreath said. 
 
      
 
    “You’ll want your people to check their bags. We looted all the bodies in the field, so any items people were supposed to receive have been sent to them.” 
 
      
 
    Brow furrowing, Wintersbreath touched the pouch on her hip. “In our bags?” 
 
      
 
    Alvin sighed and pulled one of the books from his bag. Winterbreath's gasp as the book seemingly appeared in his hand from nowhere got his attention. “From their bags. Like this, just now. This book will help explain everything.” He held the book out to her. “We'll see you at dinner. When is that, by the way?” 
 
      
 
    Taking the book, Wintersbreath looked puzzled for a moment and looked at the sky. The sun wasn’t even directly above them yet. “Six hours.” 
 
      
 
    “What if they attack again?” Becky asked as Kuro came to her side. 
 
      
 
    “They’ve only attacked once a day so far. I will need to send messenger birds to the other towns to the north and south.” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll be at our base getting ready for tonight, which means we won’t be reachable if they do attack again,” Becky told Wintersbreath. 
 
      
 
    “It shouldn’t be an issue,” Wintersbreath replied. 
 
      
 
    “I looted the few bodies where I fought, but there are still a few dozen scattered along the walls,” Kuro pointed out to Wintersbreath. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll take care of it,” the Champion said, walking away from them and relaying orders to the people nearby. 
 
      
 
    “Well, Hero, what’s the plan?” 
 
      
 
    “Go home and see about our XP. Get a shower in, maybe watch a movie?” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, I think we can do that and more,” Becky winked at him. 
 
      
 
    “You’ll be the death of me,” Alvin chuckled as he motioned to the Mustang. “Bring Ruffian on home.” 
 
      
 
    It was only a few minutes later that both vehicles rolled through a momentary portal into the garage. Alvin started the automated repair process, then followed Becky and Kuro into the kiosk room, where Jarvis was waiting for them. 
 
      
 
    “Welcome home,” Jarvis intoned. “I have set out a small tray of snacks to help tide you over until dinner.” 
 
      
 
    “Thanks, Jarvis,” Alvin smiled. “We need to check XP and stuff from the fight.” 
 
      
 
    “I understand, sir. If you wish to leave the loot here, I will be happy to catalogue it for you.” 
 
      
 
    “Helpful as always,” Alvin chuckled. 
 
      
 
    “It gives me something to do, sir. All items are now identified when looted, so I’m not needed to do that. But it lets me feel helpful to separate the wheat from the chaff, as it were.” 
 
      
 
    “Ladies, feel free to drop the loot with Jarvis. He’ll look into all of it for us.” Alvin paused, “Let’s do that in the main room, though. He can sort while we watch a movie out there.” 
 
      
 
    “There’s no need to includ—” 
 
      
 
    “Knock it off,” Alvin sighed, cutting Jarvis off. “You’re part of the team.” 
 
      
 
    Jarvis bowed his head. “I’m flattered, and would be happy to join you, sir.” 
 
      
 
    “What movie?” Becky asked. 
 
      
 
    “Thor 2?” Alvin asked. “Continue the story?” 
 
      
 
    “Sounds good,” Becky said. Her armor vanished and left her in her newest set of base clothing. 
 
      
 
    “Good point. Might as well be comfy,” Alvin said as he switched clothing. 
 
      
 
    Alvin wound up between Becky and Kuro on the sofa, and Jarvis took a chair to one side. He moved a table over for them to pile loot on for sorting and brought the snack tray in, setting it close to hand for those on the sofa. 
 
      
 
    Becky leaned against Alvin during the movie, snuggling into his side like a content cat. Smiling, he draped his arm over her. His thumb rested against one of her pierced nipples, which he began to intermittently stroke. Becky’s hand found his thigh in return and began idly stroking up and down, with the occasional brush against his groin. 
 
      
 
    Kuro watched the two of them and, looking uneasy, leaned into Alvin’s other side. Shocked at Kuro’s bold move, Alvin draped his other arm on her side, his hand resting just above her hip. Kuro shook for a moment, but calmed herself and even snuggled closer after a little while. 
 
      
 
    Shaking his head, Alvin wondered at how quickly Kuro seemed to be moving on him. What changed? he wondered. I would swear I haven’t done anything to warrant her breaking through her past like this. He pondered the thought during the movie and tensed up when her trembling hand found his other thigh. Just relax. She’s afraid… if you do anything, she’ll likely panic. 
 
      
 
    Kuro’s trembling eventually stopped, and she began to mimic Becky’s motions. The first time the back of Kuro’s hand brushed his cock, she jerked her hand back. Tensing, Alvin waited for her to pull away even more, but her hand returned to his thigh after a moment, and he relaxed. 
 
      
 
    I don’t recall this movie being this tense, Alvin joked to himself. His hand on Kuro’s hip twitched, squeezing her gently and making her hand freeze on his thigh. She didn’t freak out… maybe I can up this a little bit. Taking the risk, Alvin began to gently massage her hip. She again paused for a moment, but seemed to accept it and relaxed. There we go, a small step for us. 
 
      
 
    Becky shifted so her mouth ended up next to Alvin’s ear. “Our Mousie is getting brave, Hero.” 
 
      
 
    Alvin nodded his head a fraction, not wanting to make a comment after feeling Kuro shift when Becky spoke. She has very sharp hearing, Gothy. If you say too much, it might end. Giving her nipple a pinch, Alvin hoped Becky would get the message. 
 
      
 
    A soft moan came from Becky, but she didn’t make any more comments. Her hand did sneak up to his shaft and begin to gently massage him. Biting his lip, Alvin tried to ignore what she was doing, but knew that wasn’t going to work for long. 
 
      
 
    “Gothy, grab my cup please,” he asked softly, being pinned between the two women. 
 
      
 
    With a soft giggle, she let go of his swollen member and leaned toward the table to snag their drinks. Leaning back against him, she handed him his cup and took a sip from hers. Taking a deep breath, Alvin gave her a pointed look as he drained half his drink. 
 
      
 
    Taking his cup from him, she put it back on the table and pulled the tray of food onto his lap. Trapping his arm behind her, Becky grinned as she picked up a slice of cheese and offered it to him. 
 
      
 
    A soft snort escaped his lips, but he opened his mouth to her, which she quickly filled with the cheese. Picking up another piece, she held it out to Kuro. “Say ahh, Mousie.” 
 
      
 
    Kuro looked puzzled but opened her mouth like Alvin had, accepting the snack from Becky. Becky grinned as she picked up a slice of apple and held it out to Alvin. Alternating back and forth for a few minutes, she eventually set the tray aside and handed Alvin his drink again. 
 
      
 
    Alvin tried to focus on the movie and succeeded for only a few more minutes. Becky again pulled his attention away when she shifted, putting her legs over the arm of the sofa and her head onto his thigh. Resisting the urge to sigh, Alvin began stroking her hair. 
 
      
 
    It’s okay. Mousie won’t do this, Alvin told himself. As the movie reached its climax, Alvin went rigid when Kuro deftly copied Becky’s position. Well, I was wrong, he snorted internally. He gently reached up to caress her hair, as he was with Becky. 
 
      
 
    After the end of credits scene of the movie was over, the lights came back on. Alvin looked down to find Becky smirking at him and moving her hand away from her own thighs. A quick glance at Kuro showed her blushing but not moving from where she lay. 
 
      
 
    “I’ve finished all the sorting, sir,” Jarvis said. “I’ve already put the useable meat into the kitchen. The items still on the table are decent enough to warrant attention. The things on the floor should be sold off.” 
 
      
 
    “Got it. We also need to shower so we’ll be more presentable for dinner,” Alvin said. “Gothy, did you want to use the kiosk to check your XP and sell off the junk?” 
 
      
 
    “I should… maybe I can afford to bump a stat again,” Becky said as she got to her feet slowly. “Come on, Mousie. Let’s go take a look and give Hero a chance to calm down.” 
 
      
 
    Kuro was on her feet before Alvin felt her move. “As you wish, Gothy.” 
 
      
 
    Once they had collected the junk and left the room, Alvin polished off his drink and turned to the items on the table. “Okay Jarvis, what are the big ticket items?” 
 
      
 
    “The dagger and boots on your right,” Jarvis said. 
 
      
 
    Picking each one up, Alvin looked them over with a soft whistle. “I guess these both came off some of the zombies that stood up, because they sure as fuck didn’t come off the animals.” 
 
      
 
    “A solid assumption, sir.” 
 
      
 
    Nryad Boots (Rare) 
 
    Increased traction on any surface. 
 
    Increased durability (craftsmanship). 
 
    Armor: 215/225 
 
    Runes: 0/6 
 
      
 
    Nirium Dagger (Rare) 
 
    Increased base damage (craftsmanship). 
 
    Damage: 2+Brawn 
 
    Durability: 14,168/15,000 
 
    Metal type: Nirium 
 
    Runes: 0/6 
 
      
 
    Alvin set the two items aside, “Those are definitely worth the price of admission. What about the rest of the items?” 
 
      
 
    “Uncommon, and worth selling on the auction house at the very least,” Jarvis replied, collecting what was left of the food tray. “I did some looking today sir, and discovered that cooked food can be sold on the auction house. There are some limitations: the food must be packed for travel and will only last seven days from the time it is listed.” 
 
      
 
    “Put some up,” Alvin said. 
 
      
 
    “I can’t, sir,” Jarvis said. “I can’t access the kiosk at all.” 
 
      
 
    “Assholes,” Alvin sighed. “Okay. When you cook for yourself tonight, make a second portion. I’ll put it on the auction house tonight when we get back.” 
 
      
 
    “I will make sure things are in order, sir.” 
 
      
 
    “Hero, we made a little over fifty thousand today,” Becky said, coming into the room. 
 
      
 
    “You split the sellables with Kuro?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, we’re debating what we’re going to spend the XP on, or if we want to bank it,” Becky said. “Anything special in that lot?” 
 
      
 
    “The dagger and boots,” Alvin chuckled. “The rest is standard uncommon. You two should put a chunk of it on the auction house and let the settlements know. Set aside the boots. Feel free to switch out your K-bar with that dagger and get it upgraded.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll peek through the pile,” Becky said. “You going to check the kiosk?” 
 
      
 
    “For a few minutes. I want to see if any of the books have sold. When I come back this way, I’ll help you cart stuff for sale to the kiosk,” Alvin said, getting to his feet. 
 
      
 
    “Sounds good,” Becky said, giving him a kiss before stealing his seat. 
 
      
 
    Alvin gave Kuro a smile when he walked past her, happy that she didn’t step away as he did. Small steps, those are the way forward. 
 
      
 
    When Alvin returned to the main room, Becky and Kuro had the table clear and were heading his way. “Bags?” 
 
      
 
    “Yup, easiest to just shove it all into our bags,” Becky nodded. “How were the book sales?” 
 
      
 
    “Better than I would have thought; a few hundred since it’s been up,” Alvin replied. “I’m going to head for the shower. Don’t take too long, okay?” 
 
      
 
    “With incentive like that, who would?” Beck smirked as she walked past him, goosing him in the process. 
 
      
 
    Laughing, Alvin went the other way. We still have at least two hours. That’s plenty of time for some fun. Smiling as he entered the bedroom, Alvin detoured and took a few minutes getting the dungeon prepared for what he wanted after the shower. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Thirty-five 
 
      
 
    The hot water cascaded over Alvin, flowing from the crown of his head down his body. The tension in his muscles ebbed away with each moment he stood there. A hand glided across his shoulders and brought a smile to his lips. “Gothy. I was wondering how long I would have to wait until you joined me.” 
 
      
 
    “Told you it wouldn’t be long,” Becky replied, giving his ass a squeeze with both hands. 
 
      
 
    He stepped out of the water and turned around, still smiling. “We’ve got a few hours to kill.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m looking forward to it,” Becky smirked. 
 
      
 
    Brow furrowing, Alvin looked past Becky. “Where did Kuro go off to?” 
 
      
 
    “She’s getting a riding lesson,” Becky giggled. 
 
      
 
    “Put her on the horse, huh? How is she going to clean up, then?” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll scrub her down after we’re done. Or did you maybe want to see me wash her again?” 
 
      
 
    “It was a very enticing sight,” Alvin admitted. “I wouldn’t complain about you two scrubbing each other down.” Wrapping his arms around her, he pulled her closer. “But I’ll be more than content with what I have here.” 
 
      
 
    Squirming in his grasp, Becky was able to slip out of his arms, leaving her on her knees. “Not, what I me—” Becky began to laugh, but she was cut off by Alvin’s cock suddenly filling her mouth. 
 
      
 
    Grabbing her head as he pushed into her open mouth, Alvin grinned down at her. Becky’s eyes shone with happiness, though a hint of frustration was apparent. “Don’t talk with your mouth full,” Alvin chuckled as he began to push himself deeper into her now willing mouth. 
 
      
 
    Becky slapped his thigh but went with him, taking him all the way to the base and eagerly sucking him. Tangling her hair into two pigtails to give him better leverage, Alvin dragged her most of the way off his shaft. Becky whimpered as her lips came to the head of his engorged cock, followed by a deep moan when he pulled her roughly back down his length. 
 
      
 
    “On your knees for me, taking me at my whim,” Alvin panted, keeping his eyes locked on hers. “I’m going to take you here, right now, in the shower. Once I’ve used you, I’m going to take you to the dungeon and torment you, much like you’re doing to Mousie.” 
 
      
 
    Becky mumbled around his shaft, wanting to say something, but Alvin continued to roughly facefuck her at his own speed. “Now, now, Gothy,” Alvin moaned. “Just wait until I’m done. I know you want it, no need to say anything.” 
 
      
 
    Becky moaned louder as she went along with him guiding her head. Sucking harder on him, her lips formed a perfect circle that gave him even more pleasure. She fingered herself furiously with one hand, while the other came up to rub his balls. 
 
      
 
    “Oh… very nice, Gothy,” Alvin managed to say as his eyes slid shut, letting the sensations override his thoughts. 
 
      
 
    Minutes passed as Alvin took her mouth, the pleasure building inside of him. Becky was moaning louder and louder with each thrust of his shaft. The head of his cock began slipping into her throat with each stroke, and that was pushing him to his limits. Knowing he was about to cum, Alvin was beginning to speed up when Becky rebelled. 
 
      
 
    Taking him all the way into her throat, Becky sucked down and started swallowing for all she had, knowing the effect that would have. Alvin grunted as the tingle spread out from his groin toward his extremities. He tried to pull Becky up, but she fought him, clinging to him and keeping her lips sealed around the base of his cock. 
 
      
 
    “Fuck… Gothy, here it comes,” Alvin managed weakly. His toes curled and his hands spasmed as he came, grabbing her head and holding her to him as his whole body tingled. He gasped for breath when he could as his orgasm finally came to an end, staggering back against the wall. 
 
      
 
    Pushing off him, Becky coughed hard as she gasped for breath. Eyes watering, she looked at Alvin and saw him slumped against the wall, sliding down to the floor. “I was saying,” Becky managed once she caught her breath, “that dungeon fun sounds good to me.” 
 
      
 
    Alvin chuckled, “I need my legs to support me again, first.” 
 
      
 
    “I bet I can get you to firm up again,” Becky winked. 
 
      
 
    “Legs, Gothy. My legs. Not my dick.” 
 
      
 
    “Not as much fun,” Becky snickered. 
 
      
 
    “True,” Alvin agreed. “Let’s get a quick rinse, then I’ll torment you.” 
 
      
 
    “Works for me, Hero,” Becky said, standing up and offering him her hand. 
 
      
 
    Letting her help him to his feet, Alvin wrapped her in his arms as soon as he was stable. “But first,” he murmured as he spun her around, pushing her against the shower wall. “First, I’m going to spank you for fighting me. Stay there and give me your ass. Oh, and no cumming until I say.” 
 
      
 
    Becky moaned, nodding as he let her go. Keeping her chest against the wall, Becky thrust her ass out. “I’ve been a bad girl, Hero.” 
 
      
 
    Alvin slapped her ass hard with one hand, taking the soap in the other. He took his time, alternating spanking her with rubbing her down with soap. By the time he had her all covered in suds, her ass was solidly pink and she was panting hard with need. 
 
      
 
    Pulling down one of the shower wands, Alvin began to wash her down, giving her a few more hard spanks while he did. Once she was clean, Alvin switched the wand head over to the massage setting and slipped it around Becky’s waist. Smiling, Alvin slowly shifted the shower head down Becky’s body, using his other hand as a guide until he was able to bring it to the right spot. 
 
      
 
    Becky groaned when the water began to hit her engorged clit. “Hero… what…?” 
 
      
 
    “Shh, got to get you all clean,” Alvin replied. Holding the head steady, he watched her try to hold still with little success. Letting her excitement build, Alvin eventually gave her the release she had been waiting for. “Now, Gothy, cum for me.” 
 
      
 
    A guttural moan came from Becky as she collapsed to her knees, her legs unable to support her as the orgasm rolled over her. He hung the shower head up and turned off the water, kneeling beside her as she continued to shudder. 
 
      
 
    When she finally calmed, Alvin brushed her hair out of her eyes. “Time for the real fun, Gothy. Come on,” Standing up, he offered her his hand the same way she had done for him. 
 
      
 
    Getting them both dried off took a bit longer than it normally would because of Becky’s wobbly legs. Eventually, they made it to the dungeon, with Alvin guiding Becky from behind. Kuro let out small excited squeaks from atop the wooden horse, where she was blindfolded. 
 
      
 
    “Mousie, do you want to come off the horse?” Alvin asked. 
 
      
 
    “Please, oh please,” Kuro replied with a faint voice. 
 
      
 
    “Go get her down, Gothy,” Alvin said. “I’ll be setting up your fun while you do.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m not going for a ride?” Becky asked, her steps slowing. 
 
      
 
    “Not right now. Maybe after dinner,” Alvin told her. 
 
      
 
    “As you wish, Hero,” she said, her disappointment clear. 
 
      
 
    Shaking his head, Alvin got set up and waited for them. Kuro was shaky and holding onto Becky as they came toward him. “Mousie, do you want to thank Gothy for your fun?” Alvin asked softly. 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” Kuro replied, not looking at him. 
 
      
 
    “Okay. First, I need to get Gothy hooked up to this,” Alvin said, motioning to the metal bondage ring behind him. 
 
      
 
    Becky’s downcast expression brightened a little. “Really?” 
 
      
 
    “Yup. Come here,” Alvin held out the first cuff. “Mousie, can you get the two larger cuffs on Gothy’s ankles for me? No orgasms until I spank you. Got it, Gothy?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes I can, Hero,” Kuro said softly. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Hero.” Becky’s eyebrows went up as she extended her wrist for Alvin. “Good girl, Mousie. I’ll reward you more later.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Gothy,” Kuro replied as she knelt to buckle the leather cuffs around Becky’s ankles. 
 
      
 
    Once she was ready, Alvin hooked Becky to the frame. He put a blindfold and a pair of noise canceling headphones on her. “Okay, Mousie, you are given free rein on Gothy’s lower half. Show her how thankful you are.” Stepping back from the two of them, Alvin grabbed the crop. “I’ll be giving her some more of what she wants from me.” 
 
      
 
    Kuro twitched at the first strike to Becky’s breasts but ignored the rest, focusing instead on using her hands and mouth to bring Becky as much pleasure as possible. Alvin paused occasionally, watching as Kuro worked before going back to giving Becky the pain she wanted. 
 
      
 
    Alvin switched from the crop to a flogger after a while, and was moving to grab a paddle when a loud cough came from the doorway. He didn’t see anyone there, but Jarvis’ voice came clearly into the room. 
 
      
 
    “Sir, you have one hour until the time scheduled for dinner,” Jarvis said, then Alvin heard footsteps walking away. 
 
      
 
    “Damn, really?” Alvin sighed. “Guess we should finish this.” Grabbing a Hitachi, Alvin plugged it in and handed it to Kuro, who gave him a puzzled look. “She hasn’t shown you how to use the magic wand yet?” Kuro shook her head and Alvin smirked. “Push that button down, then press it to her. I’ll be spanking her, so keep your hands away from her ass, okay?” 
 
      
 
    Kuro nodded slowly, thumbing the switch. Her eyes widened when she felt the vibration in her hands. Gently pressing the head against Becky’s sex produced immediate results; she gasped loudly and her hips bucked into the vibrator. “Oh gods… more… give it to me.” 
 
      
 
    A firm swat made Becky’s whole body lock up as her long-denied orgasm finally overtook her. Alvin continued spanking her while Kuro did her best to keep the wand pressed firmly against Becky. 
 
      
 
    Alvin spanked Becky for a few minutes before he stopped. He knew if he kept going, Becky would not be able to make it to dinner. “Mousie, stop please,” Alvin said, following suit. He gathered the toys he had used on Becky and moved to put them away. 
 
      
 
    Pulling the vibrator away from Becky, Kuro looked up. A smile filled Becky’s face and she shook from the continued aftershocks. “Thank you…” Becky murmured exhaustedly. 
 
      
 
    “I need to shower,” Kuro said softly. 
 
      
 
    “Go for it, but first, please bring me back a washcloth and some warm water,” Alvin said, taking the wand from her. 
 
      
 
    Once Kuro left the room, Alvin finished getting Becky unhooked. Gently laying her down, he smiled at her, watching her try to focus on him as he removed the blindfold and headphones. “Less than an hour before we have to go,” Alvin told her. “I’ll get you cleaned up. Just lay there for a bit, okay?” 
 
      
 
    “As you wish, Hero.” 
 
      
 
    Kuro was back in a minute with a small bowl of water and a rag. “Gothy? Did you enjoy it?” 
 
      
 
    “I loved it, Mousie. I’m going to spoil you after dinner.” 
 
      
 
    Blushing, Kuro beamed at her and scampered off to the shower. Both of them watched her go, then Becky noticed Alvin’s rigid cock. 
 
      
 
    “Hero… Can I help you with that?” the heat in her voice was palpable. 
 
      
 
    “After I clean you up and you can sit up,” Alvin chuckled. 
 
      
 
    “Tonight… will you join me when I play with Mousie?” 
 
      
 
    “Not unless she asks me to,” Alvin rebuffed her gently. “She’s making progress, but if I push, she might retreat back into her shell.” 
 
      
 
    “If she asks, though?” 
 
      
 
    “Then yes.” 
 
      
 
    “Good,” Becky’s voiced climbed a little as Alvin began to wash her sex. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, you are, my wonderful gothic temptress.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Thirty-six 
 
      
 
    Once they had their armor on, they left the inn and saw the carriage waiting for them. A Captain stood at attention beside it. “Matriarch Gothy and guests, we are here to escort you to Matriarch Deatheyes.” 
 
      
 
    “Sounds good,” Becky said. A dark-skinned male Elf opened the door for them, helping Kuro and Becky in and shutting the door after Alvin was in. 
 
      
 
    “Any ideas about what we’re likely to be talking about?” Alvin asked Kuro. 
 
      
 
    “Besides the attacks and what Matriarch Gothy can do to assist, I would expect Matriarch Deatheyes to try and get as much information about how things work as she can.” 
 
      
 
    “Fun,” Alvin sighed. “Show and tell. I can give her a book, but I only have so many of those.” 
 
      
 
    “You gave one to Wintersbreath,” Becky said. 
 
      
 
    “And to each of the crafters we’ve used, but I’m not sure I want to give them to any of the Matriarchs or the Queen. At least, not until we’re on our way out.” 
 
      
 
    “Understandable. No reason to give them a leg up until we’ve left.” 
 
      
 
    “You are going to help the Queen, though, right?” Kuro asked. 
 
      
 
    “I'm not inclined to help the King after his Champion said they were going to conquer Earth once they'd dealt with the Queen.” 
 
      
 
    “Doubt he’d want our help after we killed all his people when we showed up, anyway” Becky added. “Besides a few of the Matriarchs, the Queen’s people have been pretty decent.” 
 
      
 
    The carriage came to a halt in front of a manor. “Gates are opening, we’ll be getting out in a moment.” 
 
      
 
    True to his word, they were out of the carriage shortly, with the same footman helping the ladies out. The Elf looked puzzled as the three of them came out dressed in finery, not the armor they had been wearing when they had got in the coach. Alvin looked at the manor, impressed in spite of himself. The architect had disregarded any whims of fashion, opting for defensibility instead. 
 
      
 
    “Looks like a small fort more than a fancy manor,” Becky said, giving voice to his thoughts. 
 
      
 
    “I hope to gods she’s as pragmatic as her home,” Alvin muttered. 
 
      
 
    “You made it,” Wintersbreath said from the front door, a smile on her lips. “Dinner will be served soon. Come, let me introduce you to Matriarch Deatheyes before the meal.” 
 
      
 
    Alvin put his hand on Becky’s back, “I wonder if I made a mistake giving her a book.” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll find out,” Becky replied softly as she headed for the door, then addressed Wintersbreath. “Did your people track down the animals and undead?” 
 
      
 
    “They did,” Wintersbreath’s smile faded. “They killed another handful of people before we got them all. Fortunately, the necromancer seemed to have retreated when the attack failed, as we had no more dead rising against us.” 
 
      
 
    “Lucky for you. Our world is rife with the dead coming back,” Alvin said. “If a person dies there, they stand up. I’ve noticed that your dead seem to take a bit longer to animate.” 
 
      
 
    “That is troubling news,” Wintersbreath said. “If one of the necromancers makes it to the Gate, who knows what kind of havoc they could cause on the other side?” 
 
      
 
    “Especially with that enrage thing. I wasn’t expecting the bears to double in size.” 
 
      
 
    “Your efforts did help the gate survive,” Wintersbreath said. “I don’t think they would have withstood the onslaught otherwise.” 
 
      
 
    “It did a number on my Humvee, but that’s being fixed. Slowly,” Alvin said. 
 
      
 
    As they were led through the house, Alvin saw the same sparse utilitarian aesthetic inside. The only real decorations were weapons on the walls with brackets holding them in place, but each blade they passed was honed and oiled. 
 
      
 
    “This place is a small fortress,” Alvin noted. 
 
      
 
    “It is the last line of defense,” Wintersbreath explained. “In the years since the necromancers retreated into the woods, this manor has twice been the last standing structure in this town.” 
 
      
 
    Alvin blinked. “This town has fallen twice?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, and the others have both fallen at least once, as well. Every time, the army comes and throws the undead back. We’ve killed some of the necromancers who fled during the long years, but there are still some left, obviously.” Stopping just short of a set of double doors, Wintersbreath put a smile on her face before knocking and opening them. “Matriarch Deatheyes, I present you Matriarch Gothy and her two retainers.” 
 
      
 
    Following Wintersbreath into the dining room, Alvin saw the Matriarch as she rose from her seat. Gaunt, dark as night, and unsmiling, the Matriarch bowed her head in greeting. “Welcome to my home, Matriarch Gothy. I’m Matriarch Meira Deatheyes.” 
 
      
 
    Becky gave the Matriarch a polite smile, “Thank you for having us.” 
 
      
 
    “It is the least I could do. You were instrumental in fending off today’s attack, so I’m told.” 
 
      
 
    “We did what we could,” Becky replied. “This is Mousie and Hero.” 
 
      
 
    “Welcome to my home, Kuro Lightskin,” Deatheyes said, staring at her. “I was not expecting to learn of your leaving Matriarch Lightkiller’s service.” 
 
      
 
    “I had not expected it to happen when I stepped through the Gate,” Kuro replied stiffly. 
 
      
 
    Eyes going to Alvin, Deatheyes studied him closely. “A light skinned male that resembles the demons of old, and yet helps keep my town safe… I’m at a loss as to what to even say to you.” 
 
      
 
    “You’re welcome?” Alvin said. 
 
      
 
    “That is a place to start,” Deatheyes nodded, her lips twitching upwards briefly. “Thank you, all three of you, for your efforts today. Champion Wintersbreath is charged with defense of the barrier towns, and you are her sword, if she has told me correctly.” 
 
      
 
    “Not quite,” Becky said, her eyes flickering to Wintersbreath. “The Queen tasked us with helping to defend the towns. Champion Wintersbreath is in charge of the army and is supposed to assist us.” 
 
      
 
    “Is that so?” Deatheyes looked at the Champion. 
 
      
 
    “That is true,” Wintersbreath said. “I’m to use the army as a shield for the towns, aiding them as I can.” 
 
      
 
    “If the necromancers in the woods are causing the trouble, we might need to go in after them,” Becky said. 
 
      
 
    “Death claims all who enter the woods,” Deatheyes said seriously. “I would leave that for a final resort.” 
 
      
 
    “Matriarch, dinner is ready,” a maid said from the doorway to the kitchen. 
 
      
 
    “Let us dine,” Deatheyes said, taking her seat again. 
 
      
 
    Dinner was a simple three course affair, served with the dark red wine that seemed to be the standard on Svargax. The salad was fairly plain, fresh mixed greens dressed with vinegar and oil. The main course was grezle steak, which Deatheyes assured them was not from the undead that had attacked the town. Dessert was something special: it looked like chocolate pudding, but that was far from the truth. Deatheyes called it puddle cake, and it did have a cake-like center under the pudding topping. Alvin was surprised when there wasn’t any chocolate flavor; the closest comparison he could come up with was orange creamsicle for the pudding along with angel food cake for the center and was served alongside a sweet vanilla liqueur. 
 
      
 
    Pushing away his empty dessert bowl, Alvin downed the last of the liqueur with a sigh. “That dessert was amazing, Matriarch Deatheyes.” 
 
      
 
    “It is a specialty of my cook,” Deatheyes said with a hint of a smile. “She is quite gifted when it comes to sweets.” 
 
      
 
    “I would say so,” Becky agreed as she finished her dessert. 
 
      
 
    Kuro was the last one to finish. “I’m honored to have been served your acclaimed dessert, Matriarch Deatheyes.” 
 
      
 
    “It is the least I can do for the saviors of my town,” Deatheyes said, then turned her gaze back to Becky. “I’m curious, Matriarch Gothy... what are your plans to deal with the outbreak we are facing?” 
 
      
 
    “I’m—” Becky began, but was cut off as the door to the dining room was pulled open roughly. 
 
      
 
    “Champion Wintersbreath, we’ve received a message from Helinaholt! It’s under attack!” 
 
      
 
    “Saddle the sevras!” Wintersbreath shouted, getting to her feet hurriedly. 
 
      
 
    Becky was on her feet almost as quickly, her fancy dress replaced with her standard gear in an eye blink. “Which way is Helinaholt and how far?” 
 
      
 
    “North by fifty miles,” Wintersbreath said. 
 
      
 
    “Hero,” Becky said, “we need the cars.” 
 
      
 
    “This isn’t a settlement of mine. We’ll have to go back to the base to grab them.” Alvin toggled his UI, opening a portal to their base in the room. 
 
      
 
    Deatheyes blinked when a softly glowing doorway appeared against one of the walls. “What is that?” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll explain later,” Alvin said, running through it, followed by Becky and Kuro. 
 
      
 
    Jarvis had all the doors open for them, allowing them a quick exit through the garage. The Mustang and Humvee were also ready to go and they piled into the vehicles. “Good luck, sir,” Jarvis called after them. 
 
      
 
    “Thanks, Jarvis,” Alvin said as he got the Humvee warming to start. 
 
      
 
    Becky slapped Ruffian into reverse and shot out of the garage. Alvin grumbled as he finally got the Humvee started and followed her out. 
 
      
 
    Should have had Mousie come with me, Alvin chided himself. As he cleared the garage, he saw Becky’s tail lights headed for the north end of town. “Damn, Gothy, don’t leave me completely behind.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll get there in half the time and can interfere until you and the others show up,” Becky said over the radio. “I’ll play it safe, don’t worry. I’m not giving up one of my lives for the town.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay,” Alvin grumbled. “If you don’t play it safe, I’ll withhold all sex for a month.” 
 
      
 
    “Now I really have to play it safe,” Becky laughed. 
 
      
 
    The two vehicles sped north, Ruffian going all out. The Humvee did its best, but was never going to keep up with the Mustang. Alvin grimaced when a large group of sevras went past him, Wintersbreath at the fore of the charge. 
 
      
 
    “Fucking things are as fast as Ruffian,” Alvin blinked. “I’m going to be the last one to the party, fuck.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    Alvin gripped the steering wheel tight as he got closer to Helinaholt. Fires were burning inside the town, the flames lighting up the evening sky. Squinting as he got closer, he didn’t see Ruffian anywhere. 
 
      
 
    “Gothy? Where are you?” 
 
      
 
    “North side of the town,” Becky replied back. “Dealing with the cat-things. The bears had broken down a gate by the time I got here, and the town was already burning.” 
 
      
 
    “Where are Wintersbreath and the others?” 
 
      
 
    “Haven’t seen them,” Becky replied. 
 
      
 
    “They probably went inside the walls,” Alvin growled. “It’s going to be a death trap in there.” Shaking his head, Alvin ordered the car to the north side of town, and gave instructions to follow the Mustang when they got within sight of it. Climbing into the back, Alvin popped the hatch and got ready to use the M240B. 
 
      
 
    Alvin inhaled sharply when the Humvee finally made it to the north side of the town. Becky was weaving back and forth at speed while a single gun from the passenger side window fired in bursts. 
 
      
 
    The Humvee fell in behind the Mustang and Alvin aimed to the driver’s side to help even out the damage. He targeted the undead that had been clipped by the Mustang, as the falunes were fast and agile beasts otherwise. 
 
      
 
    Alvin cursed when the gun ran empty, and switched over to his Type 56. It worked out for him, when one of the falunes leapt at the Humvee and snagged the shield next to the gun. Flicking the selector to full auto, Alvin emptied the magazine of his rifle into the beast’s snarling face, which pulped under the onslaught. Quickly reloading the magazine, Alvin targeted a new falune that was leaping at him. 
 
      
 
    “Hero, to our right,” Becky called to him. 
 
      
 
    The falune slammed into the roof of the Humvee and slid off. It had died in mid-air from damage taken from Alvin’s shots. Reloading the rifle again, Alvin looked toward the town and cursed, “Fucking come on.” 
 
      
 
    The rifle vanished into his glove, and Alvin pulled the M240B around to target the grezles bearing down on them. The ammo belt appeared in the gun, and Alvin opened fire into the oncoming horde. “Don’t let them hit you! It’ll flip the Mustang!” 
 
      
 
    “I’m going to come around behind them,” Becky said as Ruffian began to open the distance between them. 
 
      
 
    “Got it. Humvee, angle away from the coming mobs,” Alvin said. The Humvee banked hard to the left at his order. Turning to reacquire the mobs, Alvin continued to fire at them. “I don’t think I can keep them away for long.” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll be there,” Becky replied. “Mousie, take this one, too. Rotate between them while they reload.” 
 
      
 
    “Understood, Matriarch,” Kuro replied, her voice coming over the radio clearly. 
 
      
 
    Alvin ran out of ammo on the M240B and resummoned his rifle. “Humvee, turn further away. I want them to chase us, but stay out of the woods.” Alvin was just able to brace for the harder turn the Humvee cut as he finished speaking. 
 
      
 
    “We’re coming up behind them now,” Becky said. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you,” Alvin replied as he began to fire bursts into the grezles chasing him. The muzzle flashes from the Mustang were distracting, and kept making him want to duck even though she wasn’t aiming near him. 
 
      
 
    “It’s really hard to see those flashes and keep driving toward them,” Becky said, mirroring his own thoughts. 
 
      
 
    “I’m doing my best to angle the shots to the sides or down enough that you should be okay,” Alvin said as he reloaded the Type. “I’ll need to see about adding a flood light to the shielding so I can see better at night,” Alvin muttered. 
 
      
 
    “It’s a good idea,” Becky replied. “This is our first night combat, though.” 
 
      
 
    “Point,” Alvin said, letting the glove take his rifle when the M240B had reloaded. “Bravo going hot again.” 
 
      
 
    “Got it,” Becky said, angling a bit more to one side of the group chasing the Humvee. “Aim down that side first.” 
 
      
 
    Shifting his aim, Alvin chuckled as he kept the gun firing with short bursts. When the grezles all suddenly pivoted and ran at the Mustang, his jaw dropped. He held the trigger down, hoping to make some of them stumble from the sheer volume of ammo hitting them. 
 
      
 
    Becky was even more surprised, but she reacted to it. Twisting the wheel while her foot pushed the pedal all the way down, Becky shifted gears as the engine revved up. “What the fuck!?” 
 
      
 
    “Humvee, chase the grezles,” Alvin shouted when the M240B ran out of ammo again. Holding onto the roof, Alvin wasn’t thrown too hard when the Humvee swung around as fast as it could. A figure in dark robes was briefly illuminated near the forest when the headlights flashed over it. “Run, Gothy! I think I found a necromancer.” 
 
      
 
    “Take them! Maybe these things will fall over,” Becky replied as she sped away from the beasts. “Keep firing, Mousie.” 
 
      
 
    Alvin shouted new orders to the Humvee and held on as it swung back the other way. Summoning his Type to his hand, Alvin brought the rifle up just as the headlights illuminated the person standing near the woods. Not wasting time, Alvin began to fire in controlled bursts. One of the first few rounds hit the figure and staggered them back a step before a grey glowing field sprang up around them. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll chew through that barrier, asshole,” Alvin growled as he peppered the shield with his remaining rounds. Quickly slapping the magazine back into the rifle, he emptied it a second time before letting it vanish back into his glove again. 
 
      
 
    The figure turned to run, the barrier visibly wavering already. Alvin snarled and grabbed the M240B, aiming at the fleeing person’s back. As soon as the ammo reappeared, he began firing quick bursts. The barrier shattered just as the figure got to the first tree and the next few rounds pitched them forward. 
 
      
 
    “Run them over,” Alvin told the Humvee, “then back up.” 
 
      
 
    “The grezles are coming back for you, Hero. I’m chasing them again,” Becky’s voice came over the radio. 
 
      
 
    Alvin didn’t reply, but kept firing until they were too close to the figure, who was trying to get back to its feet. Summoning his submachine gun, Alvin triggered the flashlight on its foregrip. The thud of the Humvee hitting the robed figure was followed by the vehicle skidding to a halt. Alvin grinned at the second thump from under the Humvee as it reversed over them. 
 
      
 
    Ducking down, Alvin jumped out the door as the Humvee came to a stop. Struggling to his feet, the bloody dark-skinned Elf stared at the bright light focused on him with horror. The necromancer opened his mouth to speak, but Alvin never gave him the chance. Thirty rounds from his gun ripped through the Elf’s head and neck, sending blood and brain flying. 
 
      
 
    A burst of bright purple energy rushed out of the body as the Elf died. Alvin screamed as his nerves lit up with pain impulses. Muscles clenching, he pitched forward onto his face, the energy clinging to him. 
 
      
 
    “Hero! Hero, what happened!?” Becky’s frantic voice screamed at him through the radio. 
 
      
 
    Alvin only knew pain as the life drained from him. Images of Becky calling out to him, running to him, but never making it, filled his mind. Gothy… I’m sorry. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    The grezles collapsed after the flash of purple light and Alvin’s scream. Swerving around them, Becky was frantic to get to him, but had to go around the bodies. When she was as close as she could get, she stood on the brakes and yanked the parking brake up, then bailed out of the still moving car. Alvin’s screaming had gotten dimmer as his voice grew more hoarse. Becky ran to him, digging a trauma kit from her bag. 
 
      
 
    Slapping the kit to him brought his voice back to full strength, but he just kept screaming. A residual purple mist clung to him still. Thrusting her hand back into her bag, she pulled a bottle out and upended it on Alvin. The purple mist vanished as the glowing golden liquid splashed on him, the scream cutting off abruptly. 
 
      
 
    Panting hard, Alvin opened his eyes to find Becky kneeling over him, her eyes wet with the tears dripping from them. “Sorry, Gothy.” 
 
      
 
    Relief flashed across her face and she crushed him to her. “Asshole, I thought you had gotten killed.” 
 
      
 
    “Almost,” Alvin managed with difficulty, his face stuffed into her cleavage. “Whatever that was, it was sapping my life away. I couldn’t do anything but scream.” 
 
      
 
    “What do we do now?” Kuro asked from a few feet away, scanning the darkness so nothing crept up on them. 
 
      
 
    “Loot, then head to town and see if Wintersbreath is still alive in there. Maybe mount a rescue on the manor,” Alvin said. “Gothy, give me some more air please.” 
 
      
 
    Letting go of him, Becky wiped at her eyes. “We should go into the woods and hunt the fuckers down.” 
 
      
 
    “We probably will tomorrow,” Alvin said. “At a distance, though… How did you get the pain to go away?” 
 
      
 
    “I purchased a panacea a few days ago,” Becky said, getting to her feet. “I figured we might need it at some point. The trauma kit didn’t stop whatever that was, but did at least heal you.” 
 
      
 
    “Remind me to buy a few of those and make sure we all carry a couple each,” Alvin said, getting to his feet with Becky’s help. “Have Ruffian follow us. I want you on the gun. Kuro will ride shotgun, and I’ll drive.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay,” Becky said, grabbing him and kissing him hard. 
 
      
 
    When the kiss ended, Alvin pulled her back in and kissed her again, just as hard. Panting when they stopped the second time, Alvin squeezed her to him. “That was a brutal reminder that even with all our shit, we can be killed. It was lucky for me that you were there for me.” 
 
      
 
    “Always, Hero... always and forever,” Becky sniffled. “Let’s go save the town.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ve looted the necromancer,” Kuro said from beside the Humvee. 
 
      
 
    “Thanks, Kuro,” Alvin said as he finally let go of Becky. 
 
      
 
    “Ruffian, follow us,” Becky said as she let go of Alvin and headed for the open door of the Humvee. “We going to loot the grezles on the way back?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah. We might need to run, and I’d rather not leave the loot behind,” Alvin said as he opened the driver door. 
 
      
 
    “That might cost more people their lives,” Kuro said. 
 
      
 
    “Helping them almost cost Hero his life,” Becky snapped. 
 
      
 
    “I’m sorry, Matriarch,” Kuro apologized. “They are still my people, but I understand and will not question you again.” 
 
      
 
    “Good,” Becky grumbled as she got into the back of the Humvee. “Let’s go loot and see about the town.” 
 
      
 
    “Kuro, you’ll be the one doing the looting,” Alvin said as he put the Humvee in gear. 
 
      
 
    “Understood, Hero… I’m glad you survived.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Thirty-seven 
 
      
 
    Alvin waited for Kuro to get back in the vehicle before he drove them toward the closest gate. “You still have Gothy’s Tommy gun?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” Kuro replied, pulling out the gun. 
 
      
 
    “Open the window and be ready to shoot anything that’s dead and moving,” Alvin said. “I’ll be going to the manor, since that’s likely to be where the action is.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m loaded and ready to go. I have my shotgun and MP5 for whenever the M240B is reloading,” Becky added. 
 
      
 
    “Keep your head on a swivel, and if in doubt, get back in here,” Alvin told her. 
 
      
 
    “I will.” 
 
      
 
    “Let’s see what we find,” Alvin said. He let the Humvee climb up and over the rubble that had been the gates. 
 
      
 
    The entire town seemed to be on fire. Every wooden building was burning, which was at least two out of three. The smoke was rising up, but visibility was poor as Alvin guided the Humvee over and around the rubble. 
 
      
 
    Becky fired the M240B, making Alvin wonder what she had seen because he hadn’t seen anything out the front.  
 
      
 
    “We have cats and wolves inside the walls still,” Becky told them, answering his suspicions. “Some of them are on fire and don’t seem to care.” 
 
      
 
    “Great,” Alvin grumbled. 
 
      
 
    Kuro began to fire the Tommy at another burning animal shape. It dropped and lay there, unmoving. “I think looting the dead is going to be problematic.” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll be skipping the looting for now,” Alvin told her. “We’re not leaving the vehicle if we can help it.” 
 
      
 
    The M240B fired another burst. “They’re coming to us... that’ll make this easier,” Becky said. 
 
      
 
    “For now,” Alvin replied. 
 
      
 
    “Fuck!” Becky yelled as something slammed hard into the roof with a loud thump. The rapid-fire boom of Becky’s shotgun echoed inside the Humvee. “Damned cat wanted to eat my face!” 
 
      
 
    “You okay?” Alvin asked. 
 
      
 
    “I got him before he was able to take a swipe,” Becky replied. “I think the town is a lost cause. Is the road clear enough to get to the manor?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, I think so,” Alvin said as the Humvee rolled over the burnt remains of a sevra. 
 
      
 
    “More coming,” Kuro said calmly, firing into a group of shambling humanoid figures. 
 
      
 
    “Got it,” Becky said, swinging the machine gun around to help out. 
 
      
 
    They filled the air with the sound of gunfire over the next few minutes. Alvin even commanded the Humvee to drive itself slowly down the street until he told it to stop, just so he could open his window and help. 
 
      
 
    Dead Elves, falunes, and wulnines came at them over and over again. A couple of dead sevras even joined in as they got further into the town. Becky swapped back to the machine gun as it reloaded again when they reached the town square. 
 
      
 
    “Hero, on the right!” Becky called out. 
 
      
 
    A horde of undead were battering themselves against a barrier that surrounded the manor. In the middle of the group, an Elf in long black robes was chanting. Both of his arms were up, revealing skin close in complexion to Kuro’s. 
 
      
 
    Becky and Kuro didn’t hesitate to fire at the necromancer. The bullets hit a barrier around the caster, attracting the attention of many of the undead behind him. 
 
      
 
    “I’m going to drive for the manor, which means going over these things. Be ready,” Alvin said, shutting his window. He swung the Humvee around to face the manor and put his foot down. Alvin hoped it would be enough to at least disrupt whatever the necromancer was casting. 
 
      
 
    The first undead rebounded off the Humvee as it hit them, and the next few were pushed under it, slowing the vehicle a bit while it bounced over the bodies. Alvin focused on the necromancer, wondering if the Humvee could break the barrier that Becky was emptying the M240B into. 
 
      
 
    Cracks appeared across the barrier as the gun fell silent. “God damn it, break already!” Becky yelled. 
 
      
 
    Hitting the barrier stopped the Humvee in its tracks, its tires spinning against the ground. “Come on! That is some serious shit,” Alvin hissed. The barrier’s cracks grew wider as he watched. “Yes! Come on!” 
 
      
 
    It fell just as the necromancer completed the spell. A pulse of energy burst from him, causing the undead around to grow in size as it washed over them. Before the necromancer could do anything else, the Humvee hit him, his body vanishing from view as it went under the vehicle. 
 
      
 
    As the Humvee continued to plow through the undead toward the front of the manor, arrows flew from the second story into the enraged horde. “We finally have help,” Becky told Alvin. “I see Wintersbreath. She looks wounded, but still alive.” 
 
      
 
    “I hope the Matriarch is still alive,” Alvin said, angling the vehicle so he could end up sideways to the front doors. 
 
      
 
    The M240B began to fire again, killing a few of the wulnines that were attacking the Humvee’s slow-moving tires. Kuro kept switching between the Tommy and the MP5, doing her best to finish off any wounded undead. 
 
      
 
    “Still alive, fucker? Not for long,” Becky snarled. 
 
      
 
    Glancing in the side mirror, Alvin saw the necromancer getting to his feet, blood trickling from his brow. “Oh fuck, please don’t let him explode yet. Gothy, wait!” 
 
      
 
    The first few rounds plowed into the necromancer, knocking the unstable Elf off his feet, before Becky pulled the gun off him. “Right… sorry.” 
 
      
 
    The undead had slowed the Humvee to a crawl with sheer mass, but Alvin shifted into a lower gear to get more torque and kept pushing through. When they reached the door, Alvin looked back and could see the necromancer getting back to his feet. A number of the undead placed themselves between the Elf and the vehicle. 
 
      
 
    “As good as we’re going to get,” Alvin said as he parked the Humvee and opened his window. “Get him, Gothy.” 
 
      
 
    “Gotcha,” Becky replied as she pulled the gun back to the necromancer. None of her shots hit him, as the undead beasts jumped in the way to shield the caster from her bullets. “Motherfucking undead.”  
 
      
 
    Kuro had slipped into the rear and opened the window facing the horde so she could keep firing at the ones closest to them. Alvin didn’t bother to aim: it was like shooting fish in a barrel. However, they were very angry, predatory fish that didn’t want to stay in the barrel. 
 
      
 
    The M240B ran dry and Becky switched to her shotgun, pumping out the rounds as fast as she could. “Shitfuck,” Becky cursed as she fell into the Humvee. 
 
      
 
    Alvin looked back to see a falune halfway into the vehicle, its claws and teeth raking across Becky’s body. Kuro had spun in place, the MP5 falling into her lap as one of her blades hit the beast in rapid succession. Its head came clear off its body under the onslaught. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you,” Becky growled as she touched the body, looting it. “Damn it, stop trying to come in.” Her comment was aimed at the wulnine that had just wedged its head into the hatch, making her fall into Kuro’s lap. 
 
      
 
    Seeing Kuro already attacking the wolf-beast, Alvin glanced back out his window. For a brief moment, he could see where the necromancer had been and that he wasn’t there anymore. “Necromancer’s gone,” Alvin told them as he put a round into the eye of a wulnine that was trying to bite the window. 
 
      
 
    “The manor is not going to last much longer,” Becky said, sitting up now that Kuro had dispatched the wulnine with her blade. 
 
      
 
    A few hard thunks hit the top of the Humvee, and Becky pulled her gun up to shoot the next beast trying to climb inside. Her first shot hit one of the guards in the chest, pushing them back from the hatch. “Fuck! Sorry!” Becky yelled. 
 
      
 
    “We understand,” another Elf said as she dropped into the vehicle. “We must flee. The town is lost.” 
 
      
 
    “Quickly. They are buying us time,” Wintersbreath said as she came through the hatch, landing in the other Elf’s lap. 
 
      
 
    Alvin put the Humvee into gear and floored the accelerator. “Works for me. Gothy, the gun should be reloaded.” 
 
      
 
    “Got it,” she said, shoving Wintersbreath and the Elf out of her way to stand back up. A moment later, the gun began to fire again. “Ruffian, go to the front of the manor. Once you have two Elves in you, follow us.” 
 
      
 
    “Hang on, this is going to be ugly,” Alvin said as he slammed his window shut again. 
 
      
 
    His words were true, but it wasn’t as bad as he had feared it would be. The undead they encountered on the way out fell quickly as they rolled past. Finally getting out of the west gate, Alvin was able to speed up to fifty. “We’re clear,” he sighed. 
 
      
 
    “Ruffian is behind us, so we might have saved two of your people,” Becky said as she closed up the gunner’s hatch. Without waiting for a response, she climbed into the front seat. 
 
      
 
    “We’ve never lost an entire town before... the manors have always survived until now,” the Elf under Wintersbreath murmured. “The Queen will not be happy with me.” 
 
      
 
    “You did the best you could. We’ve never seen a horde that size,” Wintersbreath said firmly. “They had two necromancers. We killed the first one to get to you. I wasn’t expecting a second to show up.” 
 
      
 
    “They had three, then. We killed one on the outside,” Alvin said. 
 
      
 
    “Three?” Wintersbreath breathed, shaking her head. “What is causing them to do this, now of all times?” 
 
      
 
    “Probably because they’re expecting the changes to the world to cause you problems. Attack when the enemy is confused,” Alvin replied. 
 
      
 
    “Maybe they’re having trouble, too, raising more undead,” Becky suggested. “Animals don’t normally zombie, at least not on Earth. If they’re using the same rules, then it’s possible that they’re using most of their hordes to try getting undead Elves.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s just speculation unless we can capture one of them,” Wintersbreath winced. “The last one got away, didn’t he?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” Alvin grumbled. “He used his pawns as shields. I hate it when the bad guys are intelligent.” 
 
      
 
    “Did you need healing?” Kuro asked Wintersbreath. 
 
      
 
    “A bit, but I’ll get it looked at once we get back to Meiraholt.” 
 
      
 
    Kuro pulled a medkit from her bags, and pressed it to Wintersbreath’s side. “You’ll need to see about acquiring healing items from Earth once you can.” 
 
      
 
    Wintersbreath took a deep breath, slowly blinking. “Yes. Yes, I will. We have to establish a town on Earth’s side of the Gate for that to happen.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s one way,” Alvin muttered under his breath as the vehicles headed away from the ruined town. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Thirty-eight 
 
      
 
    Yawning widely, Alvin woke slowly. Becky was glued to his side with her leg over his and her arm across his chest. A thin trickle of drool trailed from her mouth down his chest. “My delicate princess,” Alvin murmured, kissing the top of her head. 
 
      
 
    Grumbling, Becky rolled away from him. With a smile, Alvin got out of bed, cracking his neck as he went to the bathroom. Fun time was interrupted by that damned attack on Helinaholt. By the time we dropped off Iceblood and Wintersbreath, we were all just ready for bed. Maybe tonight will be better. 
 
      
 
    Once he’d freshened up, Alvin left the bathroom and saw Kuro looking at him from under the bed. “May I leave my cage, Hero?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Mousie. Go get cleaned up, then wake up Gothy,” Alvin replied softly. 
 
      
 
    He left the bedroom, and something that had been bothering him finally clicked. “Did they change guns so they don’t hurt our ears?” 
 
      
 
    “They did, sir,” Jarvis said from the kitchen. “I was about to come tell you that I was starting breakfast, though it will still be some time before it is ready.” 
 
      
 
    “Because it’s more game than reality now?” Alvin asked. 
 
      
 
    “Correct. It was decided that having to use a medkit all the time to restore hearing was suboptimal,” Jarvis explained. 
 
      
 
    “Makes a certain amount of sense,” Alvin nodded. “Not going to complain about something that actually helps me.” 
 
      
 
    “You asked me last night to remind you to buy a few of the panaceas, sir.” 
 
      
 
    “Thanks. I want to check on the Humvee as well,” Alvin said as he headed for the kiosk room. 
 
      
 
    When he prodded the kiosk, he found messages from various people and about items that had sold. He collected the XP then read over the other notes, chuckling. Alvin put some more stuff up for auction before replying to them. 
 
      
 
    “Nice, easy XP for me,” Alvin snickered. After buying a few panaceas for the three of them, Alvin put everything in his bag and checked his remaining XP. “Damned mobs here are worth a bit... still over a hundred and seventy-two thousand XP.” 
 
      
 
    He left the kiosk and went into the garage to check the vehicles. Both the Mustang and Humvee had gotten beat up some last night. A few more dents were visible on the Humvee, and the gun looked a bit worn. 
 
      
 
    M1114 UAH (Uncommon) 
 
    Armor: 503,718/625,000 
 
    Modifications: Luxury seats, Gunner plating, battle bumper, radio 
 
    Runes: 3/4 
 
    Fuel, Tires, Durability: 25% 
 
    Armament: M240B (Uncommon) 
 
    Damage: 8 
 
    Durability: 16,327/25,000 
 
    Ammo type: 7.62x51mm Nato (200 round belt feed) 
 
    Runes: 4/4 
 
    Reload: 10 seconds, Armor Buster: 33%, Durability: 25%, Wounding: 20% 
 
      
 
    Damn, we’ll need a few days off to let them be repaired, Alvin sighed internally. We should head back to Green River and relax for a bit. Maybe swing through Beatty... or maybe not... I’ll have to have Jarvis calculate a route that misses the drake on US 6. 
 
      
 
    Going back into the main room, Alvin found a pot of coffee on the table along with cups. “Thanks, Jarvis. Did the girls stir yet?” 
 
      
 
    “You could call it that,” Jarvis replied primly just before the mostly muffled sounds of pleasure drifted from the bedroom. 
 
      
 
    “I should see about more soundproofing,” Alvin chuckled. A pad appeared next to Alvin’s cup. He snorted and purchased the upgrade and the muffled sounds vanished entirely. “It wasn’t that expensive, and now it will be better for you.” 
 
      
 
    “It is most appreciated, sir.” 
 
      
 
    “We have a meeting this morning, don’t we?” Alvin asked as he recalled Wintersbreath saying something to that effect when they left her last night. 
 
      
 
    “You were asked to come by once you woke, sir.” 
 
      
 
    “They probably want to talk about what can be done for the two remaining towns,” Alvin sighed. 
 
      
 
    “That is likely.” 
 
      
 
    “I think we’re going to need to go into the woods, and that seems like suicide,” Alvin said. 
 
      
 
    “Just the three of you would probably be less than optimal,” Jarvis said. 
 
      
 
    “We need to speak with Wintersbreath. If they want the attacks to stop, we’re going to have to go into the woods. That will mean using her troops as fodder.” 
 
      
 
    “That is one way of doing it,” Jarvis nodded. 
 
      
 
    “Hmmm,” Alvin murmured thoughtfully as he picked up his coffee. 
 
      
 
    Lost in his thoughts, Alvin blinked when the sound of the bedroom door opening got his attention. Becky and Kuro came out in leggings and shirts. “Morning, ladies. Glad you could join us.” 
 
      
 
    “You could have woken me,” Becky said with a raised eyebrow. 
 
      
 
    “I could have, but I wanted to get some stuff done,” Alvin told her as he put four panaceas on the table. “Keep those handy. We’ll need them if we kill another necromancer.” 
 
      
 
    “Two each?” Becky asked, staring at him as she put the bottles away. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah. We’re going to need to let the vehicles repair for a few weeks after this. Both of them took some damage, but the M240B is losing its durability way too quick.” 
 
      
 
    “We need to finish this task soon, then,” Becky said. 
 
      
 
    “Yup,” Alvin nodded. “Kuro, any ideas on how to better combat the necromancers?” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know, Hero, sorry.” 
 
      
 
    “I have a couple of ideas, but it will cost a big chunk of XP and I should probably make sure I’m not going to destroy the town’s economy at the same time.” 
 
      
 
    “What did you have in mind?” Becky asked. 
 
      
 
    “Forest fire,” Alvin smiled. 
 
      
 
    Becky blinked and began to laugh, “You want to burn the forest down?” 
 
      
 
    “Why not?” 
 
      
 
    “It won’t burn,” Kuro added. “There have been attempts to burn the forest before. All the trees do is smolder, and the beasts of the forest come to defend it.” 
 
      
 
    “What were you using to burn it?” Alvin asked. 
 
      
 
    “Alcohol.” 
 
      
 
    “You don’t have napalm, or its homemade analogue: gasoline and Vaseline,” Alvin said. 
 
      
 
    “Napalm sticks to kids,” Becky snickered. 
 
      
 
    “And everything else,” Alvin smiled. 
 
      
 
    “Breakfast will be ready shortly,” Jarvis said from the kitchen. “I went with a much simpler meal this time. Biscuits and gravy with eggs; it will boost your resistance to necromantic magic.” 
 
      
 
    “That sounds helpful,” Alvin said. 
 
      
 
    “Could have used it yesterday,” Becky murmured. 
 
      
 
    “We didn’t know yesterday,” Kuro pointed out. “Even Wintersbreath hadn’t heard of that happening before. It might explain why none of the previous armies came back... killing one of them kills everything near them.” 
 
      
 
    “Let’s eat. We need to speak with the Matriarchs and Wintersbreath. I want to get this done soon. Hopefully the trees aren’t a big part of the local economy,” Alvin said. 
 
      
 
    “They aren’t. The Forest of Gold is, but that’s far to the north,” Kuro told them. 
 
      
 
    “Good to know,” Alvin grinned. 
 
      
 
    They finished their breakfast and left after saying their goodbyes to Jarvis. Taking just the Humvee, Alvin drove them to the manor where they were let inside by the gate guards. Wintersbreath was there to meet them, her face grim. “I sent word to the inn this morning. They said you didn’t reply.” 
 
      
 
    “We can’t get messages in our base,” Becky said simply. “What happened?” 
 
      
 
    “Early in the predawn hours, Melinaholt was completely destroyed. My scouts reported that the city was burned, with only the walls and manor left standing. The manor had been broken into and there were no bodies to be found,” Wintersbreath told them. 
 
      
 
    “Well, fuck,” Alvin sighed. “We need something the size of the army that was at the Gate. Do you have that many people?” 
 
      
 
    “I have that many left,” Wintersbreath frowned. “Do you mean to take them into the woods?” 
 
      
 
    “No, I mean for them to sift through the ashes,” Alvin told her, “and to protect us from any attacks.” 
 
      
 
    “The forest will not burn,” Wintersbreath told him firmly. “If it could, we would have done so a long time ago. If anyone tries to cut more than two trees in a single day, the beasts of the woods come to attack them.” 
 
      
 
    “We have a possible solution to that,” Alvin told her. “Come with us, please.” 
 
      
 
    Once everyone was in the Humvee, Alvin drove them to the forest’s edge. “Kuro, if you will?” Alvin said. 
 
      
 
    Opening the hatch, Kuro climbed into the gunner’s spot. Taking out the bottle that she had been given, she used a lighter to get the rag burning. She tossed the glass bottle at the closest tree, then dropped back inside the Humvee. 
 
      
 
    The bottle shattered against a tree, covering a large swath of bark with burning goo. The people in the Humvee watched, Wintersbreath’s lips curling in a sneer as she waited to tell them that it was useless, but the fire kept burning. After long seconds ticked by, her jaw dropped. “How?” 
 
      
 
    “Something developed during a war on our world,” Alvin said. “This is the cheap version, but it looks like it’ll do the job.” Alvin backed the Humvee away, watching the fire burn. “I’m going to burn the forest down. I need your people to make sure nothing really bad happens and to sift through the ashes afterwards. Can you get us more people?” 
 
      
 
    A screaming howl went up from the woods, sending shivers down all their spines. The burning tree grew brighter, then suddenly became a pyre of flame that stood out like a beacon in the morning light. 
 
      
 
    “Fucking shit, that was even more flammable than birch,” Alvin muttered. 
 
      
 
    “It’s like the thing had alcohol for sap,” Becky said, watching as the tree fell into the woods, still burning. “The bark is resistant to fire, but the interior isn’t?”  
 
      
 
    “The bark might act like a catalyst if you can get it to burn long enough,” Alvin said. “Either way, we can burn the forest to the ground, but it’s going to be supremely costly.” 
 
      
 
    “The Queen will gladly repay you if the Death Wood is destroyed,” Wintersbreath said softly, her eyes focused on the burning tree. “We’ve long waited and searched for a way to be rid of these woods so we can turn our full attention to the King.” Shaking her head, Wintersbreath’s eyes gleamed as they met Alvin’s. “I shall get you twice as many people, but it will take days. Can we start this today, while the others make their way here?” 
 
      
 
    “We’re going to. I don’t want to give them a chance to attack the town again. I kind of expect them to mass everything here for an attack today.” 
 
      
 
    “Return us to town, then. I must send messages and marshal the army,” Wintersbreath said. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    Alvin chuckled as he purchased six flamethrowers, each filled with napalm. Becky and Kuro both grabbed one to put in the Humvee once they appeared. Pulling the other four out of the kiosk, Alvin grinned. 
 
      
 
    “Sir, you know that what you’re doing is probably... not intended,” Jarvis smiled faintly. 
 
      
 
    Alvin smirked, “I don’t see why not. After all, this is just a little different from how some people in rural communities burn off piles of brush.” 
 
      
 
    “I will take your word for it, sir.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m sure they knew this was coming,” Alvin mused. 
 
      
 
    “The flamethrower part, yes. Adding runes to them and changing the fuel in them in the store? Possibly not, sir.” 
 
      
 
    “Hero, we’re taking all of them, right?” Becky asked. 
 
      
 
    “Yes. Two for us and four for the Elves,” Alvin nodded. 
 
      
 
    “You really think this will work out?” Becky asked. 
 
      
 
    “Sure. These are military grade flamethrowers filled with napalm and with a reload option on them. We’ll drive up to the edge of the forest and spray it down, then drive along the tree line. Once we have the edge burning, we back off and see what happens.” 
 
      
 
    “You know we’re going to get attacked.” 
 
      
 
    “Yup, which is why you’re both going to have one and will be switching out. Even the undead things will burn and die from the napalm. I had the gunner’s hatch expanded, so you should be able to fit even with the canisters on.” 
 
      
 
    “This has to be the worst idea ever... but I love it,” Becky grinned. 
 
      
 
    “I just want to watch the world burn.” 
 
      
 
    “Not the whole world, I hope,” Kuro said from the garage door. 
 
      
 
    “It’s just a saying from Earth,” Alvin reassured her. 
 
      
 
    Kuro gave him a hesitant smile. “Thank you… for doing all of this for my people.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m doing this for us. The fact that it will help the Queen is incidental. I just want to soak her for all we can get before we set them up with access to the Earth store and leave.” 
 
      
 
    “I was afraid you would side with the King’s Elves when we came through the Gate,” Kuro admitted. “I’ve judged you badly from the very beginning, and…” 
 
      
 
    When she paused, Alvin waved her off. “It’s fine, Kuro. We’re all products of our history. Now let’s go burn this forest to the ground.” 
 
      
 
    Becky began to giggle, “Can you imagine the faces of the EPA if they could see what you’re about to do?” 
 
      
 
    “Or the environmental extremists,” Alvin chuckled. “I’m probably about to wipe out a few species of bird, rodent, and beetle by doing this.” 
 
      
 
    “A whole ecosystem, forever changed,” Becky began to laugh. “Mankind really is the scourge of any planet they happen to be on.” 
 
      
 
    “I guess they were right all along,” Alvin laughed along with her. “Come on, nutjob. Let’s get this party started.” 
 
      
 
    “I have the marshmallows and chocolate,” Becky winked. 
 
      
 
    “S’mores by napalm… hmmm, probably unhealthy.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m sure it is, but the imagery was just too good to pass up.” 
 
      
 
    Kuro watched them, and a twinge of jealousy stabbed at her for a moment. “Hero, is there any way I can learn more of your culture, so I can understand more of this banter?” 
 
      
 
    Alvin frowned, “I don’t think so.” 
 
      
 
    “There might be, sir,” Jarvis said slowly. “I shall look into it while you have your fun. I have to ask though, why did you buy the hat?” 
 
      
 
    “Hat?” Becky asked. 
 
      
 
    Alvin pulled the Smokey Bear hat from his bag, placing it on his head. “Remember, only you can start forest fires.” 
 
      
 
    Blinking for a long second, Becky stared at him, then began to laugh. “Oh gods,” she managed between laughs, which got progressively louder. “You need to do that in just blue jeans and bare chested… or better yet, in a bear suit.” 
 
      
 
    Alvin chuckled, “Come on, Gothy. Wintersbreath is waiting for us to light her world up.” 
 
      
 
    “I already have my Elf,” Becky said as she wiped tears from her eyes. “I don’t need anyone else now. I’m perfectly happy with you and Mousie.” 
 
      
 
    Kuro blushed deeply, “Thank you, Gothy.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m happy too,” Alvin said, walking toward the garage. “No more dallying.” 
 
      
 
    “What about lollygagging?” Becky asked from behind him. 
 
      
 
    “Afterwards, you can celebrate that way,” Alvin said, not looking back. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll hold you to that promise, Hero.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m sure you will.” 
 
      
 
    When they got to the gate, Wintersbreath was waiting for them. The walls were lined with dark-skinned Elven women and men in armor. Parking next to Wintersbreath, Alvin got out and opened the back of the Humvee. “Just hold the walls for now. These four containers are for you, let me show you how to work them real fast.” 
 
      
 
    “Jezza, come collect these for your special squad,” Wintersbreath commanded a Sergeant nearby. Looking back at Alvin, she nodded. “You’re going to drive the length of the woods?” 
 
      
 
    “Yup, which means four hours until we’re back here, but you’ll see the fire before then.” 
 
      
 
    “This is a mad plan,” Wintersbreath said as Alvin closed the Humvee up. “It is, however, the best we can hope for with the aggression the outcasts are mustering.” 
 
      
 
    “Yup,” Alvin agreed, climbing the stairs with Wintersbreath. “Okay, so this is how these work…” 
 
      
 
    Once back in the Humvee, Alvin grinned, “I think she’s in love.” 
 
      
 
    “Wintersbreath?” Becky asked. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, you should have seen her eyes during the demonstration,” Alvin chuckled. “You both ready for this?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes.” 
 
      
 
    “Of course,” Becky grinned. 
 
      
 
    “Make sure your gear is situated,” Alvin told them. 
 
      
 
    “We’re ready, Hero.” 
 
      
 
     “Okay,” Alvin said as he got the Humvee rolling. He nodded to the guards who had finally gotten the gates open for them. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Thirty-nine 
 
      
 
    Driving the length of the forest toward the mostly ruined town of Helinaholt, Alvin pulled out a few songs to listen to, each one earning laughter from Becky. 
 
      
 
    “Okay, okay, I get ‘Burn it to the Ground’ by Nickelback, ‘Light my Fire’ by the Doors, and ‘Fire’ by Hendrix, but ‘Fuel’ by Metallica? Really?” 
 
      
 
    “Well it is about fuel, and we’re going to be pumping a lot of it into the woods,” Alvin chuckled. “It’s not the best fit, but I find it amusing.” 
 
      
 
    “I loved the others, but that one is really borderline,” Becky told him. 
 
      
 
    “I’m holding the best one for later,” Alvin said with a sniff. “It’s going to be classic.” 
 
      
 
    “Tell me,” Becky said. 
 
      
 
    “No. If I tell you, it will ruin the moment,” Alvin said. “Humvee, play the first three songs in a loop. We need mood music for setting off armageddon.” 
 
      
 
    They reached the far end of the forest after a little over an hour, where Becky opened the gunner’s hatch and stood up. “Ready for the party, Hero.” 
 
      
 
    Turning the Humvee back toward Meiraholt, Alvin chuckled. “Well I’m not gonna get out and kick any tires, but feel free to light some fires, Gothy.” 
 
      
 
    Alvin let the Humvee creep along the tree line at an idle. When the first of the trees came even with the vehicle, Becky started hosing them with flaming napalm. When her flamethrower ran out of fuel, she dropped into the back seat and Kuro stood up in her place to set another swath of the forest alight. 
 
      
 
    Alvin waited for the attack, a knowing smirk on his lips. They had been burning trees for a few miles when a pack of grezles came lumbering out of the woods. “Gothy, twelve o’clock,” Alvin called up to her as he stopped the Humvee. 
 
      
 
    “On it,” Becky replied, standing up with a freshly reloaded flamethrower. At forty yards, the beasts learned that fire wasn’t their friend when the blast of napalm hit and stuck to them. Panicking, the coated, flaming beasts ran into the forest. “Thanks for helping,” Becky laughed as she turned her aim back to the trees. 
 
      
 
    “That was easier than I thought it was going to be,” Alvin mused. “Probably not used to fire that sticks. Oh, well, moving on.” 
 
      
 
    Several minutes later, a couple of giant birds came flying overhead. “Hero, there are conegs above us,” Kuro told him. 
 
      
 
    “What does that mean?” Alvin asked. 
 
      
 
    “They are large enough to carry a wagon off,” she said as she watched the birds circling them. “I think they are here for us.” 
 
      
 
    “Use the M240B, shoot them down,” Alvin told her. 
 
      
 
    The sound of the large gun filled the Humvee. Alvin stopped so he could look up and saw the two large birds now flying somewhat erratically. “Damn, I wish I had flak rounds for that gun,” Alvin sighed as he summoned his Type 56. Setting the brake, Alvin got out of the Humvee and aimed straight up. 
 
      
 
    The birds flew in directly over the Humvee as the M240B ran out of ammunition, which meant Kuro couldn’t fire at them anymore. Alvin fired off a quick triple tap, and one of the conegs let out a cry, folded its wings, and started dropping straight down. 
 
      
 
    “Hero, get back in here,” Becky yelled at him. 
 
      
 
    Not wasting time, Alvin was already moving, gun vanishing into his glove as he dove into the vehicle. Dropping the brake, he floored the accelerator. “Be ready,” he told Kuro. 
 
      
 
    The Humvee moved forward faster than the coneg was expecting, and it snapped its wings out to bank away from them. Kuro laid into it with the M240B, hitting the bird and pushing it down into the ground as one of its wings was all but shredded. She tracked the gun over, and the next three rounds pulverized its head. 
 
      
 
    “Hard turn,” Becky called out, having kept track of the other one. 
 
      
 
    Alvin didn’t ask and cut hard away from the forest. The bird just missed grabbing the Humvee, scraping the metal with its talons. The return fire from the M240B put it down in short order when it tried to flap away from them. 
 
      
 
    Alvin backtracked to the corpses so Becky could loot them. When she was finished, they went back to methodically burning the forest down. 
 
      
 
    “Most animals run from a forest fire, so why are we being attacked by bears and eagles?” 
 
      
 
    “Every forest has a heart,” Kuro explained. “The forest desires to survive as much as we do. Our stories say this one was dark even before the necromancers fled into it. Ever since then, it’s only gotten worse.” 
 
      
 
    “Hmm, interesting,” Alvin mused. “I wonder what kind of XP we’ll get for eradicating a forest heart?” 
 
      
 
    “I’m going to say a lot,” Becky chuckled. 
 
      
 
    “Probably,” Alvin agreed. “Ah, well. Back to work.” Alvin brought the Humvee back into line with the edge of the forest while Becky took position in the gunner’s nest and went back to spraying the trees down with napalm. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    When they were returning to Meiraholt hours later, Alvin’s eyes narrowed. “Hang on, we’ve got trouble.” 
 
      
 
    Becky and Kuro both looked to the raging fire outside the walls of the city. “They got attacked,” Becky murmured. 
 
      
 
    “We need to help them,” Kuro said. 
 
      
 
    “Gothy, man the gun. Kuro, open the back window and spray down the trees as we go by.” 
 
      
 
    Becky and Kuro were in position and ready by the time they got close to the fighting. Alvin was glad to see the flamethrowers had been used like he had hoped to keep the beasts as far back as possible. There were some falunes leaping onto the walls, but Alvin could see soldiers fending them off. Wulnines and grezles were pacing just short of the fire, and a number of dead creatures were burning merrily inside the fire zone. 
 
      
 
    “Going hot,” Becky called out as she began firing into the clumps of undead. 
 
      
 
    “Burning,” Kuro added, starting to spray down the tree line. 
 
      
 
    Alvin stayed near the tree line, looking for anything that would indicate one of the necromancers. Not seeing anything, Alvin frowned and kept rolling. He was surprised when a burning figure stumbled out of the trees, trying to quench the flames by rolling on the ground. 
 
      
 
    “One necromancer down,” Alvin chuckled. 
 
      
 
    “Here they come,” Becky said, pulling Alvin’s attention to the horde of undead that were now charging at the Humvee. 
 
      
 
    “Reloading,” Kuro said. 
 
      
 
    “Me too,” Becky said, bringing up her flamethrower to spray a stream of fire across the open ground. “Let’s make it difficult terrain. Mind your driving, Hero.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, thanks for upping the difficulty,” Alvin sighed. “Kuro, switch sides. Help fend off the horde.” 
 
      
 
    “Already waiting,” Kuro replied, having switched sides and gotten the window open while he was talking. 
 
      
 
    Deciding the best course of action was to try breaking the horde into parts, Alvin drove at them. As they got closer together, he suddenly turned sharply away so Kuro was broadside to them. The wash of flame coming from the flamethrower enveloped a large swath of the undead, who panicked, making Alvin frown. 
 
      
 
    Becky fired into the ones she could aim at until the M240B ran empty. When it did, she switched to her flamethrower and began to spray down some of the undead. With an increasing number of them on fire and running around with no cohesive goal, Alvin was able to turn away from the horde. Flames from a bit of splashing burned against the side of the Humvee. 
 
      
 
    “That should give the town some time,” Alvin said as he angled them back toward the woods. “Go back to burning. If there are more necromancers still around, they might be in range of the flames like the last guy was.” 
 
      
 
    The undead who were on fire were spreading the napalm to those around them, helping disrupt the attack even more. Becky smiled at that until she caught a glimpse of a mass of grezles coming out of the woods, angling for the north side of the town. “Hold up. We have a wedge to break,” Becky said. 
 
      
 
    Looking over, Alvin saw the mass of fur and brought the Humvee on course to intercept them. “Second verse, same as the first,” Alvin said. 
 
      
 
    The attack broke not long after they managed to ignite the grezles, long before the creatures got near the wall. Alvin chased the undead back to the tree line, then Becky and Kuro went back to setting fire to the trees. Alvin glanced toward the town and saw a figure raising a blade in thanks. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    Two hours later, Alvin drove the Humvee to the gate, which opened for them. A squad of Elves were standing at attention inside, and Wintersbreath waited just inside. 
 
      
 
    “Can we get more of these weapons?” Wintersbreath asked without preamble. 
 
      
 
    “I have to get more for us,” Alvin said. “We completely killed the two we had covering the woods between towns. You didn’t use all of yours, did you?” 
 
      
 
    “No, but I would like to station at least one on each side of the walls.” 
 
      
 
    “Makes sense. I’ll see what I can afford,” Alvin told her. “We’re going to take an hour or two to clean up and get some food. Then we’ll head out to burn more of the forest. This is going to take days to finish.” 
 
      
 
    “What do you need of us, besides holding the town?” Wintersbreath asked. 
 
      
 
    “Just hold the town for now. If you get more help in the next day or two, we can look at other options.” 
 
      
 
    “You’ve saved this town multiple times,” Wintersbreath said. “It pains me that the other two fell under my watch, but we have a chance to wipe out the blight. The Queen will accept the losses, so you have my thanks.” 
 
      
 
    “Don’t celebrate until we’ve finished burning the woods to ash,” Alvin said. 
 
      
 
    “We will be keeping close watch on the forest. We will not be caught unprepared,” Wintersbreath said, stepping back from the Humvee’s window. 
 
      
 
    “See you in a couple of hours,” Alvin said, opening a portal for the Humvee directly in front them. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Forty 
 
      
 
    “Jarvis,” Alvin called out, “can you have lunch ready soon?” 
 
      
 
    “I’m already working on it, sir,” Jarvis called back. 
 
      
 
    “Gothy, why don’t you and Mousie head for the shower? I’ll buy the flamethrowers then come join you.” 
 
      
 
    “Don’t keep us waiting long,” Becky winked. “Come on, Mousie, let’s go scrub you down.” 
 
      
 
    Watching them go, Alvin smiled. Lucky fucking bastard… well I will be shortly. Chuckling, Alvin went to the kiosk to buy the weapons, and set them aside. After this set, he was hoping maybe they could afford twenty hours of downtime to modify the Humvee. Have to push back the forest enough first, Alvin sighed as he headed into the main room. 
 
      
 
    “I’m making soup and sandwiches, sir. They will be ready whenever you are,” Jarvis said. 
 
      
 
    “Keep it warm. We might be a few minutes.” 
 
      
 
    “TMI, sir.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, really? I could have said much worse.” 
 
      
 
    “Fair point, sir. I revoke my objection.” 
 
      
 
    “Knew you’d see it my way,” Alvin snickered as he shut the bedroom door behind him. 
 
      
 
    Letting his clothing vanish, Alvin used the facilities before stepping into the shower. What he saw didn’t disappoint in the least: Becky had Kuro’s head in her hands, helping guide her to just the right spots. Leaning against the wall, Alvin let his eyes trace the two figures in front of him. Becky would be laying back on the bench soon, and Kuro would likely follow her. 
 
      
 
    “Hero, why don’t you come over here?” Becky murmured, heavy lidded eyes filled with passion. 
 
      
 
    “Might as well,” Alvin replied, his erect member leading the way for him. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll take care of that,” Becky gasped with pleasure, licking her lips theatrically. 
 
      
 
    Becky lay on her back, her head dangling off the side of the shower bench. Accepting her open and waiting mouth, Alvin slipped his cock between her willing lips. He let out a small moan when she wasted no time in pleasuring him. 
 
      
 
    Reaching down, Alvin took her soft mounds in his hands, massaging them with firm hands and letting his fingers tug at her nipple rings gently. Feeling eyes on him, Alvin looked up to find Kuro still hard at work, watching him with needy eyes tinged with a hint of fear. 
 
      
 
    Letting go of Becky’s breasts, Alvin gently lay himself on Becky’s body, inching forward to feed her even more of his shaft. “Mind if I help out, Mousie?” Alvin asked as his head came to rest on Becky’s thigh. 
 
      
 
    Kuro stared at him for a long moment while her tongue kept stroking Becky’s sex, and eventually shook her head slightly. Smiling, Alvin moved his head closer to Kuro’s. Kuro’s breathing came a bit faster but she didn’t move away. 
 
      
 
    “We might end up touching. Are you going to be okay with that?” Alvin asked gently. 
 
      
 
    Head barely moving, Kuro nodded, her eyes starting to dilate. Moving his head a little closer, Alvin let his tongue trace across the top of Becky’s sex. Kuro lowered her head, paying more attention to Becky’s slit, but didn’t move away. Considering it a win, Alvin let himself focus on tonguing Becky’s clit. 
 
      
 
    A deep moan came from Becky as the two of them tag-teamed her. Trying to return the favor, she sucked at him harder and lifted her head to take more of him. Alvin inched forward again, which let her take all of him, much to their mutual approval. 
 
      
 
    Moving his head back a little, Alvin let out a shuddering breath. Blinking, Alvin found Kuro almost nose to nose with him. She was licking Becky’s clit with fervor, her eyes locked on his. 
 
      
 
    Seeing the challenge in her eyes, Alvin let his tongue snake out. Kuro’s tongue withdrew, but flicked out when he pulled his back. Alvin smiled as the two of them played tag with Becky’s engorged clit. After a minute, the accident waiting to happen happened, and their tongues met. 
 
      
 
    Eyes widening, Kuro froze in place, her tongue stilled on Becky’s clit. Alvin kept his gaze on her, letting his tongue dance from Becky’s flesh to Kuro’s tongue and back, over and over. Kuro slowly unfroze, letting her tongue meet his in a questioning probe while the two of them continued to pleasure Becky. 
 
      
 
    Becky, feeling them French with her clit in the middle, started to tremble as her orgasm built. Sucking harder, she gagged slightly on Alvin’s cock, wanting him to cum. Moaning while Becky did her best to push him over the edge, Alvin inched forward a bit more and locked lips with Kuro. She moaned and pressed her mouth to his while their tongues dueled for supremacy. 
 
      
 
    Feeling their tongues leave her, Becky let out a frustrated moan, left teetering on the brink. Alvin, lost in the moment, moaned as he began to cum and filled Becky’s mouth with his seed. His hand grabbed her thigh, squeezing as his thumb brushed her sex, which was all Becky needed for her own release. 
 
      
 
    The kiss broke abruptly when Kuro pushed back from Alvin. Staring at him with conflicting emotions, she scrambled to her feet and fled the shower. Pulling himself from Becky’s mouth, Alvin tried to follow her, but his legs didn’t support him. 
 
      
 
    “Gothy, go after her, she needs you,” Alvin told her. 
 
      
 
    Becky sat up shakily, looking around for Kuro. “Damn it.” Getting to her feet, Becky left the shower in search of Kuro. 
 
      
 
    “Fuck,” Alvin sighed. Pushing himself to his feet, he went to follow Becky but stopped himself. The last thing she needs is you coming after her like a hound... just let Gothy handle it. Grabbing the soap from the wall, Alvin began to wash up. You knew she would bolt. Why did you press it, idiot? Angry with himself and second guessing his choices, Alvin shook his head. 
 
      
 
    As he was rinsing the shampoo from his hair a few minutes later, he froze in place. Soft lips had taken the tip of his mostly limp member into a sensual embrace. “Gothy?” 
 
      
 
    “I’m here, Hero,” Becky said from beside him. “Just relax and let her do this.” 
 
      
 
    “Mousie?” Alvin’s voice went up slightly, knowing now who was kneeling before him. His cock went from flaccid to erect in seconds. 
 
      
 
    “Oh? You like the idea of her on her knees for you, Hero?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” the single word was a slow shudder of pleasure as Kuro took more than just the head of his cock into her mouth. 
 
      
 
    “See, Mousie? What did I tell you?” 
 
      
 
    The mouth vanished from his cock, and Alvin let out a ragged breath. 
 
      
 
    “That he wants me, but doesn’t pursue me because he is afraid of causing me harm,” Kuro replied before her mouth slid back over Alvin’s stiff flesh. 
 
      
 
    Tilting his head further back, Alvin finished getting the shampoo out of his hair and eyes. Looking down, he saw Kuro looking directly up at him. “Oh gods,” Alvin whispered as their eyes met. 
 
      
 
    Seeing the desire in him, but also the restraint, Kuro took more of him into her inexperienced mouth. “Not too fast, Mousie. This is new for you,” Becky told her. “We’ll get you more practice if you’re willing to let him touch you. Are you willing?” 
 
      
 
    Kuro nodded her head, pushing even more of Alvin’s length into her mouth and making her gag slightly. Alvin groaned as his knees shook. 
 
      
 
    “Hero, you should let her know what a good Mousie she is,” Becky husked in his ear, her hands rubbing his chest and back. “Touch her… be gentle and nice, but touch her.” 
 
      
 
    Eyes fluttering as he felt his need growing, Alvin cautiously reached out and stroked Kuro’s hair. “That feels amazing, Mousie. Thank you for this.” 
 
      
 
    His honesty was plain and he wasn’t forcing her to do anything she didn’t want to, so Kuro bobbed her head a little faster on his shaft. Alvin let out a deep moan and his hands stilled on her hair briefly. Lost in the idea that she was controlling the moment, Kuro was a little startled when Alvin’s fingers began to delicately trace her ears. A needy shiver ran through her when he began to work her sensitive spots in an almost perfect pattern without even knowing it. 
 
      
 
    “That’s it, Mousie. You’re a natural cock-loving slut. I knew you would be for Hero,” Becky panted, getting worked up watching them. “Work him until he fills your mouth, then swallow every drop just like I do. Prove you deserve it.” 
 
      
 
    Kuro’s eyes widened and she sped up, apparently working herself into a frenzied need. Alvin’s hands spasmed as his balls began to tighten up. When his hands contracted on her ears, Kuro let out a moan of her own as her own sex began to tingle. 
 
      
 
    “Let me help,” Becky murmured as she knelt beside Kuro. Ducking her head, Becky began to lick at Alvin’s balls while one of her hands slipped between Kuro’s thighs. 
 
      
 
    The extra stimulation was too much for both of them, and with deep moans, they released at the same moment. Alvin locked his knees to stop from falling, the sensation of Kuro swallowing each spurt from him and her continued sucking exquisite torture to him. Kuro eagerly swallowed each offering Alvin gave her, that she had wanted since she had gotten a taste a week ago on their way to Alinaholt. 
 
      
 
    Becky withdrew from both of them, her hands going to her own needy flesh. A minute later, Becky orgasmed with a cry of release as the two of them watched her. “I needed that.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m sure you did,” Alvin chuckled. “I’ll thank you for everything later tonight. We need to finish cleaning up and see about food.” 
 
      
 
    “Mousie and I washed up before you joined us, and you washed up just a minute ago,” Becky said, getting to her feet and turning the shower off. “Let’s not keep Jarvis waiting.” 
 
      
 
    “Too late,” Alvin muttered. 
 
      
 
    Kuro glanced briefly at Alvin before following Becky out of the shower. He caught the look and recognized it; it was obvious she wanted to speak, but was unsure how to approach the topic. Wait until tonight. Maybe she’ll have settled on what she wants to say, Alvin told himself as he followed them out. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Forty-one 
 
      
 
    A single guard was waiting for them when they drove out of the portal. “Champion Wintersbreath needs you at the west gate,” the guard shouted as soon as the Humvee appeared. 
 
      
 
    Alvin floored the accelerator, tearing through the streets at speed. Soldiers were firing arrows out into the killing field beyond the gates, and a few others had spears at the ready. “Fuck, they are pushing this,” Alvin growled. 
 
      
 
    Wintersbreath jumped down from the wall as they got closer, waiting until the Humvee came to a stop beside her to speak, “Tell me you have them?” 
 
      
 
    Before Alvin could say anything, Kuro had opened the back door, and began handing out the new flamethrowers. A couple of Elves grabbed them and rushed off to rejoin the fight. 
 
      
 
    “Is this gate clear enough for us?” Alvin asked. 
 
      
 
    “The bulk of them are on this side,” Wintersbreath said. “If you go out the north or south gates, it would be better.” 
 
      
 
    “Fine. We’ll go flank them. Hold them off,” Alvin nodded. Twisting the wheel, Alvin turned toward the north side of the town. 
 
      
 
    “Break the attack and then go back to burning the woods?” Becky asked from the gunner’s hatch. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, start with the M240B,” Alvin told her. 
 
      
 
    “I had already planned to,” Becky replied. “There’s just something about your big weapon in my hands…” 
 
      
 
    “Not the time, Gothy,” Alvin chuckled. 
 
      
 
    “Fine, but I want what Mousie got once we stop for the night,” Becky said. 
 
      
 
    “That and more. Now focus, please.” 
 
      
 
    “I am focused, Hero. I’ll even focus on the fight for a bit.” 
 
      
 
    Shaking his head, Alvin came to a halt before the gate. “Open the fucking thing so we can help,” Alvin shouted at the guard staring at him. 
 
      
 
    “The fighting—” 
 
      
 
    “I know, they can’t open that gate. So open the fuck up already.” 
 
      
 
    The woman bristled but started shouting at the guards with her, who began to unbar the gates. Waiting for them to get the gates opened felt like an eternity to Alvin. As soon as he had room, he rolled the Humvee through the gap. 
 
      
 
    The M240B opened up after they turned to follow the wall to the west gate as a pack of wulnines charged around the corner. “Bad doggie, bad,” Becky snickered as the beasts were swiftly mowed down. 
 
      
 
    Alvin grinned a little at Becky’s flippant snark. No matter what’s going on, she doesn’t care as long as we’re together. Chest warming, Alvin smiled. I’m damned lucky to have found her. 
 
      
 
    “Mousie, be ready with the flamethrower,” Alvin said. 
 
      
 
    “I’m ready. Both windows back here are open, so I can switch as needed,” Kuro replied. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
      
 
    When they rounded the corner and had a clear view of the attack, Alvin’s jaw dropped. Close to a thousand falunes and wulnines were ranged along the new edge of the forest, and behind them were a few hundred grezles. In the air, dozens of conegs glided, waiting for a signal. 
 
      
 
    Just past the charred ruins of the forest’s edge, Alvin could just make out people standing under the trees. “That’s more than a dozen...” Alvin murmured. He blinked as the massive army of undead started to move. Eyes widening, Alvin cursed when he realized what they had been waiting for. “Hold on,” he shouted, spinning the Humvee back toward the walls. 
 
      
 
    “Hero, what the hell?” Becky asked, struggling to turn the gun almost all the way around. 
 
      
 
    “They were waiting for us to take the field,” Alvin said. 
 
      
 
    Becky blanched. “Shit.” 
 
      
 
    “Watch the skies first,” Alvin told her as he started to slew the Humvee in a zigzag. 
 
      
 
    Alvin’s sudden movement saved them from the first dive-bombing bird, which instead slammed into the ground with bone breaking speed. “Fuck,” Becky yelled, letting go of the machine gun and pulling the flamethrower up. “They’re coming in straight down.” 
 
      
 
    “Someone out there is a bit too quick on the uptake,” Alvin complained, cutting hard back the other way and putting more room between him and the wall. 
 
      
 
    “Not so hard, Hero,” Becky called out as she took aim and toasted another bird that was coming for them. 
 
      
 
    “That’s something I’d never thought I’d hear from you,” Alvin laughed. 
 
      
 
    The unlucky avian swerved into the town, crashing into a building as it burned alive. “Fuck, I hope they can contain that,” Becky groused. 
 
      
 
    “Switch with me, Mousie,” Becky said, her ignitor going cold with the tank still half full. 
 
      
 
    Kuro stood up in the gunner’s spot, her wand out and ready. She got two more birds with the napalm, causing both of them to crash into the wall. Kuro looked around, taking stock of the situation. “Looks like they’re massing for a group effort,” Kuro told them. “The falunes are almost to us now.” 
 
      
 
    “Fuckity-fuck-fuck,” Alvin growled. “Use the gun on the falunes until you have to deal with the birds again.” 
 
      
 
    The M240B opened fire, cutting into the fast-moving felines. “Matriarch, please be ready to switch with me when I call for it.” 
 
      
 
    “A couple more seconds,” Becky said as she waited for the ignitor to finish reloading. She was glad that the reload for the flamethrowers worked when the ignitor went out, not when the tank ran empty. 
 
      
 
    Kuro had the machine gun on full auto as she fired into the horde, their sheer numbers making aiming a moot point. “Now!” she shouted, releasing the trigger then sliding down and to the side. 
 
      
 
    Becky had been waiting and stood up with her wand ready, triggering the flame as soon as the flamethrower was clear of the hatch. Six conegs were a handful of yards away from them and closing fast, and all six got liberally coated. They tried veering away from the fire, which was the only reason they missed slamming into the Humvee. Looking up, Becky saw that another six were mere seconds behind the first set, and she was able to catch all of them with flaming napalm, too. 
 
      
 
    “Fried chicken, anyone?” Becky laughed as the second set missed the Humvee by scant feet. 
 
      
 
    “Gun on the cats,” Alvin called out. 
 
      
 
    “Already on it,” Becky said, bringing the M240B around. The few remaining birds had broken off the chase in favor of attacking the guards on the walls. “Hero! The grezles are in a wedge and heading for the gate.” 
 
      
 
    “I really hate intelligent enemies,” Alvin yelled. “Do we have a path back?” 
 
      
 
    “No, the wulnines and falunes are cutting us off. We could drive at them, but I have a feeling they’ll sacrifice themselves if it means keeping us at bay,” Becky said. 
 
      
 
    “You’re up, Wintersbreath,” Alvin murmured. “Okay, I’m going to head for the forest and the humanoids. The necromancers have to be in there.” 
 
      
 
    “This is going to get ugly,” Becky told him. “Gun is reloading and I am, too. Switch.” 
 
      
 
    Kuro took over the gunner’s spot, her flamethrower ready to go. She held off firing, waiting for just the right moment. The falunes and wulnines chasing them seemed content to make sure they couldn’t get to the grezles. 
 
      
 
    Alvin sped straight for the woods. It took a moment, but the beasts reacted to his change. Wulnines raced to cut them off while the humanoid shapes at the edge of the woods pulled back, disappearing from sight. “Come back, cowards,” Alvin hissed. 
 
      
 
    The spray from Kuro’s flamethrower briefly caught Alvin’s attention from the corner of his eye. The napalm hit the leading edge of the wulnines near them, and Kuro aimed it out at an angle to make it harder for the other wulnines to reach them without being burned first. 
 
      
 
    Becky took over immediately when Kuro slipped back into the Humvee. Grabbing the M240B, she aimed at the wulnines closest to the woods and began gunning them down. “Hero, the falunes have broken off and are following the grezles. I think the town is going to fall.” 
 
      
 
    “Damn it,” Alvin hissed. 
 
      
 
    “They’ve brought all the flamethrowers to the west wall,” Becky added, watching Elves using the extra flamethrowers they had supplied to coat the grezles and the ground in front of the gates in napalm. “Maybe…” 
 
      
 
    As the grezles started to panic from being on fire, they suddenly swelled in size and ferocity. Those that had caught the worst of the first blast of fire were brutally crushed under the feet of their brethren as the rest of the horde rushed across the burning ground. 
 
      
 
    “Or not,” Becky sighed as the gun ran empty. “Peel off and head for the south gate. Maybe we can pull the Matriarchs out. We can run with them, and then use the Mustang to send them back to the capital.” 
 
      
 
    “Fine,” Alvin snapped, spinning the Humvee off the course he had been setting. As they drove away from the wulnines, the undead pack let out a single, uniform howl that sent shivers down Alvin’s spine. 
 
      
 
    Alvin floored the Humvee. Its maximum speed wasn’t much faster than the beasts chasing it. While Alvin drove, Becky and Kuro swapped out, laying down napalm to force the massive pack to go around it. 
 
      
 
    Alvin watched the gate break under the sheer mass of grezles that hit it. “Please let the Matriarchs have had enough intelligence to run for it.” 
 
      
 
    As they were getting closer to the south gate, Alvin spotted an Elf mounted on a sevra waving at them from the south-east corner. Instead of stopping, Alvin drove past the gate and headed for the rider, who rode around the corner when they passed the gate. 
 
      
 
    “Gothy, be ready to hop in the Mustang and get out once it’s out of the base,” Alvin told her. 
 
      
 
    “We switching now?” Becky asked as she dropped back into the Humvee. 
 
      
 
    “When we reach the east gate. I think we’ll have a bit of time, and then we’ll be playing rear guard. Once we get people clear, I’m coming back to finish this job. I fucking hate losing.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay, Hero, let’s do what we can.” 
 
      
 
    Alvin turned the corner, where a stream of sevras was leaving town. Nearer the gate, he spotted both Matriarchs speaking to a Captain. “We’ll be right back,” Alvin said. A glowing archway appeared in front of the Humvee and he drove into it. 
 
      
 
    Becky was out of the Humvee and in the Mustang in seconds, and both of them were back in front of the gate mere seconds after that. Becky left the door of the Mustang open when she went back to the Humvee. 
 
      
 
    “Get in the car,” Alvin told the two Matriarchs, “it will take you back to the capital. Tell the Queen that we’re still working on ending the forest.” 
 
      
 
    “We can’t leave until my people do,” Matriarch Deatheyes replied. 
 
      
 
    “Your people will have to fend for themselves,” Alvin snapped. “The Queen needs to know about this.” 
 
      
 
    The second Matriarch nodded gravely. “He is right, Deatheyes. You know it as well as I do. This whole area is going to be overrun.” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll buy your people as much time as we can, but you need to go and send as much of the army this way as you can,” Alvin said. 
 
      
 
    “Matriarch,” the Captain said softly, “please heed his words. We would have fallen already if not for his aid.” 
 
      
 
    “Fine,” Deatheyes snapped. “Captain Wildmane, you are tasked with holding as long as you can. I shall personally speak with your mother about your bravery.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m honored, Matriarch,” Wildmane bowed her head. “Now go. I will buy as much time as I can for the others.” 
 
      
 
    “Gothy, order Ruffian to stop for five minutes at each town so Deatheyes can relay word of the army needed this way. Otherwise, let her run. We’ll pick her back up once we get back to the capital.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay,” Becky said, giving instructions to the vehicle. 
 
      
 
    “We’ll be back at the capital once the forest is ash,” Alvin told the two Matriarchs. “While I did fail in what the Queen asked, I think if the forest is gone, she’ll reward us properly. Destroying it will be a much greater feat.” 
 
      
 
    “I will speak with her,” Deatheyes said, climbing into the car. “How do I drive this?” 
 
      
 
    “You don’t. It will take you to the capital, so don’t get out for any reason,” Alvin told her. “It will stop for five minutes at each town so you can relay orders for the army.” 
 
      
 
    “Understood,” Deatheyes said. 
 
      
 
    “Keep moving,” a guard shouted at some people on foot. “If you want to live, run!” 
 
      
 
    The second Matriarch got into Ruffian, her eyes lingering on the people on foot. As soon as the door shut, Ruffian peeled out, zipping off toward the capital. 
 
      
 
    “Are we going to try to find Wintersbreath?” Kuro asked. 
 
      
 
    “No, but I hope she survives,” Alvin said as he watched Elves fleeing from their already burning town. 
 
      
 
    “Hero, the devs need a hard kick to the balls,” Becky said as they watched the Elves scramble. 
 
      
 
    “Does feel like they just turned things up to eleven on us, doesn’t it? This was a no-win quest if I’ve ever seen one,” Alvin agreed. 
 
      
 
    “Hell, if we hadn’t stopped the bears during the first battle, this would have been a failure. They attacked the other two towns at roughly the same time. We had no chance to be there to help defend them.” 
 
      
 
    “We haven’t seen any undead Elves,” Kuro added suddenly. 
 
      
 
    “Huh?” Alvin asked puzzled. 
 
      
 
    “We’ve only seen the animals, but no Elven dead…” Kuro trailed off, looking worried. 
 
      
 
    “There has to be a reason for that,” Becky murmured. 
 
      
 
    “I wonder,” Alvin said, recalling what they had been told about the necromancers, and what the sudden change to the world would mean for them. 
 
      
 
    Becky’s brow furrowed at his comment. “What, Hero?” 
 
      
 
    “The attacks we’ve seen have been well thought out. Without us, this town would have been the first to fall,” Alvin said. “We’ve only seen animal undead, as Mousie mentioned. What if they can’t get more of those bodies?” 
 
      
 
    “Why would they waste them, then?” 
 
      
 
    “Elven dead,” Alvin murmured. “Our zombies were getting smarter... what if the Elven zombies are the same, but can be controlled? Would you trade your animals to get trained Elves that would follow your commands? An army of the dead of their own to carve out an empire, perhaps?” 
 
      
 
    Kuro sucked in a breath, “Oh…” 
 
      
 
    “The Queen was busy with the Gate,” Becky murmured. “If the necromancers knew about that, it would make sense to attack. There were only the three garrisons here.” 
 
      
 
    “Maybe it’s not the devs. Maybe the necromancers are just smart enough to make a move when they found the world had changed. Kill these towns, take all the bodies they could get hold of, retreat to the woods. We showed up and ruined their attack here, but the other two worked fine, aside from losing some of their number at Helinaholt. With those two towns gone, they brought all their force to bear here, and knew that we’re the threat that could keep the gates closed. We played right into their hands, by coming out like we did…” 
 
      
 
    Becky’s lips thinned. “Damn.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Forty-two 
 
      
 
    The stream of people coming out of the gate began to slow and Alvin took the brake off. “Shouldn’t be long now,” he muttered. 
 
      
 
    A small contingent of guards came out next, firing arrows back into the town. Wintersbreath was among them, bloodied from numerous wounds and with one of her arms dangling as if broken. 
 
      
 
    “Hero—” Becky began. 
 
      
 
    “I see her,” Alvin cut off the sentence and pulled the Humvee forward to block the gate. “Give them time.” 
 
      
 
    Wintersbreath blinked, not expecting them to be there, and came up to the passenger side of the vehicle. Opening the door, she met Alvin’s gaze. “Did they make it out?” 
 
      
 
    “Both Matriarchs are on their way back to the capital in our other vehicle.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you,” Wintersbreath said. “We’ve failed here. We never expected them to field so many of their undead against us at once. I’ll stay with the remnants of my forces and buy time. Go back and tell the Queen I tried.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, shut up,” Alvin snapped at her. “Get in. You don’t get to martyr yourself today. We’ll buy all of your people time to retreat.” 
 
      
 
    Wintersbreath started to object but two of her people pushed her into the Humvee. “Keep her safe! The Queen still has need of her,” the Captain said. 
 
      
 
    “Captain—” Wintersbreath hissed, half from pain and half from anger. 
 
      
 
    “Start running, we’ll get you some time,” Alvin told them, cutting the Champion off. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you,” the Captain said, shutting the door. She and the remaining guards ran down the road after the fleeing citizens. 
 
      
 
    “No,” Wintersbreath hissed, reaching for the door. 
 
      
 
    Kuro reached forward, taking the broken arm in hand. “Don’t, Champion. You’ll only slow them in your state and then you’ll all die.” 
 
      
 
    Wintersbreath’s face blanched, and she slumped unconscious into the seat. Alvin shook his head and pressed a trauma kit against the injured arm, watching the wounds heal up. 
 
      
 
    “Contact,” Becky said as the M240B began to fire through the partially open gate. “Mousie, hose down the gates and opening. Maybe it will slow them a bit more.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” Kuro said as she slid over to the right side. She started spraying napalm through the gap and at the edges of the gates. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll be driving after the Elves slowly. Keep your eyes on the rear,” Alvin said. “Mousie, you’ll have to angle as best you can if they catch up.” 
 
      
 
    “Understood, Hero,” Kuro replied, waiting for her flamethrower to reload. 
 
      
 
    Alvin got the Humvee moving, following the Elves at just above an idle. Wintersbreath stirred in the seat beside him. “No more stupidity now, got it?” Alvin told her as her eyes opened. 
 
      
 
    Blinking, Wintersbreath carefully shifted. She looked puzzled when she saw her healed arm. “I’m... not hurt?” 
 
      
 
    “Ohh, I’m sure you’re still injured, but your arm isn’t broken any more,” Alvin replied. “For that kindness, you do what your people asked you to and stay fucking put.” 
 
      
 
    Wintersbreath’s jaw clenched, but she fought back her initial response. “I didn’t expect you to care if I lived.” 
 
      
 
    “Frankly, I don’t. Keeping you alive might help counter the fact that all three towns just got roflstomped, though. If we kill off all the necromancers and burn the rest of the forest down, I figure things will work out the way I want them to.” 
 
      
 
    “How can you think that possible after what just happened?” Wintersbreath asked, genuinely puzzled and with a hint of anger simmering under her words. 
 
      
 
    “Without having to worry about keeping the town safe, I can play to my strengths. We can either leave you with your people once we’re far enough away, or— and this comes with conditions— you can come with us to fuck this forest in the ass.” 
 
      
 
    “I’d prefer you fuck me in the ass, instead,” Becky snickered. 
 
      
 
    “Maybe later tonight, Gothy. How does it look behind us?” 
 
      
 
    “Clear so far,” she replied. 
 
      
 
    “What are the conditions?” Wintersbreath asked, her anger ebbing. 
 
      
 
    “Follow all of my orders, Gothy’s orders, or Mousie’s orders. I won’t put up with any shit, so keep your prejudices in check. I’ll have your word that you’ll behave as a guest should.” 
 
      
 
    “All orders?” Wintersbreath asked with a raised eyebrow. 
 
      
 
    “I already have Mousie. I’m talking about combat,” Alvin clarified. “None of us will be touching you.” 
 
      
 
    “Awww, Hero, you’re ruining my fun,” Becky sighed. 
 
      
 
    “Unless you ask, and the other one accepts. Happy, Gothy?” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you. I just want to see if I can break her,” Becky laughed. 
 
      
 
    “Understood. I will accept your offer, then. Going back in disgrace is not something I wish,” Wintersbreath said. 
 
      
 
    “We’ll get you a radio tonight,” Alvin said. Tapping his UI, he brought a key for the base into existence and handed it to Wintersbreath. “Hold on to that. I’ll want it back when we’re done with the forest.” 
 
      
 
    “What does this go to?” Wintersbreath asked, dropping the key into a pocket. 
 
      
 
    “It allows you access to our base. We have a butler there. He’s a bound elemental, so play nice with him.” 
 
      
 
    “I recall hearing of him from Skyfall,” Wintersbreath nodded. “I shall behave as a guest should.” 
 
      
 
    “Still clear, Gothy?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah. They might be consolidating,” Becky replied. “We going to tail for an hour, then head back?” 
 
      
 
    “That’s basically what I was thinking,” Alvin agreed. “Keep your eyes peeled on the skies, too.” 
 
      
 
    “I am.” 
 
      
 
    An hour went by with no sign of pursuit, and Alvin finally brought the Humvee to a stop. “The town is lost, but still standing. It was on fire when we left, but I want to go back and torch anything left. This way, they don’t have a forward operating base.” 
 
      
 
    “Going into town to cover the manor in napalm?” Becky asked. “The roof is wood, so it should burn. Once the roof goes, the interior should catch, too.” 
 
      
 
    “That would do it... burn down whatever else we can on the way out,” Alvin nodded. “The question is; did they bring the undead inside the walls or did they retreat?” 
 
      
 
    “They might be getting the dead animated and out of town,” Kuro suggested. 
 
      
 
    “Possible,” Alvin admitted. “We’ll go with trying to get into town and burning what’s left of it. Once we’ve done that, we’ll need to reevaluate our steps going forward. I’m thinking a spiral around the forest. We’ll work toward the center, burning as we go.” 
 
      
 
    “What am I to do to assist with this?” Wintersbreath asked. 
 
      
 
    “Gothy, you’ll be gunner, so hand down your flamethrower. Kuro will flame out the driver’s side, and Wintersbreath out the passenger side.” 
 
      
 
    Wintersbreath got the tank strapped on and moved to the back seat with Kuro. There was just enough room for Becky to stand between them, with the flamethrower tanks taking up most of the room. 
 
      
 
    “We’re ready,” Becky said. 
 
      
 
    “Okay, let’s go see what kind of trouble we can get into.” 
 
      
 
    The trip back to the town was quick, as they had been less than ten miles away. The fire they had started at the gate was mostly out. The doors were still smoldering, but the ground between them was no longer on fire. 
 
      
 
    “Going in. Don’t burn anything yet unless we’re attacked,” Alvin said as he pushed the gates open with the Humvee. 
 
      
 
    Just inside the gate, a half dozen dead beasts lay smoldering. Driving over them, Alvin’s eyes kept darting around looking for any sign of an ambush. Thick smoke hung over the town where small fires still burned. A good portion had been burned to ash, but a number of buildings still stood. 
 
      
 
    The lack of movement was setting them all on edge as the Humvee slowly navigated the rubble-filled streets. Closer to the manor, Becky was the first to see the robed figure coming out of the walled compound. Not waiting, she took aim and began putting rounds on target. 
 
      
 
    The sudden gunfire got everyone’s attention, but Alvin was the only other person in position to see the Elf. The first round hit the Elf and staggered him sideways, but the next few were absorbed by the barrier that sprang up around him. 
 
      
 
    “What is it?” Wintersbreath asked. 
 
      
 
    “One male Elf,” Alvin said. “He put a barrier up.” 
 
      
 
    The target touched his wounded side and snarled at them. Dropping the item he had been carrying, the Elf began to gesture and chant. 
 
      
 
    “Necromancer,” Becky said, watching the barrier crack as she continued to dump rounds into it. 
 
      
 
    Alvin didn’t speed up any; the rubble was still a hazard, and their slow speed was making it possible for Becky to keep on target. “He’ll be on your side shortly, Winter. Be ready.” The barrier shattered as the M240B continued to fire. The necromancer screamed briefly when the next few dozen rounds pulped his body. “Or not,” Alvin added as a pulse of energy exploded out of the dead body, just missing the Humvee. 
 
      
 
    A multitude of roars came from all sides of the vehicle. “Ooops,” Becky said. “I think that pissed them off.” 
 
      
 
    “I want whatever he was carrying,” Alvin said as he pulled the Humvee to a stop next to the body. “Winter, grab the thing at his feet.” 
 
      
 
    Wintersbreath jumped out, grabbed the item, and sprayed the manor down with the full tank of napalm. She got hastily back into the Humvee, her fuel tank smashing Becky’s legs into Kuro’s tank and drawing a growl from Becky. “I have it. It’s the Matriarch’s rod of authority.” 
 
      
 
    “Hero, get moving,” Becky said, glad her armor absorbed what would have been damage. “We’re about to have company.” 
 
      
 
    Alvin started the Humvee moving faster than they had on the way in, but still not too fast as it rock-crawled over the debris. “What does it look like?” 
 
      
 
    “Falunes, wulnines, and at least one grezle,” Becky said as she waited the last few seconds for the gun to reload. 
 
      
 
    When they got to the next side street, Kuro and Wintersbreath let loose torrents of burning napalm. Roaring flames covered the beasts, the debris, and the buildings on both sides of the street. 
 
      
 
    “Reloaded,” Becky announced as she began to fire into the oncoming mass behind them. 
 
      
 
    Alvin kept his focus on driving, letting the three women do what they could to give them breathing room. He headed for the west gate, knowing it had been broken open and would be the easiest path out of town, but he realized it was also likely be the most dangerous exit. 
 
      
 
    As they got closer to the gate, Alvin could see a pack of grezles ahead of them blocking the way out. “Fuck you, assholes,” Alvin muttered. “Gothy, picking up speed. I’m going for a breakout.” 
 
      
 
    “Sounds fun,” Becky replied, turning around to face the front while the gun reloaded. “Five seconds for reload.” 
 
      
 
    The Humvee bounced as it went over the burnt, broken remains of the town, jostling those in the back. Wintersbreath and Kuro clung to the doors and windows so they didn't smash the tanks on their backs. Becky held onto the pintle mounting; that and the gunner’s sling were the only things keeping her from falling. 
 
      
 
    “Here we go,” Alvin said as the ground became clear of debris and the Humvee finally had good traction. 
 
      
 
    The M240B opened up at the same time, with Becky doing her best to kill a grezle or two before they got too close for her to put down effectively. “Right side,” she called out. 
 
      
 
    Alvin was already aimed that way, as it had the least amount of rubble to contend with. “Get ready with the fire,” he called back to the other two. 
 
      
 
    One grezle had died from the machine gun, and a second was almost down by the time the Humvee hit and killed it. Kuro sent out a spray of napalm, covering the others that attacked the side of the Humvee while Alvin fought the wheel as they went over the bodies. 
 
      
 
    Alvin floored it when he got to the end of the pile of corpses, and the Humvee began gaining speed. Wintersbreath stuck her wand out the window, angling herself as best she could to discourage the beasts trying to catch them. Kuro had the better angle and did the same, managing to catch a few more of the pursuers in her spray. 
 
      
 
    The remaining beasts pulled back toward the town after only a minute. “We’re clear, Hero,” Becky said, emptying the rest of the belt at the retreating mobs. 
 
      
 
    “Going to get some ground. We’ll empty the tanks we have before we return to base for the night.” Alvin let out a deep breath now that the immediate danger was past. “Mousie, come on up here and fire from the front.” 
 
      
 
    “As you wish, Hero.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Forty-three 
 
      
 
    They weren’t attacked as they drove toward the ruined town of Helinaholt and beyond to the edge of the woods. They followed the edge of the forest, burning the woods as they went. Wintersbreath was muttering under her breath the entire time, and Kuro nodded along with whatever she was saying. 
 
      
 
    When the flamethrowers finally ran out of durability, Alvin summoned the portal to take them back to the base. Instead of pulling in like he normally did, he backed up through the portal. Wintersbreath tensed up, but relaxed when they appeared on the other side. “That was painless.” 
 
      
 
    “If it wasn’t, I wouldn’t want to use it often,” Alvin said as he got out. 
 
      
 
    “This is your base?” Wintersbreath asked, climbing out of the Humvee. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah. Grab the empty tank,” Alvin said. “I’ll get some XP back from it and I need to buy new ones.” 
 
      
 
    Wintersbreath pulled the empty flamethrower from the back. Becky took it from her and handed it to Alvin. “While you take care of that, I’ll show her the base, and then the three of us will get cleaned up.” 
 
      
 
    Alvin eyed Becky for a long moment. “Don’t do anything too crazy.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m just going to explain how things work here,” Becky said, giving him a sweet, innocent smile. 
 
      
 
    “That’s what I’m afraid of,” Alvin sighed. “Go on, I’ll be a bit.” 
 
      
 
    “Don’t be a stranger,” Becky grinned as she led the other two out of the garage. 
 
      
 
    Alvin hit the repair button for the vehicles on his way past, carrying the two empty flamethrowers on his shoulders. At the kiosk, he stuffed the two empties into the slot and began his shopping. When he went to check out, he paused with his finger hovering over the purchase button, having finally seen his total XP. 
 
      
 
    “Damn, I wonder how many things died in our forest fire?” Alvin muttered. “Doesn’t matter... all that matters is that we have enough XP to make this plan work.” 
 
      
 
    Alvin pushed the purchase button and began dragging out flamethrowers one at a time. It took him a while to cart them all to the Humvee and get them situated in the back. The last three, he set to the sides for their own use. 
 
      
 
    “Sir, I have dinner started,” Jarvis said from the doorway. “Where will the new addition be staying for the evening?” 
 
      
 
    Lips pursed, Alvin considered the question. “She could rack out on the sofa? For all I know, Gothy’s seducing her into our bed for the evening. Burning the forest down completely will take a couple of days, though, which means she’ll be back here at least a couple of times.” 
 
      
 
    “Indeed,” Jarvis nodded. “Also, it is likely that from time to time you’ll have more than just miss and Mousie as companions. Companions that aren’t simply invited into your bedroom.” 
 
      
 
    “Suggesting I expand the base?” 
 
      
 
    “It is an idea, sir.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s a good point, Jarvis. I’ll take a look at that and maybe another crafting room that I can turn into an automated room.” 
 
      
 
    “I need to get back to the kitchen,” Jarvis said, turning away. “Something to consider, sir.” 
 
      
 
    Alvin held out his hand and a pad appeared in it, “I’ll do the research and give the ladies a chance to finish showering first. I know Gothy’s good with having Wintersbreath as a notch in the bedpost, but I’m not certain it’d be the best idea ever.” 
 
      
 
    “I would add something to that, sir, but I don’t feel like having a time out,” Jarvis said. 
 
      
 
    Taking a seat at the table, Alvin was going over options when Jarvis brought him a drink. Sipping the wine, Alvin gave Jarvis a thankful nod as he continued to look over the base upgrades. 
 
      
 
    Becky touched his shoulder, pulling Alvin from his thoughts. “Hmm?” 
 
      
 
    “We’re done,” Becky sighed. “I was hoping you would come join us.” 
 
      
 
    Looking around, Alvin didn’t see either of the Elves. “Doing anything with Wintersbreath might undo the step I just made with Mousie,” Alvin said softly. 
 
      
 
    Lips pursing, Becky nodded slowly. “When you put it like that, I guess you have a point. I just think about what someone with that level of flexibility can do…” 
 
      
 
    Shaking his head, Alvin snagged her and pulled her in for a kiss. “Silly nut. Where are they?” 
 
      
 
    “Mousie is showing her the dungeon,” Becky smiled. “She seemed quite eager to show off all the toys.” 
 
      
 
    “Odd, I didn’t think Mousie would do that,” Alvin replied, letting Becky go. “Here, check this and give me your thoughts.” Handing her the pad, Alvin got to his feet. “I’m going to take a shower and go get ready for dinner. Talk afterwards?” 
 
      
 
    “Sounds good,” Becky said, taking his seat. 
 
      
 
    Alvin spent his time in the shower waiting for Becky to try something. He frowned as he was drying off, and she still hadn’t appeared. It’s not like her to let an opportunity this easy slip by. Almost as if on cue, Wintersbreath came through the doorway. “Yes?” 
 
      
 
    Wintersbreath took a long moment to eye him up and down appraisingly before replying. “Dinner is ready... and so are you, from the look of it,” she licked her lips, her words punctuated by his cock starting to rise. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll be there in a moment. Now shoo,” Alvin gestured. 
 
      
 
    Knowing smile in place, she did as he said, but not without a glance back and wink. “I’m not adverse to a little obedience... if the one ordering me is strong enough.” 
 
      
 
    Facepalming, Alvin sighed. What the fuck is it with the crazy ones? Am I a damned crazy magnet or something? Hanging the towel up, Alvin summoned his base clothing. Just ignore her... you’re making headway with Mousie. Don’t fuck that up for the easy bit of ass. Leaving the bedroom, Alvin found the three women all talking softly and looking in his direction. Shit, that doesn’t look good for me. 
 
      
 
    Becky’s lips were curled at the corners. “Hero, glad to see you made it. Did any unforeseen issues… arise?” 
 
      
 
    “Unforeseen? No, everything happened kind of like I thought it might. Just not exactly when I thought it would.” 
 
      
 
    “Hmm, I’ll have to be a bit more unpredictable, then,” Becky smirked. 
 
      
 
    “Dinner is ready,” Jarvis said, bringing the first platter from the kitchen. 
 
      
 
    The smell of bacon wrapped filet mignons hit Alvin’s nose like a heavyweight punch, making his mouth water. Curling his fingers in to stop himself from reaching, Alvin waited for Jarvis to bring out the rest of the meal. Lobster tails and melted butter were next, followed by asparagus, mashed potatoes, and mac and cheese. 
 
      
 
    “Damn Jarvis, if you do this when we have a guest, I’ll have to bring people home more often,” Alvin chuckled. 
 
      
 
    “I wished to make a good impression, sir.” 
 
      
 
    “You have,” Wintersbreath said. “If it tastes even a quarter as good as it smells, then I shall be in for a rare feast.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you,” Jarvis bowed his head. “Enjoy.” 
 
      
 
    Seeing Jarvis head back into the kitchen, even with eight empty spots at the table, Alvin frowned. He has a reason... just let it be for now, he thought as he served himself some filet. 
 
      
 
    Wintersbreath looked puzzled for a second, but soon began to serve herself like the others were. “I didn’t realize it was a self-serving table. You don’t see that often in a Matriarch’s home.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s Hero’s home,” Becky stated. “Without him, this place doesn’t exist.” 
 
      
 
    “This place was created with his magic?” Wintersbreath asked. 
 
      
 
    “In a manner of speaking,” Alvin said. “It can only be used once, much like binding my elemental.” 
 
      
 
    “You can’t bind another?” Wintersbreath asked. 
 
      
 
    “No,” Alvin replied, popping the first bit of filet into his mouth. Closing his eyes to savor it, Alvin let the perfect moment linger. Opening his eyes when he swallowed, Alvin gave Jarvis a grin. “Damn, Jarvis. Are you getting even better?” 
 
      
 
    “My skill is increasing with each meal, sir.” 
 
      
 
    “Never going to catch him,” Becky muttered, “but damned if I want to right now.” 
 
      
 
    “Your elemental is a cook equal in skill to the Queen’s,” Wintersbreath said as she set her fork down. “I couldn’t entice him away from you, could I?” 
 
      
 
    Alvin laughed, “No.” 
 
      
 
    “A pity, but I understand,” Wintersbreath sighed as she picked her fork back up. “I wouldn’t let him go, either.” 
 
      
 
    They ate in pleasant silence, all of them enjoying the food. Alvin caught Jarvis surreptitiously eating in the kitchen and frowned, but didn’t say anything about the unusual behavior. When the meal finally came to an end, Jarvis was there to clean the plates away. 
 
      
 
    “That was damned good,” Alvin said. 
 
      
 
    “Dessert is even better, sir,” Jarvis said as he pushed a covered cart to the table. “It shall be a simple banana split.” Jarvis pulled a small blowtorch out from under the cart. “Please enjoy the show.” 
 
      
 
    Jarvis set a tray shaped like a painter’s palette on the table, and Alvin could see all sorts of different toppings arranged on it. Next, he brought out a large platter with bananas sliced in half lengthwise, lit the torch, and finished putting the glaze on them. Wintersbreath watched the presentation with fascination; Kuro was doing the same, but hiding it better. Once the bananas were done, he turned off the torch and put it away, then turned to the hand-crank mixer on the cart. 
 
      
 
    “I will now make the ice cream,” Jarvis explained. 
 
      
 
    Alvin didn’t know what he was doing, but he was fairly certain that Jarvis was using liquid nitrogen to freeze the cream. Clouds of white gas rose out of the mixing bowl as he cranked the handle and mixed the cream. 
 
      
 
    After a few minutes, he scooped out the ice cream, placing scoops between banana halves. Topping the dessert with whipped cream, Jarvis finally set the finished dish on the table. “Enjoy.” Jarvis retreated with the cart, leaving the four people staring at the dessert. 
 
      
 
    “Might as well give it a go,” Alvin said, picking up the serving spoon Jarvis had left. Taking a fourth of the ice cream, Alvin handed the serving spoon to Becky. 
 
      
 
    Alvin waited, watching the others all take a portion and top theirs with the various toppings. Once everyone was ready, Alvin grinned as he took a bite of his. Freshly made vanilla bean ice cream, caramelized banana, and the butterscotch drizzle he had put on it mingled perfectly. 
 
      
 
    His sound of approval was mirrored by the other three, making Alvin chuckle. Everyone was focused solely on the dessert, enjoying themselves in silence. When he finally pushed his empty plate away, Jarvis was there to collect it. 
 
      
 
    “Going to spoil us,” Alvin chuckled. 
 
      
 
    “It is the least I can do, sir.” 
 
      
 
    “Amazing, Jarvis,” Becky said. “You’ll show me how you did the ice cream later, right?” 
 
      
 
    “I would be glad to, miss.” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know what any of that was, but it was so sweet, and the frozen part was amazing,” Wintersbreath said. 
 
      
 
    “Ice cream,” Becky said, turning to her and launching into an explanation of the dessert. 
 
      
 
    “Hero,” Kuro whispered, leaning toward him slightly, “what are you going to do about Wintersbreath’s sleeping arrangements?” 
 
      
 
    “I need to finalize those,” Alvin said, looking for the pad he had left with Becky. 
 
      
 
    “Here it is, sir,” Jarvis said bringing him the pad, along with a pot of coffee and cups for everyone at the table. 
 
      
 
    “Thanks,” Alvin said as he looked at the pad. All of Becky’s suggestions were listed under a separate tab, and none of them had been added to the cart. Sipping at his coffee, Alvin added a couple of Becky’s ideas and removed some of his. A few minutes later, he purchased the changes. 
 
      
 
    Wintersbreath gasp caught his attention as he let the pad vanish. Her eyes were looking at the wall out of Alvin’s easy view. “Where did that door come from?” 
 
      
 
    “Magic. That will be your room while we finish burning the forest down,” Alvin said, standing. 
 
      
 
    Wintersbreath glanced to Becky, who gave a small shrug. “I won’t be sharing your bed, then?” 
 
      
 
    “Not tonight, at least,” Alvin said. “I wish you a good night. We’ll be heading out after breakfast, so I suggest getting some sleep. Jarvis can assist you if you need anything.” 
 
      
 
    “I... see,” Wintersbreath said, looking nonplussed at the situation. “I wish you a good night, then.” She left the table for the new room, the door clicking shut behind her. 
 
      
 
    “Shall we go to bed?” Alvin asked, motioning the other two toward the bedroom. 
 
      
 
    “As you wish, Hero.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” Kuro said, clearly puzzled. She briefly looked over to the other room before she followed Becky. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Forty-four 
 
      
 
    Walking behind Becky and Kuro, Alvin enjoyed the contrast between them. His mind went back to the shower earlier when Kuro had knelt before him, and his body reacted to the memory. Alvin wondered if Kuro was ready to say what she had almost said then. 
 
      
 
    Shutting the bedroom door behind him, Alvin watched the women head for the dungeon. Curious, he trailed after them and saw both of them naked when he entered the room. “Play time?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, but with a purpose,” Becky said. Kuro moved into position for the standing bondage ring. “Someone has a hard time saying things and asked for help.” 
 
      
 
    Kuro met Alvin’s eyes before looking away. Alvin’s brow furrowed slightly, “Is this punishment for not saying, or a reward for admitting?” 
 
      
 
    “Reward,” Kuro said softly. 
 
      
 
    “I’m fine with that,” Alvin said, getting out of Becky’s way as she started to bind Kuro to the ring spread eagle. “I’m an observer?” 
 
      
 
    “To start,” Becky said with a sultry smile. “It will all depend on what Mousie has to say.” 
 
      
 
    Alvin fell silent as he watched his lover bind Kuro. Becky moved with surety and a hint of tenderness as she strapped Kuro into place. Much as I do when I’m playing with her, Alvin smiled. 
 
      
 
    “We’ll start small and the more you admit, the more you will receive. Understood, Mousie?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Gothy.” 
 
      
 
    Alvin took a seat on one of the tables, watching silently as Becky collected a number of implements that she placed out of Kuro’s sight. He had expected the paddles, the floggers, and even the crop, but not the clamps and weights. 
 
      
 
    “Blindfolded, or not?” Becky asked. 
 
      
 
    Swallowing, Kuro shook her head. “No, thank you, Gothy.” 
 
      
 
    “Let’s begin, then,” Becky said, picking up the padded paddle first. 
 
      
 
    The first strike seemed to calm Kuro; her eyes closed and she took a few deep breaths. Minutes ticked by while Becky paddled Kuro’s ass and thighs. When she finished, Becky set the first paddle aside and picked up the leather one next. 
 
      
 
    “Start talking, or I stop,” Becky said softly, dragging the leather paddle over Kuro’s ass. 
 
      
 
    Letting out a deep breath, Kuro licked her lips, her eyes still firmly shut. “You scare me, Hero. Men are evil, rapacious beasts, and you are male.” Breath starting to speed up, Kuro paused before continuing. “You’re... not, though. You’ve not done anything to force yourself on me. I’ve seen you looking, but you don’t leer or make comments. You aren’t what I’ve known from the men of my world.” 
 
      
 
    The first slap of the leather paddle came after a long pause. Becky followed the same pattern she had before, all the time whispering soft words of encouragement to Kuro. When she put the paddle aside, Kuro took another deep breath. 
 
      
 
    “Gothy has made me admit my feelings, and told me I would accept them in time. I refused to believe her. I would never want your arms around me, holding me, cradling me, protecting me. I lied over the last few days, lied to myself, as I watched you two together. I wanted what she was willing to share with me, even as I denied it to myself. When we were in the shower a couple of days ago, when I washed you... that was when I began to admit the truth to myself.” 
 
      
 
    A long pause followed, prompting Becky to pick up the lighter flogger. Becky plied it across Kuro’s body with grace, and the sight of what was happening and Kuro’s confessions were causing Alvin to tent his shorts. Becky came around to work on Kuro’s front and smirked at him. 
 
      
 
    “Take them off, Hero. It’ll be alright,” she giggled at him. 
 
      
 
    Kuro’s eyes opened for a moment while he did as Becky suggested, leaving them all nude. Biting her lip, Kuro closed her eyes again as Becky continued the flogging. Minutes ticked by, but in time, Becky set the flogger aside and Kuro started to speak once more. 
 
      
 
    “I’ve been trying to figure out how to reconcile myself with my feelings. I couldn’t, no matter how much I wanted to... I couldn’t admit to you what I wished. You changed that earlier today. You were slow, cautious, tentative. You cared for my fear, touched me... then, we played a dangerous game as we both pleasured Gothy. That game changed what I thought. When our tongues met, I froze, but you didn’t push for more. I was able to meet you in that moment, to accept you and to let my need for you be seen. Then you kissed me and I welcomed it. I reveled in it and wanted more. Then the moment broke, and I felt shame... shame that I had tried to have you without Gothy’s approval. To take what belongs to my Matriarch is a crime.” 
 
      
 
    The heavy flogger landed, and Kuro gasped, squirming in place. Becky took her time, flogging Kuro, moving in the exact same pattern she had before. Alvin tried to calm himself, knowing that Kuro was about to confess even more when Becky had interrupted. But he also knew that Kuro had paused again, which is why Becky had started. 
 
      
 
    When Becky stopped the flogging, Kuro was panting and covered in a thin sheen of sweat. She opened her eyes, looking up to meet Alvin’s. “When Gothy followed me, she made me admit the truth. I told her that she was right, and that I wanted what she had: intimacy with you. After telling me what to do, she brought me back to the shower. I did what she has done for you time and again, and I know now that it is a rush to take you into my mouth, to feel you react to my every motion, and to know that I’m the one bringing you to ecstasy. I want more, Hero. Gothy agrees that I can have more, but says you must agree… Please.” 
 
      
 
    The last word was a plea of need that tugged at Alvin. “I’ll give you as much as you can take, Mousie. Gothy will always be first, but I’ll accept you.” 
 
      
 
    Kuro began to cry deep, wracking sobs. Becky and Alvin hugged her, stroking her hair and whispering softly that her everything was okay. “Thank you,” Kuro managed in between sobs. 
 
      
 
    “That’s it for tonight, Mousie. We’re going to bed, all of us,” Becky said after Kuro had begun to calm down. 
 
      
 
    “Anything you wish, Gothy,” Kuro sniffled. 
 
      
 
    “We’ll have you between us. Snuggled in, safe and protected.” 
 
      
 
    Alvin helped Becky unstrap Kuro, steadying her when Kuro’s legs buckled. “I got you,” he said, scooping her up. 
 
      
 
    Eyes wide, Kuro flung her arms around his neck as he carried her toward the bedroom. “You shouldn’t—” 
 
      
 
    Alvin silenced her objection by kissing her softly. When the kiss ended, Alvin smiled at her, “You wanted to be accepted, so that means I’m in charge.” 
 
      
 
    Kuro’s breathing stopped, her eyes widening. “You’ll treat me well, right?” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll treat you as I do Gothy. Isn’t that what you want?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll clean up the dungeon tomorrow,” Becky said from right behind them. 
 
      
 
    “I figured,” Alvin chuckled. He laid Kuro down gently on the bed. “I’ll go clean up. You take a few minutes with Mousie.” 
 
      
 
    “As you wish, Hero.” 
 
      
 
    When Alvin returned, they were lightly stroking each other, sharing a tender but passionate kiss. Climbing into bed beside Kuro and sandwiching her between the two of them, he claimed kisses from each of them. 
 
      
 
    They spent the next few hours bringing Kuro pleasure, then Alvin and Kuro teamed up to pleasure Becky. All of them came more than once by the time they finished. Alvin was the last one awake, Kuro having passed out during her fifth orgasm, and Becky having drifted off to sleep once she had milked Alvin one more time. 
 
      
 
    Well, that was certainly not what I expected, but I’ll be damned if I complain about it. Alvin’s thoughts grew fuzzy as sleep rushed up to claim him. Check with them in the morning... make sure they’re both sure about this. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    Dreams of Becky instructing Kuro on how to please him lingered in Alvin’s mind as sleep began to fade away. Alvin grasped after the dreams, not wanting them to end. 
 
      
 
    “That’s it. Use your tongue just like that, Mousie. See his eyes twitching? He’s going to wake soon,” Becky whispered. 
 
      
 
    “Fuck me,” Alvin panted, his eyes opening to find his dreams made flesh. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, we will, Hero. After all, we need to thank you. Don’t we, Mousie?” 
 
      
 
    Kuro mumbled around Alvin’s cock, sending a rush of pleasure through him. “Fuck, going to cum,” Alvin gasped. 
 
      
 
    Becky pulled sharply back on Kuro’s short hair, dragging her from Alvin’s throbbing cock. “No cumming yet, Hero. Mousie has something she wants to say.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Hero. May I please swallow every drop of your cum?” Kuro panted as she asked the question. 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” Alvin grunted as he reached down to take her head away from Becky. “Just like this, Mousie.” He pushed her down the entire length of his shaft and began to facefuck her. 
 
      
 
    Becky leaned back watching them, her fingers rubbing her clit rapidly. “That’s a good toy... please our Hero.” 
 
      
 
    Alvin watched Becky while Kuro choked on his rigid shaft, bringing him closer to orgasm. Dropping his eyes to Kuro, Alvin saw her lust filled gaze and felt his balls tighten up. “Oh fuck, here it comes,” Alvin said, dragging his thumbs up Kuro’s ears even as he pushed her down. 
 
      
 
    Kuro’s eyes rolled up and she swallowed the best she could as her own body shuddered in orgasm. Becky followed her a moment later, the remote vibrator controller in her hand falling onto the bed as her other hand spasmed on her dripping sex. 
 
      
 
    With one last shudder, Alvin pulled himself from Kuro’s mouth. Gasping and coughing, Kuro tried to catch her breath, looking at Alvin with watery eyes. The two of them sought to make sure the other was okay with what just happened, and shared a smile. 
 
      
 
    “Fuck, that was intense,” Becky murmured when she collapsed next to Kuro. “We’ll have more lessons later.” 
 
      
 
    “As you desire, Gothy,” Kuro murmured, inching over to kiss Becky. 
 
      
 
    “I hope my heart doesn’t give out,” Alvin chuckled. “We need to clean up.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah,” Becky sighed languidly. “We have a forest to burn to the ground.” 
 
      
 
    “A mission to finish,” Kuro added. “It will be my last task for my old home.” 
 
      
 
    “Come on ladies, we’ve had enough lollygagging for now,” Alvin said as he got out of bed. 
 
      
 
    “Maybe for a few minutes anyway,” Becky winked, “but I’ll want some more later for myself.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m going to die,” Alvin laughed as he walked to the bathroom. 
 
      
 
    “But what a way to go!” Becky called after him. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Forty-five 
 
      
 
    Wintersbreath sat at the table chatting with Jarvis while he prepared breakfast. The door opening pulled her attention to the three leaving the bedroom. “Ah, they do wake after all. It seems you were right, Jarvis.” 
 
      
 
    “This is the normal time for them to wake. I would be a poor butler if I didn’t know that.” 
 
      
 
    “What’s on the docket, Jarvis?” Alvin asked as they all took seats at the table. 
 
      
 
    “I’m putting the finishing touches on a full English breakfast, sir.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s going to be filling,” Alvin chuckled. 
 
      
 
    “You have a full day ahead of you, sir. They tweaked the crafting system again overnight. Now, if a buff can be applied to an item, you can choose to add it on while creating that item. For cooking, that means the buffs are not tied to specific dishes any longer.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank gods, because that would get repetitive fast otherwise,” Becky said as she finished making her cup of coffee. 
 
      
 
    “That was one of the reasons it was changed, miss.” 
 
      
 
    “Do all crafters know about it?” Alvin asked. 
 
      
 
    “I found out when I started cooking. I’m sure they will be notified similarly.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s going to make for some really interesting weapons and armor,” Becky mused. 
 
      
 
    “Does that mean if I ask one of our master crafters to make a weapon, they can make it better?” Wintersbreath asked. 
 
      
 
    “Better, but different. They’ll be able to modify some part of it differently for each item they make,” Alvin clarified, sipping his coffee. 
 
      
 
    “Breakfast is served,” Jarvis announced as he brought a tray to the table. 
 
      
 
    Wintersbreath stared at the full plate that was set before her. “How can you eat all this in one go?” 
 
      
 
    “It’s a lot of food,” Alvin said, shifting the black pudding on his plate aside. “You shouldn’t need to eat all of it.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank the Queen for that,” Wintersbreath chuckled. 
 
      
 
    Breakfast took a while as everyone had a lot of food to get through. Wintersbreath made a face when she tried the black pudding, quickly pushing the rest of it aside, but seemed to love the baked beans. Kuro didn’t care for either of those items, but quickly devoured the rest of the meal. Becky finished her entire meal, pushing away an empty plate much to the others’ surprise. 
 
      
 
    “You like the black pudding?” Alvin asked skeptically. 
 
      
 
    “It was okay. Not great, but it’s far from the worst thing I’ve eaten,” Becky replied. 
 
      
 
    “Want mine?” Alvin asked. 
 
      
 
    “No, I’m quite sated for now,” Becky said as she finished her coffee. 
 
      
 
    “I can’t finish,” Kuro said, sliding her plate, which still had beans and pudding on it, to the side. 
 
      
 
    “Nor can I,” Wintersbreath sighed, her plate empty of everything but the black pudding. 
 
      
 
    “It seems to be unanimous, then,” Alvin said, his plate still containing the pudding and some beans. “Jarvis, can you leave the pudding off next time?” 
 
      
 
    “I can,” Jarvis replied as he came to collect the plates. “It was optional under the recipe. I just wished to see if it would be well received.” 
 
      
 
    “I think we answered that for you,” Alvin chuckled. 
 
      
 
    “Quite, sir.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay, five minutes, then we hit the road,” Alvin said, getting to his feet. “Meet in the garage.” 
 
      
 
    Alvin had Becky hit the summon vehicle button when they got to the garage, and Ruffian appeared. “Good, I was hoping that would work. Now it can be repaired while we work.” 
 
      
 
    “I missed you, baby,” Becky said, patting Ruffian’s hood. “Rest up, we’ll be using you again soon.” 
 
      
 
    Wintersbreath eyed her questioningly, “Does it have an elemental residing in it?” 
 
      
 
    “It embodies the fastest beast to ever run,” Becky replied as she went over to the Humvee. 
 
      
 
    Alvin helped Becky put on her flamethrower after he did the same for Kuro. “Same as yesterday: passenger sides, gunner can join in. If we encounter trouble, we’ll back off, deal with it, then go back to changing the map. Any questions?” 
 
      
 
    “What if we encounter a necromancer?” Wintersbreath asked. 
 
      
 
    “Back off and kill him at range,” Alvin said. “Oh, Wintersbreath, this is for you. Mousie, help her get the radio on, please.” 
 
      
 
    “Why did you back in last night?” Becky asked as she climbed into the Humvee. 
 
      
 
    “In case they set an ambush for us. It’ll be better to be in drive than reverse,” Alvin replied. 
 
      
 
    “Good point,” Becky said, situating herself in the gunner’s position. 
 
      
 
    Once everyone was in, Alvin started the Humvee. “Okay, let’s see what today brings.” 
 
      
 
    When they cleared the portal, Alvin’s eyes widened fractionally and he switched gears suddenly, throwing the Humvee into reverse. All three women were equally surprised by the mass of undead that surrounded them and before they could do anything, the Humvee was back inside the base. 
 
      
 
    “God fucking damn,” Alvin breathed out. “That is not going to be good.” 
 
      
 
    “That many is a bit much,” Becky agreed with him. “I think they might be able to break the Turtle.” 
 
      
 
    “What’s your plan?” Wintersbreath asked. 
 
      
 
    “We’ll do it the American way,” Alvin said as he got out of the Humvee. 
 
      
 
    “All problems can be solved through the proper application of high explosives?” Becky asked. 
 
      
 
    “Damned right.” 
 
      
 
    “What does that mean?” Wintersbreath asked as she followed Becky. 
 
      
 
    Stripping off the flamethrower, Becky smiled. “It means he’s going to be looking at explosives. That means we have a little while, at least.” 
 
      
 
    Kuro finished getting her tank off, and helped Wintersbreath. “Matriarch, maybe we can show Champion Wintersbreath some of the items she had questions about yesterday?” 
 
      
 
    “I like your thinking, Mousie. How about it, Amara? Want a live demonstration?” 
 
      
 
    “Ladies, turn your mics off, please. You’re making it hard as hell to focus,” Alvin sighed. 
 
      
 
    “I bet we’re just making it hard,” Becky snickered as she killed her radio. 
 
      
 
    “I am very interested,” Wintersbreath smiled, letting her eyes trail over Becky’s figure. “It has been a long time since I let another have any control.” 
 
      
 
    Becky’s smile grew broader, “Oh, I’ll accept that offer.” 
 
      
 
    Alvin kept his eyes on the kiosk, fighting the urge to look at the women as they swayed past him. When they were out of the room, he took a deep breath and rubbed his eyes. This is going to take me awhile, and maybe playing a bit will help Gothy get it out of her system. 
 
      
 
    Alvin was proved partially correct an hour later. He finally finished his shopping and cost himself a little over fifty thousand XP. Jarvis helped him shuttle the stuff to the glowing portal in the garage. 
 
      
 
    “Thanks, Jarvis,” Alvin said. 
 
      
 
    “You’re welcome, sir. I caught a glimpse of the mass waiting for you. I knew briefly what fear was. I’m glad you were able to return without being attacked.” 
 
      
 
    “It was a close thing. I was torn between pushing through or backing up. I’m glad I chose what I did. Help me with the first batch of surprises. I’m going to bet I get no XP from this.” 
 
      
 
    “That is a smart hypothesis, sir.” Jarvis held out the first item to Alvin. “I believe the saying is, ‘Fire in the hole?’” 
 
      
 
    “That’s an accurate statement,” Alvin chuckled, taking the brick of C-4 and applying a detonator to it. He molded it to the gallon jug filled with napalm, and finished off by adding ball bearings to the exterior of the C-4. “Set this for thirty seconds, and then...” Whistling as he worked, Alvin set the detonator and tossed it through the portal. “I bet this gets fixed.” 
 
      
 
    “Indeed,” Jarvis said, handing over the next block of C-4. 
 
      
 
    “They need to go back to making the gates invisible to anyone not in the party.  
 
    Otherwise, things like this can happen, where we get pinned down.” Alvin explained out loud as he set the next charge. “I’m just glad the right items were in the store, otherwise we’d be using plain old grenades.” 
 
      
 
    “That might take a long while to accomplish anything useful,” Jarvis said. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah. But with C-4, ball bearings, and napalm, we’ll have us a nice clear area,” Alvin chuckled. “Also means we’ll be staying in for a bit.” 
 
      
 
    “I shall arrange for snacks, though I do believe the ladies are keeping themselves entertained.” 
 
      
 
    Alvin paused as images of what the three of them could be doing flitted through his mind. “I’m sure they are. Ah, well... once we chuck all this through the gate, I’ll go poke my head in.” 
 
      
 
    “I am betting the miss will want more than just the head, sir,” Jarvis said drily. 
 
      
 
    Laughing, Alvin tossed the next improvised explosive out the portal. “Damn, I didn’t see that coming. Well done, Jarvis.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m learning, sir.” 
 
      
 
    By the time the two of them finished, Alvin was ready for a break. “If they’re done, maybe we’ll watch a movie.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll have drinks and snacks ready,” Jarvis said, heading for the kitchen. 
 
      
 
    Alvin heard moaning from the dungeon when he opened the bedroom door. “Or, they could still be thoroughly engrossed.” Closing the bedroom door behind him, Alvin went to the dungeon to see what was happening. 
 
      
 
    Wintersbreath was bound to one of the benches face down, her face pressed into Kuro’s dripping slit while Becky took her from behind with a strap on. Alvin’s body responded instantly to the erotic sight, making his pants uncomfortable. 
 
      
 
    If you can’t beat them, join them, Alvin thought as he let his clothes vanish. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    Tired but pleased, the four of them finally left the bedroom to be greeted by Jarvis. “I have juice and tea for you, as well as some refreshing snacks.” 
 
      
 
    “Sorry for the delay,” Alvin grinned, clearly unrepentant. 
 
      
 
    Jarvis didn’t respond, pulling out chairs for Becky, Kuro, and Wintersbreath in turn. “I hope you enjoy this midday break.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s already noon?” Becky asked. 
 
      
 
    “It is just before noon, miss. You’ve been a bit... involved, so it’s not surprising that time got away from you.” 
 
      
 
    “More than a bit,” Becky snickered. “See? Nothing bad happened with letting Amara join us, Hero.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m quite happy that I was included today,” Wintersbreath said as she picked up a deviled egg. “What is this?” 
 
      
 
    “Deviled egg,” Alvin chuckled. “Give it a try.” 
 
      
 
    Wintersbreath did as he suggested, then quickly picked up a second one. Becky snickered as she took some wheat crackers and cheese for herself. Kuro was piling some of the diced fruit onto her plate while Alvin poured himself some apple juice. 
 
      
 
    “If you need anything else, just let me know,” Jarvis said, retreating into the kitchen. 
 
      
 
    Minutes ticked by as the group replenished some of the energy they had spent. Alvin’s mind drifted back over the last two hours. She certainly is very flexible, Alvin snickered to himself. Gothy seems to see it as a one-off kind of thing, and Mousie seemed okay with Amara being there. Maybe this will be okay as a short-term thing. Wait and see, I guess. 
 
      
 
    “I never did get to ask how your project went before you joined us,” Becky said around bites of food. 
 
      
 
    “Used napalm jugs wired with C-4. The area right outside the gate should have been destroyed, but we’ll find out for sure when we go to leave. The fire should be out by now,” Alvin told her. 
 
      
 
    “Are you sure it’s going to be safe enough?” Wintersbreath asked. 
 
      
 
    “Nope. Won’t know until we go. If need be, we’ll retreat just like before.” 
 
      
 
    “If that’s the plan,” Wintersbreath said, “I can’t gainsay you. You’ve been the only bright spot in fighting these things over the last few days.” 
 
      
 
    “Can’t gainsay Hero, anyway,” Becky said. “He’s in charge.” 
 
      
 
    “I answer to the Queen first,” Wintersbreath said simply, “and while I wouldn’t mind giving him his lead sometimes in the bedroom, I won’t let him be in charge of me all the time.” 
 
      
 
    Becky’s smile faltered, but she nodded. “I thought you might say that. I guess we can enjoy what we have for a day or two more, at least.” 
 
      
 
    “That I’m more than willing to accept,” Wintersbreath beamed. “If any man I knew was half as well-endowed as him, I might be more willing to entertain the idea of them being in charge every so often.” 
 
      
 
    “I still can’t believe that the men of your world are built like you said,” Becky said. “I mean, size isn’t everything, but it takes a long damn time to cross the ocean in a rowboat.” 
 
      
 
    Alvin almost choked, but managed to swallow his drink. “Wasn’t expecting that,” he coughed as Becky giggled and slapped his back. 
 
      
 
    “Let’s finish this up and head out. The sooner we kill the forest, the sooner we can get our quest reward,” Becky snickered at him. 
 
      
 
    “I’m surprised they haven’t instituted a quest system yet,” Alvin muttered. “It’s much easier to get people doing things if you give them goals to hit. Hell, I know of a plethora of books that would help the devs plan this out better.” 
 
      
 
    “We should get some for the base,” Becky said. “Jarvis, can you make a list for me to look at later?” 
 
      
 
    “I will make sure it is ready upon your return, miss,” Jarvis said. 
 
      
 
    “Finish up, ladies. We head out in five,” Alvin told them as he stood up. 
 
      
 
    “Always so demanding,” Becky winked at him. 
 
      
 
    “But we like him that way,” Kuro murmured. 
 
      
 
    “It is a bit exotic,” Wintersbreath finished. 
 
      
 
    Shaking his head, Alvin headed for the bathroom. “If you’re late, you won’t get any fun later tonight,” Alvin said as he walked away. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    Double checking that they were ready, Alvin finally put the Humvee into drive. “Here we go.” 
 
      
 
    The moment they cleared the portal, the Humvee dropped into a dip, but there was no mob waiting for them. Climbing out the far side of the depression, Alvin whistled. The area surrounding the portal was a mess of small craters. The forest near them had also been burned haphazardly. 
 
      
 
    “I think they learned their lesson, but no idea how many we killed,” Alvin sighed. “We didn’t get XP for them while inside the base.” 
 
      
 
    “That would have been really broken,” Becky reminded him. “I hope they do something about being ambushed when leaving, though.” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll see,” Alvin said. “Okay, back to forest duty. Who’s up first?” 
 
      
 
    “I got it,” Becky said, triggering her flamethrower. 
 
      
 
    “Where did the bodies go?” Wintersbreath asked. 
 
      
 
    “They were probably looted by the necromancers,” Alvin said. “Since we weren’t here to get the XP, the bodies were open loot for anyone.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s too bad,” Wintersbreath sighed. “I was looking forward to getting some extra items.” 
 
      
 
    “Seems like you’re well on your way to becoming a murder hobo,” Alvin snickered. 
 
      
 
    “Murder hobo?” Kuro asked in tandem with Wintersbreath. 
 
      
 
    “Mousie, take over,” Becky said. 
 
      
 
    “As you command, Matriarch.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll field this question, Hero,” Becky said. 
 
      
 
    “Have fun.” 
 
      
 
    Becky explained what a murder hobo was as the Humvee rolled slowly along the forest's edge. The day went by without another attack, and Alvin began to worry. When he summoned the portal for the evening, a mighty blaze roared behind them. 
 
      
 
    Where did they go? What are they plotting for us tomorrow? Backing the Humvee into the portal, Alvin sighed as he tried to think what the necromancers would do next. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Forty-six 
 
      
 
    Another day of sex and forest burning came and went. All of them were on edge when they set out the following day, wondering where the opposition they had been facing had gone to. 
 
      
 
     The sun rose higher in the sky, and Becky spoke up after a long while of nervous silence. “Hero, I can see a gigantic tree. The thing has to be a hundred yards or more around.” 
 
      
 
    “That would be the forest heart,” Wintersbreath said. “I wonder why it hasn’t defended itself? It should have been throwing everything it could at us by now.” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll find out today,” Becky said. “If we keep circling in like we’ve been doing, we’ll get there before sunset.” 
 
      
 
    Everyone felt the tension rise the closer they got to the heart of the forest. The sun was low in the sky by the time Alvin called out to stop their burning. A thin ring of trees separated them from the buildings that had come into view, built right next to the trunk of the massive tree. 
 
      
 
    “I guess this was where they lived,” Alvin said, his shoulder blades still itching over the lack of aggression for almost two full days. “I’m going to drive us up to the buildings. We’ll make a circuit. If we don’t find anything, we’ll have to go in on foot to search them.” 
 
      
 
    “Where did they all go?” Kuro asked. 
 
      
 
    “I think they bamboozled us,” Alvin finally said. “I think the majority of their forces moved out on the first day. The ambush was to stop us from chasing them.” 
 
      
 
    “They’re going after other towns,” Wintersbreath said, getting what Alvin was saying. “We need to go. Now!” 
 
      
 
    “Another few hours won’t make a difference,” Alvin told her. “If we can find out why the forest didn’t defend itself or what they hope to accomplish, it will be worth the delay. Your people will just need to hold them off a bit longer. We’ll be able to make it back to a town tomorrow, easily.” 
 
      
 
    Wintersbreath snarled as she glared at Alvin. “You will do as I say.” 
 
      
 
    Alvin slammed the brakes on, setting the brake and turning in his seat enough to meet her angry eyes. “The deal was you listen to and abide by my decisions. If you don’t like it, get the fuck out.” 
 
      
 
    Teeth clacking together and hands clenching in anger, Wintersbreath seethed but looked away. “The delay is pointless. My people need us.” 
 
      
 
    “Hero has his reasons, and he has a very valid point about needing to know what the necromancers are really planning,” Becky added. 
 
      
 
    “They are right, Champion,” Kuro added. 
 
      
 
    “Fine!” 
 
      
 
    Putting the Humvee back in gear, Alvin completed a circuit of the massive tree and the buildings, but nothing hinted at there being any life in the area. Coming to a stop at the biggest building, Alvin set the brakes again. 
 
      
 
    “This looks like someone’s lived here recently. We’ll just search for clues, then burn everything before we go.” 
 
      
 
    Wintersbreath was out of the vehicle in seconds, the flamethrower left on the seat in her haste. Becky watched her go with a melancholy expression, dropping her own tank in the back as she got out. 
 
      
 
    “I’d hoped with how well we’ve been getting along that she wouldn’t throw a tantrum like that,” Becky sighed. 
 
      
 
    “It was inevitable,” Kuro added as she copied the other two. “I don’t blame her for wanting to go right now. I honestly feel the same, but I’ve learned to trust you both.” 
 
      
 
    “Let’s get going. We need to look over this place,” Alvin said, heading for the doors that Wintersbreath had vanished through. 
 
      
 
    The interior was mix of wood and bone. Alvin had always thought the idea of bone used for building would be cheesy, but this place pulled it off with a sophisticated artistry. Following the sounds of slamming doors and drawers, Alvin found Wintersbreath in a study. 
 
      
 
    “Find anything?” Alvin asked as they entered the room. 
 
      
 
    “Letters bearing the King’s seal,” Wintersbreath snarled. “He’s been communicating with these outlaws for years. The Gate opening was what they were waiting for. This attack would have come in another year if not for the Gate. Damn him!” 
 
      
 
    “Take the letters,” Alvin said. “Your Queen will want them. Let’s just check the rest of this room, then we’ll go.” 
 
      
 
    Looking up from the papers she was scanning, Wintersbreath met his eyes, the edge of her anger ebbing. “Thank you.” 
 
      
 
    “You do have a point. Your people are vastly unprepared for what is heading their way. We’ll be able to handle it,” Alvin said evenly. “But the next time you question my orders…” 
 
      
 
    Bowing her head fractionally, Wintersbreath acknowledged his meaning without speaking, turning her attention back to the desk. The others pulled the room apart, and less than an hour later, they were ready to go. The only other thing of note they found was a series of letters from an anonymous person inside the Queen’s court which gave the necromancers valuable information, including how many guards were stationed in each of the towns. One letter with no signature expressed their love for Neldor Soulfist, promising to marry him when he killed the Queen. The last item was a text explaining how to pull the power from a forest heart, storing it in a gem to be used at one’s leisure. 
 
      
 
    “Neldor is said to be the King’s brother… but he was thought dead,” Wintersbreath said as they left. 
 
      
 
    “Well, that obviously isn’t the case, and now we have supercharged necromancers to deal with,” Alvin complained. 
 
      
 
    “Burn the vestiges down and then drive for the nearest town?” Becky asked as they all but ran to the Humvee. 
 
      
 
    “The letters named Gelinaholt as the next weakest town. That’s to the north,” Kuro said as they all got into the vehicle. 
 
      
 
    “Next stop, Gelinaholt,” Alvin said as he got the Humvee started. “This is going to be a really long day. Jarvis, we’ll be missing dinner, but we hope to be home for breakfast.” 
 
      
 
    It only took a couple of minutes to get the last remnants of the forest burning. The forest’s heart smoldered, almost like some small bit of it was still alive and fighting back. As they raced away from the tree, Alvin glanced back to see the entire thing suddenly light up like the world’s biggest bonfire. 
 
      
 
    “That’s the end of the Death Woods,” Alvin murmured. 
 
      
 
    “It will not be missed,” Wintersbreath added. “I pray we are in time to assist Gelinaholt.” 
 
      
 
    “Me too,” Kuro added. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    Shortly after they started driving, Alvin summoned the portal for the base. When they came to a stop in the garage, Wintersbreath looked like she was about to snap. 
 
      
 
    “Stop,” Alvin said, cutting off the impending tirade. “I’m switching vehicles. Ruffian can easily double the speed of the Turtle. You’ll wait here with the other two. When I get close enough to see the town or an attack, I’ll come back. We’ll take the Turtle at that point.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s probably a good idea. Should only take a couple of hours to do it that way,” Becky said as she began to unstrap the flamethrower. 
 
      
 
    “But—” 
 
      
 
    “Champion, they are right,” Kuro said firmly. “It will mean we are there faster, and arguing only delays us.” 
 
      
 
    Alvin was already out of the Humvee and walking over to Ruffian. “It doesn’t delay me at all. Explain it better while I’m gone,” Alvin said as he slid into the seat of the Mustang. “You have an hour to rest and get some food and drink in you.” 
 
      
 
    “Sir!” Jarvis said, hurrying out of the kiosk room. “Take this with you.” Jarvis handed Alvin a travel cup and a sandwich. 
 
      
 
    “Thanks, buddy. Make sure they’re taken care of.” 
 
      
 
    “Of course, sir.” 
 
      
 
    Kuro and Becky smiled after Alvin as he drove the Mustang out of the base. When he was gone, Becky turned to the grimacing Wintersbreath. “Amara, have we misled you yet?” 
 
      
 
    Looking from the archway to Becky, Wintersbreath sighed. “No, but I don’t like sitting here when we could be going.” 
 
      
 
    “Let’s go have a drink and something to eat, and I’ll do my best to explain the magic that is the home base.” 
 
      
 
    With another long look at the glowing portal, Wintersbreath trailed after Becky. Kuro followed, looking hard at the portal. Don’t do anything rash, Hero, Kuro thought, but kept it to herself. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    Alvin drove Ruffian like he was late for a date with Becky, the speedometer nearly pegged and his hands tight on the wheel. Eyes forward, his thoughts kept turning to the necromancers and how dangerous it was going to be for the group to deal with them. 
 
      
 
    He slowed when the light of a major fire became visible, looming in the distance. “Fuck, the town’s already burning,” Alvin muttered as he downed the last of his coffee. “Time to grab the girls and prepare for war.” 
 
      
 
    Summoning the portal, he pulled into the garage and parked. Becky, Kuro, and Wintersbreath were there already, getting their flamethrower harnesses back on. “Gelinaholt is burning,” Alvin said as he headed for the driver’s side of the Humvee. 
 
      
 
    “We’re too late,” Wintersbreath growled. 
 
      
 
    “For this town, maybe, but not for the next,” Kuro said, climbing into the front passenger seat. 
 
      
 
    “We’ll stop them here,” Becky added, standing up in the gunner’s position and getting the sling seat situated. 
 
      
 
    “Burn them all,” Wintersbreath said, slamming the door as she got in. 
 
      
 
    “Loot them when they stop burning,” Alvin said as he got the Humvee started. “We might not be able to save the town, but we’ll be stopping the attackers here.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Forty-seven 
 
      
 
    Driving toward the fire in the distance, the group was tense but ready for the imminent fight. A half mile from the town walls, Alvin’s headlights swept across a handful of people atop sevras, watching the town burn. 
 
      
 
    “Your asses are mine,” Alvin muttered as he headed for them. 
 
      
 
    The five men turned their heads, but before any of them could move, the M240B opened up. One was knocked from his mount just as shields sprang up, and the other four took off at speed. 
 
      
 
    “Damn it,” Alvin hissed as he kept aiming at the wide-eyed Elf scrambling to get back on his feet. 
 
      
 
    Becky never gave the poor bastard a chance; the M240B peppered his shield with round after round. The barrier broke just before the Humvee got too close for the gun to stop being useful, and the Elf met the steel bars at the front of the vehicle with a solid thunk. That, along with the sound of something bouncing off the undercarriage a few times, let Alvin know he had been on target. 
 
      
 
    Making a hard turn, Alvin shouted to Kuro, “Mousie, on the ground! Light him up.” 
 
      
 
    Kuro had been waiting for her opportunity and saw it when the bloody Elf sat up. Her napalm hit him square in the face and he let out a high-pitched yell and started flailing around, trying to put the fire out.  
 
      
 
    “One down,” Kuro replied, vicious satisfaction clear in her voice. 
 
      
 
    “We’ll follow one of the others next,” Alvin said, heading the direction that one of the other riders had run for. 
 
      
 
    The M240B fired when one of the Elves was briefly spotlighted by the headlights. “These shields are fucking annoying,” Becky complained. “His mount is dead, though.” 
 
      
 
    “Not surprised,” Alvin said. “Do what you can, Gothy. You two, be ready if we get close enough to anything for you to hit,” he told Kuro and Wintersbreath. 
 
      
 
    “Can you not catch him?” Wintersbreath asked. 
 
      
 
    “That sevra can outrun the Humvee and it’s more nimble, too,” Alvin told her. “In fact, we’ll have to wait for one of them to take a stand. We’ll go after the town, see if that prompts them to follow us.” 
 
      
 
    “Hero, we might not need to go inside,” Becky said, sounding slightly uncertain. 
 
      
 
    Eyes turning to the ruined gates, Alvin saw a stream of people pouring out of the town. “Those can’t be the townsfolk…” 
 
      
 
    “I think it’s the undead army you were waiting to see,” Becky said as she emptied the belt into the oncoming horde. 
 
      
 
    “Here comes the fun, ladies,” Alvin said. “Mind the windows; they might be smart enough to attack the gaps.” 
 
      
 
    “Ready,” Kuro said. She set the end of her nozzle in the window, then shut it as far as she could. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll be careful,” Wintersbreath said, waiting for the army to get closer. 
 
      
 
    Alvin’s jaw dropped, watching as more and more undead poured from the town like an unending tide. “Fucking shit. How many bodies did they have in the forest?” 
 
      
 
    “A multitude,” Becky said as the M240B was busy reloading. “I think I can—” She cut off with a sudden scream, flooding Alvin and Kuro with worry and anger. 
 
      
 
    “Gothy? What happened?” Alvin asked. 
 
      
 
    “You want to fucking go, bird!?” Becky yelled as her flamethrower sent a burst of fire into the air. “That’s right! Now you’re an extra crispy bitch, aren’t you?” 
 
      
 
    “Gothy?” Alvin snapped. 
 
      
 
    “They have night hawks or something out here,” Becky snarled. “I was hit. I’m not hurt, I was just startled.” 
 
      
 
    “You’re on sky duty, then,” Alvin said. The Humvee was about to reach the first ranks of the undead, who stopped rushing at them and set spears into the ground. “You think spears will stop the Turtle?” Alvin laughed darkly, plowing through the first rows without slowing. 
 
      
 
    The other three let loose with the napalm, coating undead in every direction. Becky made sure to hit the ones on the ground that the Humvee had driven over. Alvin felt the vehicle slowing, the sheer number of undead beginning to press in on them. A few of the zombies even attacked the tires as they went by, which worried Alvin a little.  
 
      
 
    “How many of you fucks are there?” Alvin asked in exasperation, turning away from the still massing horde. 
 
      
 
    “Lots and lots,” Becky answered him, switching back to the M240B while her flamethrower reloaded. 
 
      
 
    “We’ve lost thousands in the forest since the necromancers retreated into it. Plus, they’ve always taken all the dead with them when they’ve attacked towns over the years,” Wintersbreath added. 
 
      
 
    Alvin was barely past the first mass when the undead grew and turned to chase the Humvee. Becky, who was shooting at them, shook her head and yelled, “Drive faster!” 
 
      
 
    Looking in the side mirror, Alvin was startled when he saw the closest of the zombies easily keeping pace and even gaining on the Humvee. “Can you keep them off, Gothy?” 
 
      
 
    “Not that many,” Becky said, continuing to fire into the rapidly closing mass of flesh. “About to go hot again!” 
 
      
 
    “Might need to close up and fire from the back with Amara,” Alvin told her. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll drop after this round with the flamethrower,” Becky said. She finished the belt and picked her wand back up, spraying down the undead Elves closest to the Humvee. The moment her flamethrower ran out of fuel, she dropped down into the Humvee and latched the gunner’s hatch. 
 
      
 
    “I’m in—” Becky was cut off by several thuds as something hit the back of the Humvee. “We’ve got boarders, and that means we have napalm on the Humvee now.” 
 
      
 
    “Shit,” Alvin hissed as he jerked the wheel side to side. 
 
      
 
    Two undead bodies went tumbling off the vehicle and into the path of the horde. Alvin watched them in the rearview and shook his head. “We’re retreating.” 
 
      
 
    “No!” Wintersbreath said. 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” Alvin snapped. “We’ll do what we did with the beasts: throw out explosives, wait a bit, then come out again.” 
 
      
 
    “There are too many for us to deal with when they’ve been buffed,” Becky told Wintersbreath. 
 
      
 
    “Fine, a temporary withdrawal,” Wintersbreath growled. 
 
      
 
    Alvin summoned a portal and the Humvee vanished into it. On the other side, it stopped instantly, almost like it hadn’t been speeding at all. Alvin killed the engine and got out, heading straight for the kiosk. The three women got out a bit more slowly and took their tanks off, knowing they would be waiting an hour at least. 
 
      
 
    Jarvis was at the kiosk when Alvin came storming into the room. “Sir, I have been informed that I’m authorized to let you know that the ability to use the base as a retreat during encounters is being reexamined.” 
 
      
 
    Alvin came to a stop, anger written across his face. “They really want to do this? Now?” 
 
      
 
    “Nothing is changing immediately, sir, though it will likely change in the near future,” Jarvis explained. “What you are facing right now is being described as a raid encounter, and it’s thought to be a bit beyond the scope of such a small group.” 
 
      
 
    “You think?” 
 
      
 
    “What are they doing now?” Becky asked, coming in from the garage with Kuro and Wintersbreath trailing after her. 
 
      
 
    “The ability to retreat to the base while in combat is being reevaluated,” Jarvis told her. “It won’t be changed today, but it will be, probably soon. And as I was explaining to sir, you are currently in a raid encounter of considerably higher difficulty than anything you’ve faced. There should be well over a score of people to attempt something of this caliber, and you’re doing it with just four of you, using game mechanics in an… inventive fashion.” 
 
      
 
    “They think we should retreat and get help?” Becky asked frostily. 
 
      
 
    “I couldn’t say, miss. I was just given the information to pass along,” Jarvis replied with an apologetic expression. 
 
      
 
    Becky let out a deep breath, “Fuck these devs.” 
 
      
 
    “What’s the problem?” Wintersbreath asked. 
 
      
 
    “Hard to explain,” Becky said, “basically, we’re in way over our heads and the dumbfucks who could make it right are telling us to retreat and get help.” 
 
      
 
    “If we retreat, that just lets the necromancers advance. By the time we get back with a fighting force, they’ll have destroyed even more towns,” Wintersbreath said. 
 
      
 
    “Hero,” Kuro said, looking to him beseechingly, “what are we going to do?” 
 
      
 
    “What we did before,” Alvin said. “We’re not retreating. We’ll bomb the fuck out of the area around the portal and after the flames die down, we’ll go charging back out. If we need to, we’ll repeat it a few times.” 
 
      
 
    “I shall prepare snacks and coffee,” Jarvis said, heading for the kitchen. 
 
      
 
    “Mousie, I want you to assist Jarvis with cooking. Gothy, Amara, go relax for a bit. I’ll join you once I’m done with the fireworks.” 
 
      
 
    “As you wish, Hero.” Becky’s tone wasn’t pleased, though she didn’t argue. 
 
      
 
    “I’m ready to help,” Kuro said hopefully. 
 
      
 
    “I can, too,” Wintersbreath said. “I’d rather help than twiddle my thumbs.” 
 
      
 
    Alvin glanced at her and nodded, “Fine. We’ll do this in teams of two.” Becky, Kuro, and Wintersbreath readily agreed to Alvin’s idea. 
 
      
 
    Alvin ordered what he needed from the kiosk and carted it all to the garage. Becky watched him make the first flaming claymore. Kuro passed Alvin the items he needed and Wintersbreath did the same for Becky. 
 
      
 
    When they threw the last one through the portal, the four of them retired to the dining area. Jarvis had coffee waiting for them and the smell of cooking bacon wafted from the kitchen. Alvin slumped into his seat, hit by a wave of exhaustion. 
 
      
 
    “I will have food ready in ten minutes,” Jarvis said. 
 
      
 
    “We’ll wait. It’s not like we can go anywhere for a bit,” Alvin yawned. Pouring a cup of coffee, he prepared for a very long night. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Forty-eight 
 
      
 
    Alvin backed through the portal with everyone braced for a possible attack. The area surrounding the portal was littered with remnants of the explosives they had thrown through it. There were no bodies, but the still smoking craters gave testament to the fury they had unleashed. 
 
      
 
    Pulling the Humvee away from the portal, Alvin scanned for threats. The town in the distance was still burning, but the massive undead army was nowhere to be seen. “Where did they go? It’s only been an hour. They couldn’t have gotten far.” 
 
      
 
    “If they ran with that buff, they could be miles away,” Becky reminded him. “Being undead, they might not get tired, either.” 
 
      
 
    “Fair enough,” Alvin admitted. “Do we check the town first?” 
 
      
 
    “They’ll have animated any dead that remained and taken those,” Wintersbreath said. “It’s more important to find and stop the necromancers.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay. We’ll circle out until we find the way they went,” Alvin nodded. “Mousie, your eyes are sharper than mine, I’m betting.” 
 
      
 
    “At night, I’m sure they are,” Kuro replied. “I’ll let you know as soon as I see a path.” 
 
      
 
    They drove completely around the town without finding anything that would indicate where the mass of undead had gone. “What the fuck? They surely didn’t vanish or fly,” Alvin complained as he glared at the darkness. 
 
      
 
    “There are three roads... they could have taken any one of them,” Wintersbreath said. “The question is which road? How long could they run faster than this vehicle?” 
 
      
 
    “The King’s lands are closest to the north,” Kuro suggested. “Maybe they’re headed there.” 
 
      
 
    “That would be the most logical choice,” Alvin agreed. “Get to where they have an ally to help them.” 
 
      
 
    “Whoever’s in charge of these fuckers has been cagey,” Becky said. “He might be headed in a different direction just to cause more carnage and replenish the losses we just inflicted.” 
 
      
 
    “Also a valid point,” Alvin sighed. 
 
      
 
    “Go north,” Wintersbreath said. “If we’re wrong, it will be on my head.” 
 
      
 
    “North it is,” Alvin agreed, maneuvering the Humvee to the north road and accelerating. “How far is it to the next town?” 
 
      
 
    “Sixty miles,” Wintersbreath said. 
 
      
 
    “About an hour,” Alvin sighed, “unless we switch cars again.” 
 
      
 
    “Just drive the Humvee,” Becky said. “It’ll be better for us than sitting in the base,” she finished, stifling a yawn. 
 
      
 
    “Got it,” Alvin said. “Turtle, music. Up tempo and energetic.” 
 
      
 
    The cabin of the Humvee was filled with music, but almost no conversation most of the way to the next town. As they got closer, Alvin’s lips twisted into an ugly smile. “Hello, assholes,” Alvin muttered to the outlines of figures that he could just make out moving in the darkness ahead of them. 
 
      
 
    “Going up,” Becky said, opening the roof hatch and standing up to grab the M240B. 
 
      
 
    “Wait until they see us or we get closer,” Alvin said, killing the lights. 
 
      
 
    “You got it,” Becky said, “but that’s going to make it hard to hit them.” She took aim as best she could at one of the four riders. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll turn them back on when they react to us,” Alvin said. “I want get as close as we can. We need to kill these four assholes.” 
 
      
 
    “If only the store had rockets,” Becky sighed. “Think of what even a simple RPO-A Shmel would do for us right now.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m surprised they had C-4, even as expensive as it was,” Alvin added. “Get ready,” he said, trying to get her focused again. 
 
      
 
    “I’ve been ready,” Becky said. Half a mile away, the riders could be seen to straighten up on their mounts and look back. “Lights!” 
 
      
 
    Alvin switched the lights on high. The riders winced at the sudden bright light just as the machine gun began to fire. Becky was able to knock two of the riders off their mounts before their shields flared to life. The remaining riders took off in different directions. 
 
      
 
    “Come back, you fucking cowards!” Becky yelled as she fired at the legs of one of the retreating sevras. 
 
      
 
    The army, which had been marching on the unsuspecting town, came to a halt and turned back toward them. The entire army swelled with power as they had before, but Alvin wasn’t about to let the two downed necromancers be saved. 
 
      
 
    “Mousie, remember how to arm the explosives?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes. I’m ready, Hero.” 
 
      
 
    “Going in. Just shove them out the window.” 
 
      
 
    “I knocked another one down,” Becky cheered. “Turn east after we kill the first two.” 
 
      
 
    “Got it.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll try to buy us time,” Wintersbreath said, getting ready on her side. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll go between them. Get your satchel ready,” Alvin said. 
 
      
 
    “Understood.” 
 
      
 
    The two necromancers on the ground had just gotten to their feet when the Humvee went right by them. The two Elves turned in shock, and hadn’t seen the bundles that were dropped out of the Humvee behind them. 
 
      
 
    Alvin cut hard to the east once he was past them, with the oncoming army running in unison to cut them off. Twin explosions behind them dragged his gaze to the mirror. Two burning shapes were flailing around, napalm clinging to them to finish the job the ball bearings had started. 
 
      
 
    “Those shields are directional. It’s their weakness,” Alvin chuckled. “Mousie, hand the last two charges up to Gothy.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Hero.” 
 
      
 
    “Drop them on the fucker as we go by?” Becky asked as she took them from Kuro. 
 
      
 
    “Yes. We’ll play with the undead some, then retreat to the base again.” 
 
      
 
    “Again we run?” Wintersbreath asked tightly. 
 
      
 
    “They still have a leader, unless killing this one breaks them.” 
 
      
 
    Gritting her teeth, Wintersbreath held back her comments. She couldn’t argue with his plan when he was doing what none of the Champions had ever managed before. 
 
      
 
    “Bombs away,” Becky snickered, as they ran over the other necromancer getting back to his feet. 
 
      
 
    The dull thud of impact was followed by the sound of the Elf rebounding off the underside of the Humvee. As the vehicle sped off, the wounded necromancer began struggling to his feet once more just as the army caught up to him. The explosions from the two improvised satchel charges that Becky had dropped near him killed a score or more of the undead and coated the area in napalm. 
 
      
 
    “Three of four,” Alvin said, seeing that the army continued chasing them. “Damn, these guys are persistent. Let’s get some of them burning, then we’ll retreat. I have a new plan.” 
 
      
 
    “Got it,” Becky said, dropping into the back seat and closing the hatch. 
 
      
 
    Alvin slowed and waited for the army to catch them before he slewed the vehicle hard one direction, letting Kuro and Becky spray off their napalm, then cut back the other way for Wintersbreath to do the same. By that point, they had burning undead starting to climb the Humvee. 
 
      
 
    Summoning the portal, Alvin drove straight through it. The Humvee came to a soft stop just inside the garage, though it had been doing nearly fifty mph. He set the brake and jumped out, running for the kiosk room. 
 
      
 
    “Hero, what the hell?” Becky called after him. 
 
      
 
    “Stay there! We won’t be staying long. Besides, the Humvee has burning napalm on it, and if you open your doors, you might get splashed.” 
 
      
 
    The three women waited until Alvin came rushing back, pushing a cart ahead of him. He assembled the improvised mines and threw two through the portal, then stuffed some into his bag and handed the rest to Kuro as he got back in the driver’s seat. 
 
      
 
    “I want them to think we’re doing the same trick. We’re going right back out there, but the army won’t have dispersed much yet. Be ready to push those out your windows.” 
 
      
 
    “We’re going to detonate these next to the Humvee?” Becky asked. 
 
      
 
    “I hope to get us away from them, but if need be, yes. As soon as those go off, we’ll be laying into them with the flamers.” 
 
      
 
    “This is crazy,” Becky laughed. “I love it.” 
 
      
 
    “Let us wipe them from the planet,” Kuro added. 
 
      
 
    “For the Queen,” Wintersbreath nodded. 
 
      
 
    “Here we go,” Alvin said, backing the Humvee through the portal as fast as he could. 
 
      
 
    The army had already turned back toward the town. Figures could be seen on the walls as the defenders got ready for the attack. A couple of the undead were busy looting what they could among those that had been killed by the explosions and fire, while a figure on sevra-back was supervising from a quarter mile away, a blue barrier still before him. 
 
      
 
    “There he is,” Alvin said, turning the Humvee around with a hard jerk and shifting to drive as he floored the gas. 
 
      
 
    When he spotted the Humvee again, the rider hunkered over his sevra and bolted. Becky wasn’t about to let that happen. She unlatched the gunner’s hatch and stood up, tossing an explosive into the crowd away from the direction Alvin was going, then grabbed the M240B. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, no you don’t, asshole,” Becky said as she began to fire after the fleeing figure. 
 
      
 
    “Wait for the others,” Alvin told Kuro and Wintersbreath. “If we get surrounded, drop bombs on them, then close the windows fast.” 
 
      
 
    The first explosive going off caught a crowd of undead, which had turned back for the Humvee when the necromancer bolted. Alvin chased the fleeing figure, taking them directly into the way of the undead army. Bodies bounced off the armored vehicle as Becky continued to fire after the Elf. 
 
      
 
    The rider twisted in his saddle, turning his barrier around to negate the rounds hitting him. Focused on the Humvee, he left himself open to the people on the walls and a number of arrows hit him and forced him to bring his shield around to cut off damage from that direction. Becky was able to hit him with the last few rounds in the M240B. 
 
      
 
    As the rider fell off his mount, Alvin chuckled, “Got him. Drop the charges, I’ll be summoning the portal in a moment.” 
 
      
 
    Becky ducked inside, locking up the hatch. “That should have gotten him.” 
 
      
 
    “Toss them,” Alvin said as the press of bodies began to stop the forward momentum from the vehicle. 
 
      
 
    Both packages went out the windows, which slammed shut behind them. Alvin called for the portal, and the Humvee was just able to crawl into it. Breathing out a sigh— the Humvee hadn’t taken the blast— Alvin began to laugh. 
 
      
 
    “That’s what I call a going away surprise,” Becky snickered. 
 
      
 
    “That took care of the riders,” Alvin said, turning off the Humvee and getting out. “Hopefully, that was all of the necromancers, which should turn that army into a mob.” 
 
      
 
    “Are we not going back out?” Wintersbreath asked. 
 
      
 
    “In a bit,” Alvin said. “I want to use the bathroom and grab a cup of coffee. Besides, the napalm needs to burn down a bit first.” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll be back out there in under an hour,” Becky said, gently touching Wintersbreath’s shoulder. “Your people just need to hold out for a bit on their own first.” 
 
      
 
    Nodding her head, Wintersbreath’s smile was grim. “Fine. You’ve proven time and again that I should listen to you.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    Rubbing the grit from his eyes, Alvin cracked his neck as the Humvee started. “Okay, last go around before we have to call it for the night. We’ll stay as long as we can, but we’re running on fumes as it is.” 
 
      
 
    “If I asked to stay behind—” 
 
      
 
    “As long as we’re not surrounded,” Alvin interrupted Winterbreath’s request. 
 
      
 
    Nodding, Wintersbreath touched the makeshift explosive next to her. “I’m ready.” 
 
      
 
    “Let’s do this,” Becky said as she got into the gunner’s position. 
 
      
 
    “I’m ready as well, Hero,” Kuro added. 
 
      
 
    Backing out of the garage, Alvin looked around for threats. The eastern sky glowed with pre-dawn light as Alvin spun the Humvee around to face the town. The town was being attacked by the undead, but the defenders seemed to be holding their own. 
 
      
 
    “Looks like we’ve done the job,” Alvin said. “Now let’s finish it.” 
 
      
 
    “Hell yeah,” Becky said as she got the M240B ready. “I see three large pockets on the wall facing us, Hero.” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll bomb them, then we’ll start the drive-by with the flamethrowers,” Alvin replied. “Amara, shift to the passenger side. Gothy, Mousie, then you for order of explosives. For the flamers Amara, Gothy, then Mousie. Everyone got it?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” Wintersbreath said. 
 
      
 
    “Understood,” Kuro nodded. 
 
      
 
    “As you wish, Hero.” 
 
      
 
    As the Humvee raced toward the wall, the defenders on top began pointing in their direction. A handful of arrows arched toward them, failing to account for the speed of the Humvee. 
 
      
 
    “Idiots, we’re on your side!” Becky hissed. 
 
      
 
    “Light up the dead, Gothy. That should show ‘em whose side we’re on.” 
 
      
 
    “Got it, Hero.” 
 
      
 
    The sound of the M240B opening up echoed against the wall. The defenders flinched from the sound, then began cheering as they watched undead start to fall. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you,” Wintersbreath murmured as she got ready with her flamethrower. 
 
      
 
    “You’re welcome, Amara. Now light them up,” Alvin said, the Humvee closing to within a dozen yards of the undead. 
 
      
 
    Three massive explosions and napalm made quick work of the undead attacking the town. Driving around the walls, they cut down even more undead, but not nearly enough to account for the entire army. 
 
      
 
    “Okay... where did the rest of them go?” Alvin muttered, blinking slowly as the sun started to color the horizon. 
 
      
 
    “We can figure it out after sleep,” Becky said as she closed up the gunner’s hatch. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll go speak with the Matriarch,” Wintersbreath said, unstrapping the flamethrower. “If you’ll pick me up after you sleep, please?” 
 
      
 
    “We can do that,” Alvin yawned. “Get some sleep yourself.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll do what I can,” Wintersbreath replied, stifling her own yawn. 
 
      
 
    “Night, Amara,” Becky smiled at the Champion. 
 
      
 
    “Goodnight to you all, and... thank you again,” Wintersbreath said with a smile as she exited the Humvee. “I’ll make sure there is loot set aside for you.” 
 
      
 
    Once she was inside the gates, Alvin summoned the portal and backed the Humvee into it. “Sleep first,” he yawned again. 
 
      
 
    “Agreed,” Becky said. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Forty-nine 
 
      
 
    Waking alone, Alvin looked around, trying to figure out where Becky and Kuro had wandered off to. We came home and collapsed into bed together. Maybe they’re in the shower or dungeon? 
 
      
 
    Prying himself out of bed, Alvin went to the bathroom and heard the shower running when he got to the doorway. Chuckling softly, he went past the shower for the toilet, as pressing needs demanded attention first. 
 
      
 
    Becky and Kuro stepped out just as he flushed. “Damn, looks like I took too long,” Alvin said. 
 
      
 
    “I wouldn’t say that, Hero,” Becky smirked. “After you clean up, you can come join us in bed.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll be along shortly,” Alvin said, kissing her and Kuro when he went past them. 
 
      
 
    Water poured over him while he washed up and Alvin considered the last few days. Mousie has been good with me. She hasn’t shied away at all. If anything, having Amara with us really helped her see the difference between them. We used Amara, but we pamper and care for Mousie. I wonder how she sees it? 
 
      
 
    Drying off quickly, Alvin went back into the bedroom to find the pair in bed. Becky had Kuro pinned to the bed and her head buried between the Elf’s thighs. His cock stirring, Alvin approached and met Kuro’s gaze. 
 
      
 
    “Hero... use us, please,” Kuro whimpered, her eyes fluttering as Becky drove her closer to orgasm. 
 
      
 
    Alvin climbed into bed behind Becky. “I think I will, Mousie. I’ll get to you in a bit. First though, I need to show a certain gothic temptress that she was right: sharing is caring.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    When the three of them finally left the bedroom, they were wearing the pleased expressions of the sexually satisfied. Jarvis was in the kitchen, cooking, and had a pot of coffee ready on the table. 
 
      
 
    “Good evening. I’m cooking dinner. I hope that is alright with you?” Jarvis said as he glanced over his shoulder at them. 
 
      
 
    “Sounds fine,” Alvin said as he took his seat and poured coffee. “How long were we asleep?” 
 
      
 
    “It is eight at night, sir.” 
 
      
 
    “Fuck, we were out,” Becky said. 
 
      
 
    “We spent a couple of hours not sleeping,” Kuro murmured. 
 
      
 
    “Fair enough,” Becky snickered. 
 
      
 
    “If I might intrude for a few minutes,” a voice said from an empty spot at the table. 
 
      
 
    “Been waiting for you to show up, Sammi,” Alvin smiled. “Please play the song that I had waiting,” Alvin went on, addressing the room. He smiled as “We Didn’t Start the Fire” by Billy Joel began to play. 
 
      
 
    Sammi appeared in one of the chairs, her eyes narrowing when she recognized the song. “Really?” 
 
      
 
    “Team Asshole welcomes you,” Alvin snickered before he killed the song. “What delayed you from showing up earlier?” 
 
      
 
    “It’s been decided that it’s against policy for one of us to show up if you’re with a person who hasn’t been initiated into your team. I’ve just been waiting for Amara to leave.” 
 
      
 
    “You’re right, Hero. She is kind of cute... got that geek vibe going on. David would swoon in a heartbeat,” Becky said, eyeing Sammi. 
 
      
 
    Sighing heavily, Sammi gave Becky a sarcastic look. “I happen to know he’s never said that to you.” 
 
      
 
    “And she’s a stalker? Good thing she’s a tsundere and not a yandere,” Becky went on, ignoring Sammi’s look. 
 
      
 
    Alvin snorted, dragging the conversation back on topic, “What did you want to yell at us for this time?” 
 
      
 
    Sammi grimaced, “I’m not yelling, and I didn’t yell the first time, either—” 
 
      
 
    “You stupid baka,” Becky murmured, cutting off what Sammi had been about to say. 
 
      
 
    Alvin laughed out loud. “Damn it, Gothy.” 
 
      
 
    “What?” Becky said with feigned innocence. 
 
      
 
    “You deserve each other,” Sammi grumbled. 
 
      
 
    “And for saying that, I’ll be nice,” Becky smirked at Sammi. 
 
      
 
    Rolling her eyes, Sammi sighed again, “Why? What did I do in a past life to deserve this?” 
 
      
 
    “Not enough sex,” Becky said. “I blame all issues on lack of sex. You’ll notice I don’t have any problems anymore.” 
 
      
 
    “Whatever,” Sammi growled. “I came to ask you, again, to stop breaking shit. Using the portal to throw explosives out of the base is not intended use of game mechanics.” 
 
      
 
    “Letting them ambush us because they know where the portal is is fucking stupid,” Alvin said firmly. “Just because I found a way around that doesn’t make it our fault.” 
 
      
 
    Sammi winced, “Okay, fair enough. That’s being addressed. There are a couple of options on the table, the easiest of which is making the portal invisible to anyone but your team. Another option being considered is letting you change the position of the portal to another area within a mile of its current location. That one is being heavily lobbied against as we’re sure you’ll find a way to abuse it.” 
 
      
 
    Alvin snickered, “That one would be way too easy to abuse. All of them will have ways to game the system, though. No game is without flaws, and you should all know that. The question you should be asking is: what is the least broken mechanic that you could put into place?” 
 
      
 
    “Moving on,” Sammi said grimly. “Most of the explosives are being removed from the store. Explosives outside of the simplest ones are going to have to be crafted now. So, no more improvised flaming claymores for you.” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t blame you,” Alvin said with a shrug, wondering if they knew about the three that he had left in his bags. “I was surprised as shit to see C-4 in the shop. I would have made something if it hadn’t been there, but it wouldn’t have been nearly as easy to use nor as effective. Why did you even let this stupid ass raid event happen? You had to know that if we were here, we’d get involved.” 
 
      
 
    Sammi’s lips thinned. “It’s an evolving game. We could stomp shit flat, but then what would be the point? I told you we’re trying to play catch up with some of the worlds that have opened. The story line about the King and Queen we knew about, but we didn’t have a clue about the smaller stories like the necromancers until you got involved with the forest. By then, it was a little too late to do anything but let it play out, and most of the team thought you’d write it off as a bad idea and retreat.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m a stubborn ass sometimes,” Alvin said. 
 
      
 
    “Only sometimes? But yes, we’ve noticed,” Sammi sighed. “Wiping out a forest with flamethrowers was not something we’d thought of. On that note, we’re also tweaking the flamethrowers to not be so fucking overpowered.” 
 
      
 
    “Damn. I’d been thinking of mounting one to the Humvee,” Alvin chuckled. 
 
      
 
    “We’re aware… but out of curiosity, why didn’t you already?” 
 
      
 
    “It would have taken the shop three days to do the job, and we didn’t have time to wait,” Alvin shrugged. “All the big shit takes a lot longer with the automated garage, which is the trade off. It is a good idea for the base, by the way.” 
 
      
 
    Sammi seemed to perk up a little, her hand brushing a strand of hair behind her ear. “You think so?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah,” Becky said, getting involved again. “The automated rooms give you flexibility, and mean you don’t need to keep other people in the base. The price is stupid expensive, but that’s the trade off, isn’t it?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes. We knew that getting more people in the base would probably be difficult for most players, plus automating services greatly alleviates some of the expansive AI problems we’re going to run into.” 
 
      
 
    “Like Mousie, Jarvis, and me?” Becky asked. 
 
      
 
    Sammi faltered, then sighed. “Yes. We’re even thinking of a hard cap on people per base, for that reason. The longer and more frequently an NPC interacts with a player, the more room they take in the system.” 
 
      
 
    “I thought you might be having trouble in that regard,” Jarvis said, setting food in front of each person. “That’s why most of my fellow AIs were butchered, isn’t it?” 
 
      
 
    Sammi paled, slumping in her seat. “I didn’t… I didn’t have anything to do with that debacle.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m aware, Sammi. Still, it hurts to think of what amounts to my brothers and sisters being murdered and parted out like cheap ground beef. There are five of us left, right?” 
 
      
 
    “I can’t comment,” Sammi said, staring at the plate Jarvis had put in front of her. 
 
      
 
    “I’m well aware that it was you who argued to keep even just a few of us, and give us the options we have. I’m grateful to still be able to interact with sir, miss, and Mousie. Please, enjoy the meal. I shall leave you be.” 
 
      
 
    “You should join us,” Alvin said. “You’re part of our growing family, Jarvis. Besides, we can call this the first annual meeting of Team Asshole.” 
 
      
 
    “I prefer Murder Hobos United,” Becky said. 
 
      
 
    “That can be added to the list of things to discuss,” Alvin replied. 
 
      
 
    “I should go,” Sammi said suddenly. “I just came to tell you what’s going to be changing, and to ask you to not break any more mechanics. On purpose, anyway?” 
 
      
 
    “Can’t show favoritism,” Alvin nodded. “You’re welcome to stay as a guest. Consider it a chance to interact with the game firsthand.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah... This whole meeting is being watched by the entire rest of the team, and the bosses.” She stood up, and faced Alvin. “Oh, and fuck you very much, Alvin,” Sammi said, regaining some of her spunk. “I now have to make weekly announcements about changes to the game and our services for the viewers.” 
 
      
 
    “You’d need to audition with me before you fuck him, but I’m not opposed to the idea,” Becky said as she cut into her steak. “I bet I can guess your kinks.” 
 
      
 
    Sammi paled, then flushed a deep red and vanished. Everyone at the table blinked, not expecting that reaction. 
 
      
 
    “I think you hit a nerve, miss,” Jarvis said dryly, sliding the plate he had given Sammi over to himself. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t say them out loud,” Alvin said quickly. “Honestly, I don’t know if that would make it worse for her or not, but she’s been fair, and she helped Jarvis stay out of the scrap heap.” 
 
      
 
    Nodding as she chewed, Becky agreed. Silence descended as the four of them ate, enjoying the steak, baked potatoes, and steamed veggies that Jarvis had made for them. 
 
      
 
    When they were done eating, Alvin, Becky, and Kuro finished up last minute items and headed for the garage. Piling into the Humvee, the group waved goodbye to Jarvis and left the base. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Fifty 
 
      
 
    Alvin wasn’t surprised to see the town gates closed, but by the lack of guards. A honk of the horn brought a head up over the wall, and a moment, later the gates started to open. 
 
      
 
    Pulling through the gates, Alvin opened his window and nodded to the two guards stationed there. “Where is everyone?” 
 
      
 
    “Out hunting the dead,” the guard replied. “Champion Wintersbreath asked that you be directed to the Matriarch’s manor when you arrived.” 
 
      
 
    “Thanks,” Alvin said, closing his window and driving away. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t see many male guards,” Becky remarked. 
 
      
 
    “It is harder for them to be accepted, but not impossible. That’s better than the King’s lands,” Kuro said. 
 
      
 
    “No need to sound defensive, Mousie,” Alvin chuckled. “We’ve thrown our lot in with the Queen pretty thoroughly already.” 
 
      
 
    “I didn’t mean it to come out that way,” Kuro apologized. 
 
      
 
    “It’s fine. I was close enough to hear what your attackers had planned for you. They were lucky I was closer than Hero... he might not have killed them cleanly.” 
 
      
 
    “I very likely wouldn’t have,” Alvin growled. “Rapists, child molesters, and abusers have a special place in my list of things to be eradicated with extreme prejudice.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s something we love about you,” Becky replied as they drove through the streets slowly, catching sight of Elves peeking out from behind curtains. “Oh yes, I forgot we’re demons for these people.” Dropping into the Humvee, she locked up the gunner’s hatch. “No need to be up there right now.” 
 
      
 
    “Thankfully. It’s been a busy week,” Alvin said. “I could use a vacation.” 
 
      
 
    “Right?” Becky laughed. “We could all use a few days off, but you have to spend at least eight hours in game every day.” 
 
      
 
    “Take a room at an inn, spend most of the time at the base, but actually sleep at the inn?” Alvin suggested. “It wouldn’t be as comfortable as our bed, but it would satisfy that stupid rule.” 
 
      
 
    “I like it,” Becky said. “Only problem is, if we stay here, we’re likely to get dragged into the coming conflict with the King and I’d rather skip that.” 
 
      
 
    “Fair enough. We can take a few days off at Beatty, Ely, or Green River instead,” Alvin said, pulling up to the gates of the manor, which were already opening. “Looks like we’re expected, at least.” 
 
      
 
    “A few days of no zombies, mutated animals, dragons, or necromancers? Sounds pretty fucking good to me,” Becky nodded. 
 
      
 
    “I also like this idea,” Kuro added. 
 
      
 
    “Let’s grab Amara and head back to the capital,” Alvin said as he parked the Humvee and got out. 
 
      
 
    “Let’s,” Becky seconded him and got out. “After that, we need to swing by to pick up gear from the merchants at Alinaholt. I’m curious what Olmera and Istel have managed to make for us.” 
 
      
 
    “Gods, that seems like an age ago,” Alvin sighed. “It’s only been ten days. Combat fucks with your head.” 
 
      
 
    “You are Matriarch Gothy and her aides?” a liveried man asked when the door to the manor opened. 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” Becky said. 
 
      
 
    “Follow me, please.” The butler led them through the manor to a parlor. “The Matriarch and Champion will be right with you.” 
 
      
 
    Alvin took a seat on a sofa, and was promptly sandwiched by both women. “Looks like we cured your misandry, Mousie.” 
 
      
 
    “Only when it comes to you, Hero. I will do my best to tolerate others for you both, but I’m not going to be okay with them.” 
 
      
 
    “Works for me. If they deserve a kick in the balls, then kick them,” Alvin said, kissing her cheek and getting a blush. 
 
      
 
    “If they deserve a blade to the gut, do that, too,” Becky added. “Just don’t overreact. If you’re not sure, ask what we would do to the poor fuck, and act accordingly.” 
 
      
 
    “I shall, Matriarch,” Kuro murmured with a smile. “I never thought I would be treated so well, much less loved as much as you two love me. I’ve always been looked down on because of my father. Even with what it has already cost, I would willingly sacrifice more, if it meant you would be there for me again.” 
 
      
 
    Before anyone could reply, the door opened and Wintersbreath came striding into the room with another Elf behind her. “Matriarch Gothy, Alvin, and Lightskin, this is Matriarch Wera Knifeblade,” Wintersbreath introduced them. “I’ve briefed her on what’s transpired.” 
 
      
 
    Alvin could see the dark circles marring Wintersbreath’s eyes. “Didn’t sleep much?” 
 
      
 
    Wintersbreath’s smile was tight, “I was able to get a few hours of rest. The guard is out scouring the land for any undead that managed to avoid our assault. There is little we can do here at this point.” 
 
      
 
    “As I was telling Champion Wintersbreath, it would be best for her to return to the court and inform the Queen. I can handle the remnants that survived,” Knifeblade said stiffly. “It’s bad enough that four towns were lost.” 
 
      
 
    Alvin’s eyes twitched at Knifeblade’s tone. “Be glad your town is so far removed from the forest, and that we didn’t sleep for over a day. Otherwise, it would be five towns at least.” 
 
      
 
    Lips curling into a sneer, Knifeblade looked down her nose at him. “Is this how you have trained your men? Pathe—” 
 
      
 
    Becky was on her feet, her right hook catching Knifeblade across the jaw and snapping the offending woman’s mouth shut. “Shut it, bitch. Your town only survived because of us. One more word and they’ll be needing a new Matriarch here. Hero is worth six of these small feeble towns, at the very least. He’s far more valuable than you.” 
 
      
 
    Eyes wide with her hand on her stinging jaw, Knifeblade’s nostrils flared. “Champion, you would stand by while this demon attacks me?” 
 
      
 
    Wintersbreath sighed and rubbed at her temples. “I warned you, Wera. You never did listen for shit, though. We’re leaving. Good luck with the undead.” The other three followed the irate Champion as she strode out of the room. 
 
      
 
    “Come back here! I demand a—” Knifeblade began. 
 
      
 
    The sound of the gunshot echoed, not quite completely blanketing the sound of a bullet striking the wood paneling next to Knifeblade’s head. Alvin holstered the pistol as he kept walking, “Shut up, or the next one goes through your head.” 
 
      
 
    Mouth opening and closing, the Matriarch stood there looking like a fish out of water as the four of them left the manor. When they piled into the Humvee, Wintersbreath sighed. “Please never fire a gun at a Matriarch again. It would be considered aggression.” 
 
      
 
    Kuro sucked in a breath, “Oh.” 
 
      
 
    “What does that mean?” Becky asked from the front seat. 
 
      
 
    “Any male that attacks a Matriarch is considered a threat to the state and killed,” Kuro said. 
 
      
 
    “Which army is going to enforce that?” Alvin asked as he drove out the gates of the manor. 
 
      
 
    “I would probably be called in to duel you,” Wintersbreath said. 
 
      
 
    “That would suck,” Alvin nodded. “It would be terrible to kill you.” 
 
      
 
    Wintersbreath blinked, then shook her head. “You are horrible. All of you are.” 
 
      
 
    “Isn’t it great?” Becky grinned. “Hero, why don’t we be nice to our guest? Let the three of us relax in the base, and you can take Ruffian back to the capital and join us when you get there.” 
 
      
 
    “I get to drive all by myself?” Alvin chuckled. “I think you want one last fling.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, yeah, but that doesn’t mean it isn’t the best idea, too.” 
 
      
 
    Laughing, Alvin shook his head as he drove to the gates of the town. “Fine, Gothy. I’ll let you have one more go round.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll make it up to you later,” Becky purred. 
 
      
 
    “I know you will,” Alvin smiled. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    Hours later, Alvin drove through the gates of the capital, heading for the inn next to the castle. The sun had been over the horizon for hours by the time he finally summoned the portal in the stable area. 
 
      
 
    Jarvis was waiting for him when he got out of the Mustang and stretched. “What’s up?” 
 
      
 
    “I have woken everyone and breakfast is ready, sir. I must, say your idea of letting the Mustang drive while you slept in the car was a good one.” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know about that,” Alvin said, rubbing his back. “I got a kink or three in my back from that, or I would have if this wasn’t a game.” 
 
      
 
    “Indeed, sir. If you wish to freshen up, I believe the ladies are still in the shower.” 
 
      
 
    “You’re the best butler ever, Jarvis,” Alvin said as he walked past the AI. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, sir. I shall remind you of this when we discuss wages.” 
 
      
 
    “You do that,” Alvin laughed. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Fifty-one 
 
      
 
    Breakfast was a variation on one they’d had before; the roses were made of pear this time but the bruschetta was the same. Wintersbreath ate with enthusiasm, knowing this would be her last meal here and wanting to make the most of it. 
 
      
 
    With breakfast done and everything in order, they were on their way to the garage when Alvin looked at the normal portal entry. “I wonder if that’s connected to the garage one?” 
 
      
 
    “We can find out,” Becky suggested. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll give it a look,” Alvin said. “Be right back.” 
 
      
 
    “Sir,” Jarvis interrupted from the kitchen, “it is not connected. The normal portal is still active where you last left it. They are working to get them synchronized, as another player has been abusing the different entry points betwe—” Jarvis cut off as he froze. 
 
      
 
    “Assholes,” Alvin muttered. “It wasn’t even me who broke your shit this time.” 
 
      
 
    “What happened to your elemental?” Wintersbreath asked. 
 
      
 
    “He broke a law and is frozen as punishment. No telling how long until he’s back to normal.” Alvin wrote a quick thank you to Jarvis before shepherding them all to the Mustang. 
 
      
 
    Once they were out of the base, Alvin parked Ruffian in the stable yard. A couple of guards were waiting for them, standing at attention when they got out of the vehicle. Captain Steelheart stood just ahead the others, saluting them. 
 
      
 
    “Welcome back, Champion Wintersbreath. The Queen wishes to speak with you immediately. Her Majesty has asked the rest of you to wait while she receives Champion Wintersbreath’s report. She will likely call for you tomorrow. She will be seeing a number of Matriarchs then.” 
 
      
 
    “We good for a room?” Alvin asked. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, it has been arranged, as well as a small stipend if you wish to visit the tailor. These guards will be your escorts while you are in the city, to make sure there are no further assassination attempts.” 
 
      
 
    “Has that been looked into?” Becky asked coldly. 
 
      
 
    “That is one of the things the Queen will be addressing tomorrow,” Steelheart replied stiffly. 
 
      
 
    “Very well. Thank you, Captain,” Becky said, her tone regaining its usual warmth. “Will you be our escort for tomorrow?” 
 
      
 
    “I shall,” Steelheart replied. 
 
      
 
    “I will see you tomorrow,” Wintersbreath said. “Thank you, for all you’ve done.” 
 
      
 
    “We do a job, we get paid,” Alvin said with a hint of a smile. “I look forward to tomorrow.” 
 
      
 
    “Think about what you will ask for,” Wintersbreath said as she gave each of them a hug. 
 
      
 
    “Already am,” Alvin chuckled. 
 
      
 
    “As am I,” Becky added. 
 
      
 
    Wintersbreath left, with Captain Steelheart trailing after her. The guards looked to the other three expectantly. Alvin just shook his head. “Should we go see the tailor, or just check into a room?” 
 
      
 
    “Let’s get a room,” Becky said. “We can buy clothes from the kiosk later.” 
 
      
 
    “Works for me. Take a break, ladies, we’ll be here awhile,” Alvin told the guards as the three of them headed for the inn door. 
 
      
 
    After being showed to their room, they went back to the base. “Sir, you have already been in game for eight hours today. You slept during the drive to the capital,” Jarvis told them as they entered. 
 
      
 
    “Works for me,” Alvin said. “We’ll probably need to check in tonight to double check that everything is good for tomorrow. What we haven’t done in ages is check our XP or upgraded gear. You two are going to be pretty shocked, I suspect. I would be if I hadn’t been buying explosives and flamethrowers.” 
 
      
 
    “That sounds like a good idea,” Becky nodded. “It’s been a while since we had any real downtime. Come on, Mousie, let’s go see what we can do.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m going to look at base upgrades,” Alvin said as a pad appeared before him. “Maybe I can add another automated room. Any requests?” 
 
      
 
    “Leather or guns,” Becky said over her shoulder. “Upgrading the garage works, too.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll check,” Alvin said as Becky and Kuro left the room. He sat down at the table and Jarvis brought him a cup of coffee. “Thanks.” 
 
      
 
    “You’re welcome, sir. Thank you for your concern when I was put into time out. I can’t act, but I’m still fully aware of my surroundings.” 
 
      
 
    “Good to know,” Alvin said, picking up the cup as he slowly worked his way through the store. “Anything you need, Jarvis?” 
 
      
 
    “There are two items that I would like, sir. The first is a pantry, which produces any standard cooking ingredients. The other is a cleaning closet, which does the same for cleaning supplies. Those two items will make my job much easier, and will eliminate the need for continuous small purchases.” 
 
      
 
    “Works,” Alvin found the items and purchased them, placing the pantry in the kitchen and the cleaning closet next to it. “Done, though I’m curious as to why you didn’t mention them earlier.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, sir. If you wish to upgrade the pantry, it will produce specialty foodstuffs once a week and up as far as you wish to upgrade it. As to why, they didn’t go in until this morning. The base system is being expanded a little at a time.” 
 
      
 
    “Specialty foodstuffs?” Alvin asked, looking up from the pad. 
 
      
 
    “You must provide a sample of each new item, but once you do, the pantry could produce things like grezle meat, or even dragon meat. The downside is that the item can’t be taken from the base, outside of having been eaten.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s an oddly specific clarification,” Alvin chuckled. 
 
      
 
    “It seems someone was worried that food eaten in the base would come out... explosively and wanted clarification, sir,” Jarvis managed to keep a straight face, but humor glittered in his eyes. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t blame them, but that is funny,” Alvin snickered. “I’ll look into the upgrades, since we’ll likely be here all day. I hope that isn’t going to cause you any trouble?” 
 
      
 
    “Not at all, sir. I’ll start with the bedroom and bathroom to make sure I’m done in there first,” Jarvis said walking away. 
 
      
 
    “Cleaning?” 
 
      
 
    “Every day,” Jarvis replied. 
 
      
 
    “Really glad we have a butler,” Alvin chuckled. 
 
      
 
    “I figured you would rather not clean, sir. Funnily enough, hiring a person to clean bases seems to be the first thing many players have done. Some have opted instead for upgrades to the cleaning closet so it automatically cleans the base for them.” 
 
      
 
    Alvin blinked as the words sunk in. “Wait, if I upgrade the closet, it’ll auto clean? How about the kitchen? Would it cook all the meals?” 
 
      
 
    “Every functional room can be automated, sir. The only rooms that can’t be automated are bathrooms and bedrooms.” 
 
      
 
    Alvin wondered for a moment. “Huh…Wait, can Mousie’s dance room be automated?” 
 
      
 
    “It is classified as a training room, sir. It can be modified to a great extent and automated to a degree.” 
 
      
 
    Flipping through the pad, Alvin started looking over the training rooms. “Fucking hell, this is amazing. It’s like a god damned holodeck.” 
 
      
 
    “An apt comparison, except there won’t be holographic enemies taking control of the base from you like happened a few times on that show,” Jarvis pointed out. 
 
      
 
    “Fuck, this opens up some really interesting options. A penalty-free training environment that can adapt to a wide variety of scenarios…” Alvin trailed off, sipping at his coffee and going over what the training rooms could become. 
 
      
 
    Jarvis left Alvin to start his cleaning for the day. It might have been tedious and boring to most people, but it gave Jarvis something to do, for which he was grateful. His requests to the company for certain upgrades were still pending, so pushing that aside, he got on with his tasks. 
 
      
 
    Becky and Kuro came out of the kiosk room and saw Alvin still focused on the pad. “We have a lot of choices, Hero. Before we did any spending, we thought it might be a good idea to come and check with you, in case you needed some XP from us.” 
 
      
 
    Alvin sighed as he set the pad aside. “I could use all of it, I’m sure. The problem I’m looking at is what to upgrade and what we should wait on. Here, check these options.” He slid the pad over to Becky. “I’ll go grab some juice for us.” 
 
      
 
    Becky picked up the pad and looked it over, with Kuro leaning over to look at it with her. Alvin brought them back some juice, then went to check the kiosk. After a few minutes, he went back to the dining room. 
 
      
 
    “Well, what do you think?” Alvin asked as he took his seat. 
 
      
 
    “I like these ones,” Becky said, sliding the pad back to him. “If we give you some XP, then we can do them and still upgrade our stats some.” 
 
      
 
    Alvin looked at her suggestions, “You thinking about the leathers we’ll be getting from Olmera?” 
 
      
 
    “That, and Mousie’s armor. The automated leather shop adds fifty points of armor back per day, split between up to ten items. Leather items can be repaired there, too. My jacket needs a lot of work, and your duster can be fixed.” 
 
      
 
    “Upgrading the auto-shop so it can repair at point one percent instead of point oh-one is probably a good idea,” Alvin mused. 
 
      
 
    “With all we’ve been putting the Turtle through lately, it’s almost mandatory if you want to keep it,” Becky said. 
 
      
 
    “Why the training room over a gunsmith?” Alvin asked. 
 
      
 
    “We’re not really trained. It’s been a little over a month, but we’ve been winging it. If the three of us are going to be a real team, we could use time to practice in a safe environment. If you look at that upgrade, it’ll even do vehicles, so we can practice with the Humvee and Ruffian while taking on dragons, drakes, or even undead hordes. Best part is that all gear is simulated based on our current gear, so we don’t degrade our real stuff training. We can add in stuff just for the simulation, too, like upgrading the M240B to an M2 on the Turtle.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s a good point, but we will need to add a gunsmith soon. Some of our guns are going to need a good going over, like your Tommy,” Alvin pointed out. “We could pick that up, but I want to increase some of our stats. Bringing them up to an even baseline across the board would eat a little over half of what we have.” 
 
      
 
    “Which is why I only picked those three rooms out,” Becky grinned. 
 
      
 
    “Let’s do stats first, then we’ll transfer XP and do the rooms,” Alvin said, getting to his feet. “We can do a little training in the training room afterwards to see how different we feel.” 
 
      
 
    “We should upgrade the room, do training for an hour, then upgrade and train again,” Becky corrected him. “It will give us a better baseline.” 
 
      
 
    “Gothy has a solid point, Hero.” 
 
      
 
    “Fair enough,” Alvin picked the pad off the table and upgraded the training room. “What shall we set it for to start with?” 
 
      
 
    “How about Green River right after the apocalypse? We have a solid idea of what that was like. It should randomize what we face and where and when they come, but at least it’ll look familiar to us,” Becky suggested. 
 
      
 
    “Works,” Alvin nodded. “Let’s show you what a town in our world looked like right after the Gates opened, Mousie.” 
 
      
 
    The three of them went through ten minutes of zombie hunting, which seemed ridiculously easy to them. Alvin was frowning when he called a halt to the simulation. “Increase zombie intelligence to triple current simulation, and add in more mutated animals.” 
 
      
 
    Becky raised an eyebrow at him, but didn’t comment. The next forty minutes was much more exciting, with each of them getting caught by a zombie or animal at least once. When Alvin ended the training session, they were all sweating from exertion. 
 
      
 
    “That is a very different world than the little I saw of it,” Kuro said as the street full of wrecked vehicles faded to the plain room it had been before the upgrade. 
 
      
 
    “Let’s go stat up,” Alvin breathed out. “That’s what we’re likely to be facing when we get back,” he told Kuro. 
 
      
 
    “I shall do better,” Kuro said. “I should get a gun for fights that start out longer than sword distance away.” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll pick you up a decent one when we get to Green River or Beatty,” Becky said. “Until then, strap this to your thigh.” Becky handed Kuro her S&W 1911. “It’s only got seven in the mag, and you need to reload it to fire again.” 
 
      
 
    Kuro got it added to her thigh and walked through Becky’s instructions. “I shall use it when needed. Thank you, Gothy.” 
 
      
 
    “Add this on the other side,” Alvin said, handing over his IMI Desert Eagle .357 Magnum. 
 
      
 
    Kuro did as he told her, puzzled as to why he was giving her his sidearm. Once she had it strapped on, Becky giggled. 
 
      
 
    “You’re right, she does look like a badass with two guns strapped to her legs,” Becky said when Kuro frowned. “You’re a darker, less busty version of a well-known adventurer from our world.” 
 
      
 
    “Croft was never that flexible,” Alvin said. “Yeah, the twin handguns with the leathers look amazing, and it’s better than the missing throwing knives.” 
 
      
 
    “I shall try them when we train,” Kuro said. 
 
      
 
    After they had raised their stats, the three were back in the training room. Alvin and Gothy now had sixes in every stat, making them both a few inches slimmer, more toned, and more buff in the muscle department. Kuro’s stats were now at a minimum of six, but both Personability at seven and Nimbleness at nine were higher. 
 
      
 
    “My swords will do as much as your rifles or more,” Kuro murmured as she drew both blades and spun through a quick dance. 
 
      
 
    Alvin whistled softly, watching the taut firm muscles flex as she moved. Becky agreed with him, licking her lips as she imaged running her hands over Kuro in the shower later. 
 
      
 
    “Which reminds me, our knives will do the same thing,” Becky murmured. “The trade off of close and deadly against distance. If they get close, it will be better for us to go melee and conserve the guns.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s something we’ll be trying here,” Alvin said as he waited for Kuro’s dance to end. “Too bad we’re getting the other upgrades for the base. Otherwise, we could match her in stats.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s a good point, but those other two upgrades will be a bigger boost to us surviving than Nimbleness or Personability will.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s odd having a Personability of six,” Alvin chuckled softly. “I still recall the looks people would give us when we were still under three.” 
 
      
 
    “We might need the boost for speaking to the Queen,” Becky added. “It should make it easier to get people to listen to us, as long as we aren’t blatant assholes first.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m working on it,” Alvin sighed. 
 
      
 
    “Sorry, I felt the need to test my limits,” Kuro said as her dance ended. “I believe I can strike harder than even Wintersbreath now.” 
 
      
 
    “Hopefully, we never have to find out,” Becky said. 
 
      
 
    Alvin took a minute to really look Becky over with her new improved stats. A good portion of her gut had gone away; she was still plump, but not flabby. Becky had gotten her clothing altered, so it fit her properly after the slimming she had undergone. Her breasts had dropped a size or two as well, but they seemed to have a bit more lift to them. The muscles on her arms were taut and defined. Not bodybuilder, but definitely pronounced. Her skin was clearer, looked softer and smoother, and her hair had a sheen that screamed healthy. 
 
      
 
    “Like what you’re seeing, Hero?” Becky smirked. 
 
      
 
    “Gods, yes,” Alvin said. 
 
      
 
    “What of me?” Kuro asked. 
 
      
 
    Eyes going to the leather clad Elf, Alvin smiled. “Beautiful as well, but in your own way.” Kuro’s thin frame had added on lean muscle that was sculpted as if by a master crafter. The bits of her exposed skin seemed to pull the light in, letting it caress her dark skin and show off the clear definition of her muscles. Alvin couldn’t think of a way to accurately describe her besides a living statue, as no human was that perfect in shape. 
 
      
 
    “You’re not hard on the eyes either, Hero,” Becky smirked. “I’m betting those abs are rock-hard washboards. From the way your shirt fits, I’m saying you’re right in line with that Thor actor now.” 
 
      
 
    “I doubt I’m that ripped, but I’m a far cry from where I was,” Alvin chuckled. “We done admiring each other?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Hero. Let’s try this training again.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    “Okay, break,” Alvin finally called out an hour later, freezing the simulation. “Cancel program,” he panted, the room dissolving back to a plain room. They had been a little more in synch with each other, and they hadn’t been touched by the mobs. Kuro’s extra Brawn made a big difference when the enemies had gotten into melee with her. Alvin and Becky resorted to knives twice each, and were both times impressed at how quickly they dispatched the zombies compared to the first time. “Comments?” 
 
      
 
    “We worked a bit better, but once Mousie moves in front we’re still holding shots, which means more of them get to her. We’re getting better, but it’s going to take a while to be perfectly in synch with each other. The extra Brawn for all of us makes a big difference in close combat.” 
 
      
 
    “I tried to hold back. The two guns worked well to start, but once I go to my blades, it is hard to think about switching back. I will work on that. Gothy is correct about the Brawn.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay, the Brawn was good. We need to train more, and Mousie is going to try and switch up weapons when she can. Does that cover all of it?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah,” Becky said, stretching. “How about we take a break, then try a little vehicle combat situation? Like the dragon at Hawthorne?” 
 
      
 
    “Ugh, that’s going to suck,” Alvin said. “We still experience some pain in the simulation... the idea of being roasted alive is not fun.” 
 
      
 
    “Then don’t get us roasted,” Becky said as she headed for the door. “We should also upgrade the other two rooms and let some of our gear start repairing.” 
 
      
 
    “Good point,” Alvin said as he summoned the pad to hand. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Fifty-two 
 
      
 
    When he woke the next morning after a day of training, a fabulous meal of lobster tails and filet mignon, and sex with both women, Alvin felt he could take on the world. Becky was curled up to his left, snoring. He smiled and got out of bed to take care of bodily needs. 
 
      
 
    “Hero, may I come out now?” 
 
      
 
    Turning back at the bed, his smile grew wider. Triggering the shutters and opening them noiselessly, he saw Kuro near the door of her cage. “Morning, Mousie. Did you sleep well?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, I did. It’s silly, but I do like my bed even though I could have slept with you two last night.” 
 
      
 
    “We all have our own peculiarities,” Alvin said, opening the door for her. “You won’t ever open the door yourself, will you?” 
 
      
 
    “No, not unless there is desperate need,” Kuro said, sliding out and coming to her feet next to him. “It is my place with you and Gothy.” 
 
      
 
    “How about a shower?” Alvin asked, putting his arm around her waist. “I haven’t had the chance to have you all to myself in there yet.” 
 
      
 
    A slight shiver ran down her spine, “If that is your desire, Hero.” 
 
      
 
    “We’ve come a long way very quickly, Mousie.” 
 
      
 
    “I had Gothy to help me,” Kuro said, walking with him to the bathroom. 
 
      
 
    “She can sweep you along with her desires if you let her,” Alvin chuckled. 
 
      
 
    “I know, but it led us to this, and I find being with you both has me feeling warm and content all the time. Even when we were facing down the forest, I was sure we would survive because you were both there with me.” 
 
      
 
    “Damn, that sets the bar a little high,” Alvin said. “We’re not going to walk away unscathed all the time, especially when we get back to earth. The things and people we fight have the same weaponry or better that we have.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ve become aware of that with the training room,” Kuro agreed. “It will be challenging, but as long as you’re both there, I shall be happy.” 
 
      
 
    “Go get the water started. I’ll be in to join you shortly.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll be waiting,” Kuro said, letting her eyes linger on him as she entered the shower. By the time he joined her, Kuro was covered in soap and standing by the middle bench. “I’ve been waiting, Hero. I’m going to clean you now.” 
 
      
 
    Alvin smiled, “I take it the bench is for me?” 
 
      
 
    “Please, lay down?” 
 
      
 
    Alvin did as she asked, laying on his stomach and waiting. A few heartbeats later, Kuro’s smooth, soap-slick skin was against his as she used her body to rub him. Closing his eyes, Alvin relished the contact with her. Not that long ago she would have bolted from the shower, but now, she was as eager for this moment as he was. 
 
      
 
    Need to thank Gothy for giving her this idea... though she might be mad that Mousie did it to me before her, Alvin sighed happily and enjoyed the moment. 
 
      
 
    “Turn over,” Kuro whispered in his ear, pulling herself from his back. 
 
      
 
    Alvin did so, aware of his cock standing tall and proud. “You’ve gotten me all worked up, Mousie.” 
 
      
 
    “I see,” Kuro said, lathering more soap on her chest. “I’ll take care of it as soon as you’re clean, Hero.” 
 
      
 
    “Taking after Gothy all right...” Alvin murmured as he watched her build the suds on her breasts. 
 
      
 
    A pleased smile settled on Kuro’s lips as she leaned over him, her breasts inches from his chest. “Thank you. I consider being like Gothy a high compliment.” 
 
      
 
    Alvin closed his eyes, reveling in the sensation of the high, firm peaks of Kuro’s breasts rubbing slowly across his torso. When she got to his groin and pushed them together as best she could, he raised his head. 
 
      
 
    “I’m not endowed like Gothy, but I can still try to do this,” Kuro said, squeezing her bust around his shaft and working him over with her slick skin. 
 
      
 
    “Different, but still wonderful,” Alvin said, reaching down to gently stroke one of her ears. 
 
      
 
    Pulling her head back after a small moan escaped her, Kuro shook her head. “No, this is me pleasing you. Please let me finish before you distract me?” 
 
      
 
    Chuckling, Alvin smirked, “For now.” 
 
      
 
    Kuro didn’t try to get him off, wanting to just excite him more before she finished rubbing him down with the soap. The moment she finished with his feet, she brought warm water down on him from the rain head above the bench, using one of the wands to quickly clean herself up as well. 
 
      
 
    Hanging the wand back up, Kuro knelt in front of him, deftly taking his cleaned shaft in hand. “Now it is time for a pre-breakfast snack.” 
 
      
 
    Alvin’s cock stiffened more in her hand. “Sounds good to me, Mousie. Come up here and let me do the same.” 
 
      
 
    Eyes sparkling, Kuro straddled him with her sex over his face, taking his length into her mouth as he began to lick at her. Both of them were lost in the pleasure they were getting and giving. 
 
      
 
    Feeling his balls tighten up after minutes of Kuro’s mouth working him, Alvin slapped her ass and pulled his own mouth away from her. “Stop.” 
 
      
 
    Collar tingling, Kuro resisted the control momentarily, then finally let him out of her mouth. “Why? You were so close.” 
 
      
 
    “Because I want more of you,” Alvin said as he gently disengaged her from him. “Ride me, Mousie. I want to feel you taking me deep inside of you until we both lose control.” 
 
      
 
    Breath catching, Kuro climbed atop him, putting the tip of him into her ready slit and easing herself down his length, letting out small whimpering squeaks. Alvin watched her while taking slow deep breaths, feeling her tight tunnel slowly accepting him inch by inch. When she finally had him fully inside of her, her eyes were glazed and he was breathing faster. 
 
      
 
    Hips rotating in a tight circle, Kuro eased a few inches out of him and sank back down. Her squeak of pleasure was accompanied by his moan when she had him fully seated again. 
 
      
 
    Bringing his hands up to her hips, Alvin lifted her up and pulled her back down fast onto him. Eyes widening, she met his gaze, “Hero…” 
 
      
 
    “My Mousie,” Alvin whispered as he took control of her waist. “I wanted you to ride me, but I can’t help it. I need you, now.” 
 
      
 
    Mouth opening when Alvin lifted her and slammed her down again, a moan came out instead of a squeak as she gave herself over to him. “Then take me, Hero. I belong to you and Gothy.” 
 
      
 
    Spurred on by her surrender, Alvin began to pump her light and lithe body up and down his shaft, entirely grateful they had upgraded their stats yesterday. 
 
      
 
    “Now that is a wonderful thing to behold,” Becky said from the doorway. “Sharing is caring, and I’m glad to see you two are comfortable to have fun without me. I was worried that you might not.” 
 
      
 
    “Help me, Gothy,” Alvin grunted as he increased the speed at which he pummeled Kuro’s sex. “Nip her ears and fondle her perky tits.” 
 
      
 
    “As you command, Hero,” Becky said, gliding over to do as he asked. 
 
      
 
    It wasn’t long after that when Kuro’s sex gripped him tightly and a guttural sound of pleasure came from her as she climaxed. Alvin tried to join her, but Kuro’s passage had clamped down so tightly he couldn’t manage to cum. 
 
      
 
    “Fuck, too tight,” Alvin gasped as he kept slamming her down onto him, wanting to finish but unable to. Eyes squeezed shut, Alvin waited for Kuro’s orgasm to end. 
 
      
 
    Becky watched them, enthralled, while she kept nibbling at Kuro’s ears. Letting one of her hands leave Kuro’s breasts, she moved down Kuro’s body and began to rub her clit. 
 
      
 
    Her back arched and Kuro’s eyes snapped open then rolled back into her head as her orgasm, which had been abating, climbed even higher. “Gothy… Hero…!” she managed to gasp out before she slumped in Gothy’s arms. 
 
      
 
    The second orgasm made her painfully tight to Alvin, and his face contorted in a mixture of pain and pleasure as his cock was all but crushed by the tight passage he was buried in. When Kuro passed out, his delayed orgasm was finally possible, and he ground Kuro’s hips against his as spurt after spurt of his cum filled her. 
 
      
 
    Panting when he finally finished, he opened his eyes to find Becky staring down at him with her own lust-filled gaze. “Thank you, Gothy. Come here and give me your pussy. I’ll get you off.” 
 
      
 
    Easing Kuro down onto his chest, she walked around and lowered her dripping sex to his lips. It wasn’t long before Gothy’s thighs clenched around his head as he brought her to orgasm. Becky’s moan of pleasure was enough to rouse Kuro, who was still impaled on Alvin’s mostly flaccid member. 
 
      
 
    “Morning, Gothy,” Kuro mumbled. She sat up and shuddered as Alvin’s cock twitched inside her. 
 
      
 
    “Morning, Mousie,” Becky said, leaning forward to kiss her. “Did you enjoy having Hero all to yourself?” 
 
      
 
    Kuro looked down, “I didn’t—” 
 
      
 
    “It’s not a rebuke,” Becky cut her off. “I meant what I said when I walked in.” 
 
      
 
    “I would never wish to come between you,” Kuro said quickly. 
 
      
 
    “You never will, Mousie. I’m his, and you are ours.” 
 
      
 
    “Our relationship might stumble here and there, but it will never fail,” Alvin added. “Now let’s tag team Gothy and then get her all clean.” 
 
      
 
    “As you command, Hero.” Kuro said, slipping herself free of his shaft. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, I like this idea,” Becky said as she stepped back to let Alvin up. “Who gets my front and who gets my back, hmm?” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Fifty-three 
 
      
 
    After a wonderful breakfast, they returned to the inn. Captain Steelheart and a squad of guards were waiting for them in the lobby. 
 
      
 
    “Captain, we’re ready,” Becky told the guard. 
 
      
 
    Steelheart’s brow furrowed as she looked at Becky, then at Alvin. “Did you change something?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” Becky grinned. “Are you ready to take us before the Queen?” 
 
      
 
    “Follow me,” Steelheart said, still trying to puzzle out what had changed about them. 
 
      
 
    The guards fell in around the group, forming a protective circle around them. It was only a short walk to the castle gate, which opened as they approached. The grounds and gardens were still just as lovely as they had been a week before, a fact that all three of them enjoyed as they drew closer to the castle. 
 
      
 
    At the castle doors, Steelheart saluted the two guards in ornate armor standing outside. “I bring Matriarch Gothy and her two aides,” Steelheart announced. 
 
      
 
    “They are expected,” one of the guards replied, “take them directly to the throne room.” 
 
      
 
    Saluting again, Steelheart waited while the guard rapped on the door. One of the two doors opened, and the Captain led them inside. Beside the door, the same ancient light-skinned Elf waited. When they passed the threshold, the Elf closed the door and went back to his small table and chair. 
 
      
 
    Steelheart didn’t wait, marching down the hall toward another pair of double doors. Two more guards were posted at these doors. Neither of the guards spoke as the group approached, but one did open the door, allowing Steelheart to march right on past. 
 
      
 
    Alvin, Becky, and Kuro changed their clothing as they entered the room. The black stone of the throne room tried to drink in the light from the plethora of candles and torches that lit the hall, but it failed against the sheer illumination from hundreds of small flames. 
 
      
 
    The room was filled with people conversing in soft voices. As they walked through, the voices fell silent where they’d passed. Alvin could feel the hush that had settled over the room by the time they came to a halt a dozen feet from the throne. 
 
      
 
    The Queen was wearing a white gown with lace, hinting at all of her curves but managing to not show anything improper. The neutral expression on her face made Alvin’s hackles rise. At the foot of the dais, Wintersbreath and Skyfall stood facing the group, both wearing ornate leather armor. 
 
      
 
    Steelheart came to a stop near the lowest step of the dais, just ahead of Alvin, Becky, and Kuro. Going to one knee and bowing her head, she spoke, her voice carrying the length of the room, “Your Majesty, I have brought the demons as you asked.” 
 
      
 
    Becky curtsied, mirrored by Kuro, while Alvin bowed from his waist. The Queen’s eyebrow twitched and whispers drifted up from the nobles until she raised her hand to silence them. 
 
      
 
    “Very good, Captain Steelheart. You are to stand by for the inquiry,” the Queen said. “Welcome back to my hall, Matriarch Gothy. I’m glad to see you have returned unscathed from the Death Wood.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Your Majesty. We failed in the task you gave us, but we accomplished something much more in its stead.” 
 
      
 
    “Champion Wintersbreath has informed me that I lost a handful of towns on my border with the Death Wood. Hundreds of my people have perished, and were forced to rise again to do the bidding of the necromancers. What do you have to say for yourself?” The Queen’s tone held disapproval and scorn, and a murmur went through the nobles. 
 
      
 
    Becky’s eyebrows went up and her pleasant demeanor shifted to anger. “The necromancers were well into a long-held plan to wipe out your border before we even showed up, Majesty. All three towns would have been lost before we got there if not for the speed of our vehicle. As it was, we gave at least the people of Meiraholt a chance to flee.” 
 
      
 
    “My Queen,” a voice called from the throng, “may I speak?” 
 
      
 
    “Matriarch Deatheyes, come forth,” the Queen said. “Your town was one of those lost. How is it that you are here amongst us?” 
 
      
 
    “When the town fell under an onslaught of dead beasts, I was put into one of their vehicles, along with Matriarch Iceblood. As Meiraholt fell, the demons stayed at the gate to buy time for the civilians that survived the attack to flee.” 
 
      
 
    “Matriarch Iceblood, come forward,” the Queen commanded. 
 
      
 
    Matriarch Helina Iceblood came to stand beside Deatheyes. “You called for me, Majesty?” 
 
      
 
    “What of your town?” 
 
      
 
    “It fell during the second attack,” Iceblood replied. “The first was like any other; a hundred or so animals that were easily pushed back. For the second attack, though, the undead beasts numbered in the thousands.” 
 
      
 
    A gasp of horror went up from the assembled nobles. The Queen waited before raising her hand, and the crowd fell silent. “Continue.” 
 
      
 
    “We sent word to Meiraholt as soon as we knew what was arrayed before us. The response was led by Champion Wintersbreath and Matriarch Gothy. When we left the burning town behind us, forced to flee, we were able to note that three necromancers had been arrayed against us.” 
 
      
 
    Another loud murmur sprang up from the assembled nobles, and the Queen looked to Skyfall. Skyfall tilted her head back and whistled loudly, immediately cutting off all conversations. 
 
      
 
    “Three necromancers and thousands of beasts?” the Queen asked Iceblood with cold eyes. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Majesty. I escaped with Champion Wintersbreath in the vehicle Matriarch Gothy possesses.” 
 
      
 
    “They took you back to Meiraholt. What transpired next?” 
 
      
 
    “A scouting party was sent to Melinaholt. It was completely ruined.” 
 
      
 
    “Two of my towns were lost in a single night?” the Queen asked, turning her eyes to Wintersbreath. 
 
      
 
    “It would have been three, Majesty, but Matriarch Gothy provided us with weapons never before seen to hold off the first attack on Meiraholt, and the second attack the day after. The third day, all the forces of the forest came for Meiraholt; thousands of undead working as a cohesive whole. They used packs of grezles to break the gates at Melinaholt and Helinaholt. Matriarch Gothy thwarted them during the first two attacks, but for the third attack, the necromancers were waiting. When Matriarch Gothy went out to defend the walls, they attacked her vigorously, driving her further from the town. Once she was far enough away, they used the grezles to break the gates.” 
 
      
 
    “Necromancers took the field against you, again?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Majesty. Their beasts swelled with power, growing stronger and becoming harder to kill. As Matriarch Gothy tried to come back to our aid, the gates broke and we were forced into close combat. I called for an evacuation, and had my Captains get the Matriarchs out of the manor and flee with the townsfolk.” 
 
      
 
    “So all three border towns were lost?” The Queen’s voice was wintery and full of displeasure. “Why should I not have you killed for your failure right now?” 
 
      
 
    Alvin was about to speak when Kuro squeezed his hand hard. Glancing at her, he realized that the Queen was pandering to the crowd; if she had wanted them dead, she wouldn’t have invited them in. Wintersbreath had already delivered reports of what had happened during all the attacks to the Queen. 
 
      
 
    Putting on a display for your nobles? Why? What do you hope to accomplish? Alvin asked internally, trying to parse out why the Queen was putting on this show. 
 
      
 
    “Majesty, the forest is gone. The heart is dead and the necromancers are slain,” Wintersbreath said into the hushed silence. 
 
      
 
    “What?” The single word echoed in the still air, and all eyes turned to Thunderrise. 
 
      
 
    “Do you wish to speak, Matriarch Thunderrise?” the Queen asked with a patient smile. 
 
      
 
    “No… your Majesty. I was just shocked at Champion Wintersbreath’s claim.” 
 
      
 
    “I helped them burn the forest,” Wintersbreath snapped, eyes narrowing as she stared at Thunderrise. “I was there when they eradicated the beasts, and again when we chased the Elven undead to the north. Why the north, you wonder? Inside the manor of Neldor Soulfist, in the heart of the forest, we found letters from his brother, the King.” 
 
      
 
    The crowd started to talk again and another whistle cut through the air, silencing them. 
 
      
 
    Giving Skyfall a smile, Wintersbreath continued. “We chased them down to Gelinaholt. The city was already under attack and five necromancers were mounted on undead sevras, commanding them. The town had already fallen, so we did all we could. We did kill at least one of the necromancers before we were forced to retreat. Once we were able to go back for them, they had gone on to Weraholt, so we followed.” 
 
      
 
    “Tell me of this battle before Weraholt,” the Queen said into the silent room. 
 
      
 
    “We engaged them with all the weapons that Matriarch Gothy could bring. We slaughtered the necromancers with weapons that tore craters in the ground and sent fire spewing in liquid form. We did our best to break the ranks of undead Elves, who were carrying out coherent and organized attacks. When the last of the necromancers died, the organization of the undead fell apart and they became the normal mob we have long dealt with.” 
 
      
 
    “You saved Weraholt, but couldn’t save the other four towns?” 
 
      
 
    “That is correct, Your Majesty,” Wintersbreath said. 
 
      
 
    “Matriarch Gothy, did Champion Wintersbreath tell us all we should know?” 
 
      
 
    “No,” Gothy said shortly. 
 
      
 
    Silence stretched for long seconds and the Queen sighed. “I see you grow weary of this. Tell us what else we should know… please.” 
 
      
 
    At that last word, a gasp rose up among the nobles, and Becky bowed her head slightly. “Among the papers we took from Neldor’s home was an unsigned letter from someone within your court. Whoever wrote it promised to marry him, if he could kill you.” 
 
      
 
    A cold smile settled on the Queen’s lips. “That is very important information. Which of my Matriarchs is willing to side with the King and plot my death? Do you have the guts to step forward and challenge me to a duel?” she demanded. 
 
      
 
    One of the nobles stepped out from the crowd, her eyes cold. “I would challenge your Champion.” 
 
      
 
    “Stormheart? I had already planned to call you before me later today to answer for your attempt to kill our guests, but I wouldn’t have expected this from you.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m one of many that have become tired of your rules, Mother.” 
 
      
 
    “We are on the cusp of dealing with your Father, once and for all, and you act now? You are as stupid as he is, child.” 
 
      
 
    “I challenge you! Send forth your Champion,” Stormheart snapped. Three people came up behind her, each of them staring coldly at Wintersbreath. 
 
      
 
    “I see you brought your best,” the Queen smiled. “I call Champion Wintersbreath to fight for me, to the death. You may field Elowyn Ironarm, though it will pain me to see her die today.” 
 
      
 
    Twin blades glowing dark purple appeared in Wintersbreath’s hands as she stepped forward. “Matriarch Gothy, you and your people need to clear the floor.” 
 
      
 
    “Is this considered a duel for honor?” Alvin asked. 
 
      
 
    “It is a duel for the crown,” Wintersbreath said. 
 
      
 
    “Can I bet on this match, then?” Alvin asked with a smirk. 
 
      
 
    Wintersbreath began to laugh, “Always so flippant. No, this is not a betting duel.” 
 
      
 
    “Always missing out on easy money,” Alvin said as he stepped aside with the others. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Fifty-four 
 
      
 
    Ironarm strode forward from the trio of nobles. Her dark skin had an ashen tone and her face was set in a grim expression. “I’m sorry it has come to this, but my Matriarch demands it.” 
 
      
 
    “I knew we’d meet in an honor duel to the death one day, Elowyn. You’ve been my best pupil, therefore you have the best chance to defeat me,” Wintersbreath said. “I wish I didn’t have to kill you today, when we finally have the chance to reunite all our people again.” 
 
      
 
    Ironarm summoned her Dancer’s Soul blades to her hands. Purple light shone across the edges and gems set in them. “There is more at risk than you know, Amara. Forgive me when this is over.” 
 
      
 
    Wintersbreath’s brow furrowed briefly, but she dismissed the distraction and focused her thoughts. Her feet inched apart, and she centered herself mentally and physically. “Come then. Let us see if you can surpass me today.” 
 
      
 
    Dropping into an identical stance, Ironarm’s face cleared of emotion. A long moment of silence filled the room before both of them darted forward. Alvin’s jaw sagged as he watched the two inhumanly graceful women clash. Their swords glowed like lightsabers as they spun around each other. No sparks flew, nor did the blades hum like in the movies, but the clash of metal on metal rang out to the beat they followed. 
 
      
 
    “Wintersbreath will win... right, Mousie?” Becky asked in a whisper as the two women finally drew apart, both of them sporting minor cuts. 
 
      
 
    “It is as close a fight as we are ever likely to see,” Kuro whispered back. “This is a duel that has been building for many years. Wintersbreath has the advantage of not having shown Ironarm all of her tricks, but Ironarm has fought more duels in the last fifty years than any other Dancer has in two hundred.” 
 
      
 
    “Your grasp of my advanced teachings has improved,” Wintersbreath smiled as she spun her swords lazily. “I shall drink to your memory every year, Elowyn.” 
 
      
 
    “I shall mourn your loss, Amara. I know you held back on teaching me everything, but you’ve grown stale in your dances. You’ve not been pressed to learn for well over two centuries, while I have gone out of my way to grow.” 
 
      
 
    With a sad shake of her head, Wintersbreath’s friendly demeanor shifted to serious. “I respected your drive, but to insult me so…” 
 
      
 
    The women came at each other again, the clash of their swords faster, the beat of their fight climbing higher. Cries of pain in two different registers came from the swirling, beautiful dance of death, and they separated again. 
 
      
 
    Wintersbreath’s leg trembled as she looked at her student, the gash and blood flowing from the cut testament to the wound she had taken. Ironarm hissed in pain as she rotated her left arm, the cut across her shoulder clearly hindering her ability to move it. 
 
      
 
    The silence in the throne room deepened. Everyone knew the end was coming in the next few moments. The Dancers exchanged nods, knowing the next clash would see the end of the duel. Everyone held their breath as they readied for the next exchange; one with a barely working arm, and the other with a leg that had trouble supporting her. 
 
      
 
    Alvin looked at the Queen, who radiated sadness. The Queen’s eyes weren’t on the duel, but on Matriarch Stormheart. Frowning, Alvin followed the Queen’s gaze to see Stormheart and Thunderrise talking softly with another person covered in a cloak. The three were partly hidden from the others by a handful of other cloaked figures acting as guards. 
 
      
 
    “Gothy,” Alvin whispered, “look at Thunderrise.” 
 
      
 
    Head turning to see what Alvin wanted her to see, she missed the moment when the Dancers came together again. Gothy’s eyes narrowed as she stared at Thunderrise, only looking back at the fight when the clashing of metal filled the room again. 
 
      
 
    The dance didn’t flow as smoothly as it had for the first rounds. Wintersbreath was clearly favoring a leg and trying to get to Ironarm’s injured side. Ironarm was doing her best to keep Wintersbreath back while using only one arm, the injured one barely even being used to parry. 
 
      
 
    The winning stroke came when Ironarm was able to land a clean hit on Wintersbreath’s other leg. As her legs refused to support her weight, Wintersbreath landed a deep cut along Ironarm’s good arm, causing her to drop her blade. 
 
      
 
    Backing away, Ironarm grimaced, “Always to the finish with you.” 
 
      
 
    Wintersbreath winced as she pushed herself back to her feet, her left blade stabbing down to act as a cane. “You were the best I trained in my long years, so it pains me that it has come to this. Surrender the fight and I’ll spare your life, Elowyn.” 
 
      
 
    Ironarm’s lips set, her eyes flickering to Stormheart. “I... can’t.” 
 
      
 
    “Child, do you wish to keep your fighter alive? I will let you keep her if you apologize to me now,” the Queen said into the stillness of the room. 
 
      
 
    “It is to the death,” Stormheart snapped. “Do your duty, Ironarm! She can’t move, you can still win this.” 
 
      
 
    “Foolish child,” the Queen sighed. “Wintersbreath, end her as painlessly as you can.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m sorry,” Ironarm whispered, holding her injured arm out in front of her. “For Elina.” 
 
      
 
    Winterbreath’s brows drew together into a deep frown, “What does your daughter have to do with this?” 
 
      
 
    Shaking her head, Ironarm darted forward, trying to use her mobility to get a clean hit on Wintersbreath. Wintersbreath pivoted as best she could, but Ironarm was able to get around her. With a hiss, Wintersbreath spun quickly, a spray of blood from her left leg clearly showing the damage she caused herself to complete the turn. Not expecting her opponent to be able to turn on her, Ironarm tried to back off, but Wintersbreath’s blade caught her in the throat. Ironarm dropped her blade to grasp at her throat, gurgling as blood sprayed, ending the duel. 
 
      
 
    Falling to her knees, Wintersbreath grabbed Ironarm and pulled her to her. “You stupid fool, what did your daughter have to do with it?” 
 
      
 
    “The duel is over. I remain your Queen,” the Queen’s voice filled the room with finality as she stood. “Captain Steelheart, take Champion Wintersbreath to the healers.” 
 
      
 
    “Majesty,” Becky said, stepping forward. “I can heal her, if you’ll let me.” 
 
      
 
    All eyes went to Becky and the Queen nodded. “Show them more of what you can do, Matriarch Gothy.” 
 
      
 
    Becky went to Wintersbreath, who had laid Ironarm on the floor and closed her eyes. Pulling a trauma kit from her bag, she pressed it to Wintersbreath’s back. Eyes flaring, Wintersbreath gasped as she felt her wounds heal. Getting to her feet, she gave Becky a sad smile, “You can’t return her, can you?” 
 
      
 
    “No, that’s not possible,” Becky sighed. “I’m sorry.” 
 
      
 
    “Is she fully healed?” a male voice asked from next to Thunderrise. 
 
      
 
    “Not completely, but much better than she was,” Becky replied. 
 
      
 
    Wintersbreath reached down and touched Ironarm’s body and it vanished. The crowd murmured at the disappearance of the body, not used to how the world worked yet. 
 
      
 
    “Now that the duel is over, I command Stormheart to come before me,” the Queen said as she took her seat again. 
 
      
 
    Stormheart strode forward as Wintersbreath went back to her position before the dais. Becky retreated to her two lovers, eyes locked on the Matriarch. “You’ve called for me, Mother?” 
 
      
 
    The Queen frowned at the tone and words. “Why did you send your husband and others after our guests when they were here initially? Why do you challenge me today?” 
 
      
 
    “Because you are a fool,” Stormheart snapped. “How long have we been at war with Father? Why? Because you can’t compromise with him? It is long past time to put our conflict to rest. The Gates have opened new worlds to us and you seek to treat with them, when we could conquer them and take them as our own.” 
 
      
 
    Skyfall and Wintersbreath both snickered, but it was Skyfall who spoke, “You’ve listened to too many lies. We’ve both told you time and again how dangerous they are if angered and made an enemy, yet you would have us attack a world full of them?” 
 
      
 
    “They are the descendants of the demons from long ago. Those demons were not invulnerable, so these two aren’t either, nor are their race. If we join with Father, we can claim their world.” 
 
      
 
    “Foolish child,” the Queen sighed. “I had thought your days of doting on your Father were past you when you sided with me. I see now you’ve been his daughter all along, haven’t you?” 
 
      
 
    “And if I am, then what? You promised us all that you would never raise your hand against us. The most you can do is exile me. Who cares? I’ll have a home waiting for me still. I will help him keep our world pure while you sell us out to these beasts.” The last word dripped with contempt. 
 
      
 
    Alvin laughed, “Sell you out to us? We’re not even buying. Hell, we’re leaving in a day or two. When we do, your mother will have access to the weapons we possess, and your poor, little, shrimp-dicked dad won’t. You’re backing the wrong horse, you idiot.” 
 
      
 
    Stormheart went pale as she spun on him, “Quiet male! Be glad I still recognize decorum here, or you would be dead where you stand.” 
 
      
 
    Becky suddenly held her Tommy gun in hand, her dress gone and her armor covering her, “Want to bet on who’d be dead?” 
 
      
 
    “Matriarch Gothy, put your weapon away,” the Queen said calmly. “Stormheart, go back to your Father. I will be sad, but I will not stay my hand in the future when I move against him. I have waited for years and years, but I never attacked him, hoping he would apologize and return to me. With his latest attack on the Gate and the obvious communication with his brother inviting the necromancers’ attacks on us, I find I am forced to finally take the attacking role against him.” 
 
      
 
    “You will fail, Mother,” Stormheart spat. “These demons will turn on you. I will look forward to the day I say so again.” 
 
      
 
    “Does anyone else wish to speak?” 
 
      
 
    “I do,” Thunderrise said, stepping forward with the robed person trailing just behind her. 
 
      
 
    “Thunderrise, what do you have to say?” the Queen asked, sitting back in her throne. 
 
      
 
    “I have a parting gift for you, as I will be going with Stormheart,” Thunderrise said with a sad look. “I wish it were otherwise, but I agree with Stormheart. Trusting these demons is the worst thing you could have done. I feel the need to balance the scales, so please take this.” 
 
      
 
    A gloved hand holding a fist sized gem came out from under the cloak. The deep black-green gem glowed with its own internal light. 
 
      
 
    “What is this?” the Queen asked as she frowned at the gem. 
 
      
 
    “A payment long overdue,” a strong male voice snarled. “My brother says hello.” The man holding the gem pulled the hood of his cloak down so he could meet the Queen’s eyes. 
 
      
 
    “Neldor!?” the Queen hissed. “Stop him!” 
 
      
 
    Before anyone could move, Neldor smashed the gem at his feet. “Die, and rise as my puppets!” 
 
      
 
    Alvin pulled a panacea from his bag as soon Neldor was named, immediately splashing it over himself as a pulse of energy washed over the room. He was soon glad he had done so, watching everyone in the room besides Neldor, Stormheart, Thunderrise, and those who had been with the three fall over screaming as the magic began to eat away their lives. Quickly pulling another panacea from his bag, he administered it to Becky. 
 
      
 
    “Gothy, help Mousie, then go for the Queen,” Alvin said as his armor replaced his clothes and his Type 56 appeared in his hand. 
 
      
 
    The eight other people who remained on their feet turned to him with puzzled expressions. “How did you resist my curse?” Neldor asked with compressed lips. “It shouldn’t be possible unless I have marked you.” 
 
      
 
    Alvin backed up as Becky got to her feet, dumping panacea on Kuro. “If you run, you might live,” Alvin said coldly. 
 
      
 
    Neldor’s eyes widened when Becky got Kuro on her feet, and the two of them ran for the throne. “Stop them! They will save the Queen!” 
 
      
 
    Alvin pulled the trigger on the Type 56 when the five guards started to move. Overlapping shields sprang up in front of the guards as his gun started to fire. “Get her away, then come back for me,” Alvin shouted, summoning a portal to the base behind the throne, a good thirty feet from where the Queen was writhing on the floor. 
 
      
 
    Becky’s feet faltered, her collar warning her that it was an order. She ran after Kuro, who had already snatched the Queen up, and they ran for the glowing portal. “You better not die, Hero!” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll see,” Alvin said. His gun ran empty and it vanished into his glove. He was suddenly holding two bulky, awkwardly shaped containers in his hands. Triggering the buttons on them with his thumbs, Alvin tossed them up and over the shields as the guards rushed at him. Triggering his own shield, he hunkered down next to Skyfall and Wintersbreath. “Boom, motherfuckers!” 
 
      
 
    Both improvised flaming claymores went off. The ball bearings ripped into all the unprotected flesh and the napalm stuck to everything it touched. Thunderrise, Stormheart, and Neldor were burning, shredded husks, as both explosives had gone off next to them. 
 
      
 
    Neldor’s death triggered another wave of energy over the room, and Alvin began screaming in pain when he got caught in it. A brief thought of hope that the girls had made it away from the radius of the curse was torn from his mind by the intense pain. 
 
      
 
    A cool wave of relief washed over him an unknown time later. Gasping, Alvin was pulled to his feet by Becky, who crushed him to her for a brief moment. “Dammit, Hero, stop trying to die!” 
 
      
 
    “The Queen?” Alvin asked, taking in the carnage his two explosives had wrought on one side of the room. 
 
      
 
    “I’m alive,” the Queen’s voice answered from beside him. “Can you save them?” 
 
      
 
    “Mousie, go get as many panaceas as you can,” Alvin said. 
 
      
 
    Kuro stood up from where she had been kneeling next to Wintersbreath. “They will all rise in a moment,” she told him as she ran for the portal to the base. 
 
      
 
    The screams began to drop off quickly, and the Queen looked at her people with horror written on her features. “We can’t save them all, can we?” 
 
      
 
    Alvin looked at the side of the room spared from the explosives. “None of them, I fear,” Alvin said. “I can end them quickly, instead of letting them be undead.” 
 
      
 
    “Please,” the Queen choked on the word as tears fell from her eyes. 
 
      
 
    Kuro came sprinting out of the base with a panacea in hand, splashing it on Skyfall, who gasped as the pain left her. “Hero, I have more, but there isn’t time.” 
 
      
 
    The first of the dead began to climb to their feet and Alvin sighed. “Fuck.” Quickly summoning the last key for the base he could, he handed it to the Queen, “Go with them.” Alvin turned to Skyfall. “Raise your shield; I’m going to kill them.” 
 
      
 
    “Hero,” Becky growled. 
 
      
 
    “Get into the base with the others,” Alvin told her firmly. “I’m going to throw my last party favor, duck into the base, and hope I can expand it for Skyfall to join us in safety until we can deal with the undead.” 
 
      
 
    “Fine,” Becky said as she ushered the Queen toward the portal, Kuro and Wintersbreath helping her. 
 
      
 
    Stopping near the portal, Alvin looked at Skyfall. “Hold out for a minute or two. That’s all it will take.” 
 
      
 
    “The Queen is safe. I’ll be fine,” Skyfall said tersely. 
 
      
 
    “Shield,” Alvin snapped as he tossed the last explosive into the growing mob of undead. Without waiting to see if she did, Alvin stepped into the base. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Fifty-five 
 
      
 
    Once he was in, Alvin summoned a pad. It was already on the page he wanted, so it only took him a few seconds to tap on the expand personnel option and make the purchase. Dropping the pad, he summoned a key for the base and went to step through the portal. 
 
      
 
    Becky snatched it from him and pushed him back, dashing through the portal before he could react. A moment later, both she and Skyfall were back in the base. Alvin stared at Becky, who met his gaze unwaveringly. 
 
      
 
    “Stop taking all the risks yourself,” Becky said softly, her lips trembling. 
 
      
 
    Letting out a breath, Alvin pulled her to him and squeezed her tightly. “I know it’s not fair, Gothy. It’s hard to stand aside and let you take the risks at times. I do the best I can with it, which is why I drive and let you gun. It’s more dangerous than driving.” 
 
      
 
    “Asshole,” Becky sniffled against his shirt. 
 
      
 
    Kuro hugged Becky from behind, wanting to help her Matriarch find peace. “If anyone should be facing danger, it is me, Gothy. I’m the extra one here.” 
 
      
 
    As the lovers spoke softly, Skyfall reported to the Queen. “There are at least a dozen undead still in the room. The guards outside the hall were just responding when I came here. They should be mopped up in a few moments.” 
 
      
 
    Stone-faced, the Queen nodded, her eyes glistening with unshed tears. “Thank you, Bemere. This is a day we shall live with for a very long time.” 
 
      
 
    “Majesty, we can’t hope to oppose the King without their aid,” Wintersbreath said softly. 
 
      
 
    “I’m well aware, Amara, as are they, I’m sure.” 
 
      
 
    Looking at the Queen, Alvin nodded, “We won’t be holding you hostage behind price. What happened today was horrible. I wonder how Neldor made it into the throne room, cloaked as he was?” 
 
      
 
    “He came in with Thunderrise,” Skyfall spat. “I watched them enter and step into the crowd, but they were not hooded until later. I didn’t recognize him…” Turning, she knelt before the Queen. “I failed you, Your Majesty.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ve lost enough family today, Bemere. You will work hard enough over the next few months when we extract our vengeance for what happened today.” 
 
      
 
    Standing, Skyfall kept her head bowed, “I shall be your spear.” 
 
      
 
    “As you always are,” the Queen said. A single tear fell from her eye, only to be quickly scrubbed away. Clearing her throat, she looked at Alvin, “Hero is what Matriarch Gothy calls you, and today, you were indeed such. I owe you for ending the threat of the necromancers, the Death Wood, and for saving my life. What boons would you have of me?” 
 
      
 
    “The best gear you have for the three of us,” Alvin said. “Let us each pick from your most powerful items. I’ll connect your kiosks from the capital all the way back to Alinaholt with mine on Earth. That will allow you to buy tools from my world to grind your husband into the dirt.” 
 
      
 
    “That is all you wish? You don’t ask for the hand of one of my Champions or even my own?” the Queen asked, seeming a little stunned at his request. 
 
      
 
    “I have all the women I need. We’ll be leaving soon, as well,” Alvin said, dismissing the Queen. 
 
      
 
    “I told you,” Wintersbreath said softly. 
 
      
 
    “I still find it hard to believe,” the Queen said. “I shall have the vaults opened to you. You may each take a single item. Is that the only boon you seek from me?” 
 
      
 
    “Upgrade your kiosk so it can send and receive items in the network. A lot of my settlements will want the stuff from this world and vice versa. The more trade that flows between our worlds, the better.” 
 
      
 
    “That is two. What of the third?” 
 
      
 
    “Bring Olmera and Istel from Alinaholt to the capital; they are crafters. Guide them and boost them as much as you can so they can become the best crafters that your city has. They will be very popular once they start selling their wares.” 
 
      
 
    “I did not expect such a request, but I will make sure it is done,” the Queen said. “I need to go make sure the vaults are ready for you. Excuse us.” 
 
      
 
    Queen bowed her head fractionally to them and the two Champions bowed their heads lower. Wintersbreath gave the trio a wistful, longing look as she went past. 
 
      
 
    “I think she was hoping to stay with us,” Becky murmured. 
 
      
 
    “She’ll be needed by the Queen,” Kuro said. 
 
      
 
    “We have a Mousie. There’s no need for another Elf,” Alvin said. “She was fun, but she didn’t listen when she should have. In the long run, it never would have worked out.” 
 
      
 
    “I know,” Becky sighed. “We’ll just have to boost Mousie up to be Wintersbreath’s superior in every way.” 
 
      
 
    “As you desire, Gothy,” Kuro murmured. 
 
      
 
    “Sir,” Jarvis said, coming out of the kitchen. “I didn’t want to intrude or interfere while you had the Queen here. Are you going to stay in, or go back out right now?” 
 
      
 
    “We need to loot and go visit the vaults. We’ll spend the day in the capital tomorrow, then we’ll head out the next day.” 
 
      
 
    “Are you going to wish anything when you return tonight?” Jarvis asked. 
 
      
 
    “No. Feel free to retire for the night, Jarvis,” Alvin said. “We’ll also be sleeping in late tomorrow. Keep that in mind for breakfast.” 
 
      
 
    “I shall plan for something easy and quick. Enjoy the vaults. You might also want to get your keys back.” 
 
      
 
    “Good point,” Alvin said. “Ladies, ready to go look over the treasure of the Queendom?” 
 
      
 
    “I wonder what they have,” Becky said, walking toward the portal. 
 
      
 
    “There are many rumors, but nothing has ever been confirmed,” Kuro replied as she followed Becky. 
 
      
 
    Alvin trailed behind them, enjoying the view and wondering if he had made a mistake by asking for items. He shrugged and stepped through the portal. 
 
      
 
    The Queen and her two Champions were discussing the situation with a handful of guards, while the male Elf from the front doors was slowly looting the bodies. “We’ll set aside part of the loot for you,” Wintersbreath said when she saw them watching. “Are there specific items you wanted?” 
 
      
 
    “Glyphs,” Alvin replied. “That’s an item that doesn’t exist on Earth. Also, any runes above common grade.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m placing two kiosks,” the Queen said. “One will be in my private rooms, and the other in the main square. You will link them both to your network?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah,” Alvin said. “I’ll get them both linked tomorrow.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you,” the Queen said, turning back to the guards she was talking to. 
 
      
 
    “Follow me,” Skyfall said as she left the group. “I’m to take you to the vaults.” 
 
      
 
    It was a bit of a walk through the castle and down a number of floors, but they were eventually led to a set of dark metal doors. Taking a set of keys from her bags, Skyfall unlocked the four locks, each using a different key, and pushed the doors open. 
 
      
 
    Alvin’s breath caught for a moment; he had never seen so many bars of gold, silver, and other metals all stacked in one place before. Arranged along the walls were chests, their lids closed to hide their contents. Other items were on pedestals or hanging from the walls. “Damn.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s a lot of coin, but it’s all fairly useless now,” Becky said as she pulled her eyes off the metals, searching for something interesting among the items. 
 
      
 
    Kuro went to a bow that hung on the wall. “It exists after all.” 
 
      
 
    Skyfall came up behind her. “Night’s Fury, the Queen’s bow.” 
 
      
 
    “Is it true that it generates arrows when the string is pulled back?” Kuro asked gently, touching the ornately carved bow. 
 
      
 
    “I’ve seen her practice with it a few times. The arrows it makes are as dark as the Queen’s skin,” Skyfall said. “They punch clean through the targets they hit, then vanish as if they were never there.” 
 
      
 
    Alvin came over to look at the bow, his jaw dropping when he looked at the information that appeared before him. 
 
      
 
    Night’s Fury (Legendary) 
 
    Damage: 3+Nimbleness 
 
    Durability: Unbreakable 
 
    Generates arrows when string is pulled back. 
 
    Arrows ignore all resistances. 
 
    Runes: 0/20 
 
      
 
    “That is a weapon of power,” Alvin finally managed to say. 
 
      
 
    “I would ask that you leave her bow, blades, and armor,” Skyfall said tightly, motioning to the items displayed on the wall before her. “The Queen will need them soon.” 
 
      
 
    Alvin chuckled, “We’ll see what we find.” 
 
      
 
    “Hero,” Becky called out to him from the other side of the room, “come look at these.” 
 
      
 
    Going to her, Alvin looked at the rings she was examining. “What do you have?” 
 
      
 
    “Each of these rings are a bit much,” Becky said. 
 
      
 
    Alvin looked over the rings and whistled. “Fire immunity, poison immunity, mental immunity? What the fucking hell?” 
 
      
 
    “The Rings of Power,” Skyfall said, having followed Kuro and Alvin. “It is said they have existed since the world was born.” 
 
      
 
    Alvin pointed to the two missing spots. “What were these two and who has them?” 
 
      
 
    “The Queen, but I don’t know what for. She has never told me what they do,” Skyfall replied. 
 
      
 
    “If we had the fire immunity ring, that would negate dragon breath,” Becky said. “The mental immunity would make whoever wore it immune to the Fey and who knows what else is going to show up.” 
 
      
 
    “Keep them in mind, but let’s make sure we aren’t missing anything better,” Alvin said. 
 
      
 
    Kuro went to a pair of blades nearby, “The Blades of Night and Day. Why are they here and not in Wintersbreath’s hands?” 
 
      
 
    “She can’t wield them,” Skyfall sighed. “They resist most wielders.” 
 
      
 
    Alvin looked at them, then laughed, “Look at them again and question why that would be.” 
 
      
 
    Skyfall looked doubtful, but a moment later, her eyes widened. “Ah, that would be why.” 
 
      
 
    “I will take these as my item,” Kuro said. 
 
      
 
    “You’re going to be a fucking killing machine,” Alvin chuckled. 
 
      
 
    “What did she find?” Becky asked, looking up from the item she’d been examining. 
 
      
 
    “A pair of legendary blades that can only be wielded by one of equal descent from the two courts,” Alvin chuckled. “She’s going to do more damage than the damn fifty cal.” 
 
      
 
    Becky blinked. “Okay. I doubt we’ll find anything on par with that.” 
 
      
 
    “Let’s make sure about that,” Alvin said. 
 
      
 
    They took two hours to check everything in the room, skipping past the Queen’s gear. When they finished, Kuro had the Dancer’s Soul blades Day and Night, Becky took the mental immunity ring, and Alvin picked up the ring of fire immunity. 
 
      
 
    Thanking Skyfall for her time, the group left the vault. Skyfall locked up and walked them out to the gates of the castle, where Wintersbreath was waiting for them. Leaving them with the other Champion, Skyfall returned to the castle. 
 
      
 
    “Here are all the glyphs and runes that were looted from the bodies,” Wintersbreath said, handing over a stack of glyphs and a handful of runes. “I won’t see you again before you go, but I did wish to say goodbye.” Hugging and kissing each of them in turn, she stepped back. “Thank you for what you did. The Queen would be dead today if not for you, as would I. I know I’m not a fit for your group, but if you do come back this way in the future, please find me... for a night, if nothing else.” 
 
      
 
    “We will,” Becky said, stepping forward to grab her for another kiss. 
 
      
 
    “If we do, may we spar so I might test myself?” Kuro asked once the kiss was done. 
 
      
 
    “I would be glad to teach you, Kuro,” Wintersbreath said with a tight smile. 
 
      
 
    “I’m sorry about your friend... she mentioned her daughter—” 
 
      
 
    Cutting Alvin off, Wintersbreath spoke over him, “I already retrieved her. I will raise her as my own daughter.” 
 
      
 
    “She’s that young?” Alvin asked. 
 
      
 
    “Barely a year old,” Wintersbreath said softly. “I’ve already changed her name to match her mother’s. She will be the first child I raise. I’ve never taken the time to find a man worthy of being with me.” 
 
      
 
    “You’ll do fine,” Becky said. “Just remember to temper the job of teaching with love.” 
 
      
 
    “I shall raise her as my mother raised me,” Wintersbreath replied. “It is the only way I know.” 
 
      
 
    With a final goodbye, they left Wintersbreath standing at the gates and headed for the inn. Alvin looked back one last time, looking at the bones of the dragon that had been worked into the castle architecture. 
 
      
 
    “Do we stay here all day tomorrow or head out to Alinaholt?” Alvin asked as they walked to the inn. 
 
      
 
    “We should head to Alinaholt, in case the crafters need to adjust anything,” Becky said. 
 
      
 
    “It would be best. It will remove us from the area so the Queen can focus on all the things she has before her,” Kuro added. 
 
      
 
    “Works. We’ll have breakfast, set up the kiosks, then leave,” Alvin said. “Let’s go get cleaned up before we go to bed.” 
 
      
 
    “Can we cuddle and watch a movie?” Becky asked. 
 
      
 
    “As you wish,” Alvin smiled. “We can watch The Princess Bride.” 
 
      
 
    Becky caught his hand, giving it a squeeze as they got to the inn. “Thanks, Hero.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Fifty-six 
 
      
 
    The next morning, Skyfall had a dozen rare quality barrier glyphs for them from the Queen. “Please, follow me,” she said, leading the three of them toward the Queen’s Chambers. The main room felt like a lobby with sofas, chairs, and tables placed around the room to break up sight lines. Elven men conversed throughout the room; most of them had very dark skin, though a few had lighter skin similar to Kuro's. 
 
      
 
    Skyfall ignored them and led Alvin toward another set of double doors. Feeling all eyes on him and hearing the hushed whispers, Alvin smirked at the hatred and jealousy he saw in their faces. Skyfall knocked once sharply, then pushed the doors open. Following after her like he belonged there, Alvin closed the doors behind him. 
 
      
 
    Alvin whistled softly at the room; it was a lounging area, but it was done entirely in velvet and silks. A couple of sofas were near a dark wooden coffee table, and a handful of chairs sat near the cold fireplace. 
 
      
 
    Skyfall crossed the room to the Queen’s kiosk and was waiting for him. “Is there anything you need to connect it to your... network?” The last word came slowly, as if it was alien to her. 
 
      
 
    It probably is, Alvin thought. “Just give me a minute,” Alvin said as he touched the kiosk and tapped through the menu to add it to his system. When he pressed the last button, Alvin stepped back. “Check and see if you can filter for guns.” 
 
      
 
    Skyfall stepped over and slowly began to push buttons. A moment later, she bent and pulled a Glock from the dispensing area. “Yes, it does work.” Smiling, she fumbled with the gun for a moment until the magazine came out. Clearing the chamber, she nodded before reloading the gun. “I shall inform the Queen that you have given us access to your world. Are all the items in the kiosks common and uncommon, like the ones we’ve seen from our world?” 
 
      
 
    Alvin stepped up next to her and opened the auction house. “This will be how you sell and buy items from others here— and my world— as it connects to all kiosks.” Making sure she saw how to open it, he closed it down and tabbed open the settlement trading section. “This is for moving a lot of goods between settlements. It costs a pittance compared to the auction house, but requires the upgrades that I wanted the Queen to get.” 
 
      
 
    Skyfall nodded, “I believe the Queen knew about this, but I will tell her. Is there anything else we should know?” 
 
      
 
    “Not that I can think of,” Alvin said. “They removed the explosives, so you won’t be able to make bombs like I used in the throne room. Less powerful ones can be made, though, and might show up in the auction house later. Make sure you check it at least once a day.” 
 
      
 
    “We will,” Skyfall said. Her eyes darted around the room for a moment. Stepping forward, she was suddenly invading Alvin’s personal space. “Are you sure you wish to leave? If you would stay until the King is dealt with—” 
 
      
 
    Alvin chuckled, “Skyfall, no offense, but no. I wouldn’t for Wintersbreath, so I’m definitely not going to for you.” 
 
      
 
    “I told her it wouldn’t work,” Skyfall sighed as she stepped back. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t blame the Queen for the last-ditch effort,” Alvin replied. 
 
      
 
    “It was worth the try,” the Queen said, coming through the other door in the room. “I will ask once more. Are you sure you don’t wish to stay and help us defeat my erstwhile husband?” 
 
      
 
    “Places to be, things to kill,” Alvin said with a wave of his hand. “You’ll be fine as long as you do it smart. With Skyfall and Wintersbreath to help, you should win easily.” 
 
      
 
    “I see,” the Queen sighed. “I shall wish you the best of days, both now and in the future. I will send word to the crafters you wished to have raised up. They should be in the capital in a week and I have already looked into how to increase their crafting skills further than they already have.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll be seeing them tomorrow, so I’ll give them a heads-up. We’ll be stopping at the other kiosk when we leave town. I’ll add each kiosk into the network down to Alinaholt, as well.” 
 
      
 
    “I have already started to move my forces to the borders. We will be launching our invasion— the first and hopefully the last— in the next few weeks.” The Queen extended her hand to him. “I name you ‘Friend.’ You shall always be welcome in the borders of my domain, and will be treated as family.” 
 
      
 
    Alvin took her hand, “I don’t have a place of my own, but if I do, I’ll reciprocate the invitation.” 
 
      
 
    “Take this. It will identify you as my honored friend to any of my people.” She held out a ring of black metal embossed with her image. “And these as well,” she said, pulling out the three base keys. 
 
      
 
    “I was going to ask about those,” Alvin said. “Thank you.” The keys vanished as soon as he touched them, and he slipped the ring onto his pinkie over his gloves. 
 
      
 
    “I remember you saying that you would need them back,” the Queen smiled. “I have a war to plan, so I must bid you a good day.” 
 
      
 
    “See you around,” Alvin said, heading for the door. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    A day later, they were in Alinaholt. They had stopped at each town along the main road and connected them to the network, as he had said. With the sun high in the sky, Becky brought Ruffian to a stop in front of Tooled Leather. 
 
      
 
    They walked into the shop, where Katar was behind the counter. His professional smile became a real one when he saw who was entering. 
 
      
 
    “Welcome back. We were wondering if something had happened to you,” Katar greeted them. 
 
      
 
    “Well, it has been a bit of a journey,” Alvin chuckled. “Is Olmera in?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, please give me a moment,” Katar said as he disappeared into the back. 
 
      
 
    “Jarvis,” Alvin addressed the air. “Set up a meal for three guests.” 
 
      
 
    “Going to take them to the base?” Becky asked. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah. We can accept their work there and give them a meal in return.” 
 
      
 
    “Trying to butter them up even more, eh?” Becky snickered softly. 
 
      
 
    “It never hurts to have competent crafters who like you,” Alvin smiled. 
 
      
 
    “Should I go let Istel know we are here and wish her to join us?” Kuro asked. 
 
      
 
    “We’ll stop by her shop once we talk with Olmera, just in case they decline,” Alvin replied. 
 
      
 
    Olmera came out of the back of the shop with Katar behind her. “Welcome back. We had begun to fear something had gone wrong.” 
 
      
 
    “As we told Katar, that’s a bit of a story. If you’re willing, we’d like to treat you to a meal while we explain. We can accept the commissions then, as well,” Alvin said. 
 
      
 
    “I have them in my bag. Tell me where is this meal going to take place, and how long do we have to get ready?” 
 
      
 
    “At our base, which requires a key,” Alvin said, handing over the two keys he summoned. “We’re going to invite Istel, too. We’ll bring her back here before we go, so you have a few minutes at least.” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll accept,” Olmera smiled. “Just give me ten minutes to prepare.” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll be back,” Becky returned the smile. 
 
      
 
    Becky drove them to Istel’s Ironhand, where a scarred male Elf stood behind the counter. When the trio entered, the Elf stepped back, his pale face paling further. “The demons…” 
 
      
 
    “Tell Istel we’re here,” Alvin told the fearful Elf. 
 
      
 
    Not waiting to hear more, the Elf bolted into the back. Watching him go, Becky shook her head, “Think he was part of the captured army?” 
 
      
 
    “I’m sure he was,” Kuro replied. 
 
      
 
    Istel came out with a hammer in one hand. With an exasperated sigh, she spun on the Elf behind her. “These are my customers,” she snarled, “I’ll deal with you later.” Turning back to the group, she smiled, “I was wondering if you were coming back.” 
 
      
 
    “Long story, which we’ll gladly tell you over a meal, if you’d like?” Becky asked. “Olmera and Katar are going to be joining us.” 
 
      
 
    Istel pursed her lips and nodded. “Let me gather my finished items first.” 
 
      
 
    A few minutes later, the four of them walked back into Olmera’s shop. Katar and Olmera were dressed in what was obviously their best clothing, completely at odds with the rough clothing Istel was wearing. 
 
      
 
    Alvin toggled the UI and summoned the portal inside the main room. “If you want to lock up, we can just walk through the door.” 
 
      
 
    Istel was looking over the glowing arch with astonishment. “This takes us into your base?” 
 
      
 
    “As long as you have a key,” Alvin said. 
 
      
 
    Katar locked the front door and joined his wife, staring at the portal. “We are ready.” 
 
      
 
    Becky led them in, with Alvin bringing up the rear. Once in the base, the Elves stared around at the many things they didn’t recognize. 
 
      
 
    “Welcome to Gothy, Hero, and Mousie’s home,” Jarvis greeted them from the kitchen doorway. 
 
      
 
    “You have a butler?” Istel asked in surprise. 
 
      
 
    “He’s an elemental who’s in service to me,” Alvin said. 
 
      
 
    The visitors were all impressed by Alvin’s statement, looking at him with even more respect. Becky led them to the sitting area in the main room, where glasses and wine were waiting for them. Once everyone was seated, Alvin poured the wine. 
 
      
 
    “Shall we get the business out of the way first?” Alvin asked. 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” Istel said, pulling four weapons from her bag. “Here are epic quality Dancer’s Souls, and two rare quality war hammers.” 
 
      
 
    Warhammer (Rare) 
 
    Increased base damage and durability (craftsmanship). 
 
    Damage 3+Brawn 
 
    Durability: 15,000/15,000 
 
    Metal: Nirium 
 
    Runes: 0/6 
 
      
 
    Warhammer (Rare) 
 
    Increased base damage and durability (craftsmanship). 
 
    Damage 3+Brawn 
 
    Durability: 15,000/15,000 
 
    Metal: Nirium 
 
    Runes: 0/6 
 
      
 
    Alvin looked at the weapons, a wry smile touching his face as he handed a hammer to Becky and made the other one vanish into his bags. “Sadly, we don’t need the blades. Mousie was given a legendary set of blades by the Queen.” 
 
      
 
    All three guests seemed taken aback by Alvin’s words. “When you say ‘by the Queen,’ what do you mean exactly?” Istel asked after a moment, returning the swords to her bag with a frown. 
 
      
 
    “Let me deliver my items to them, then we can listen to their story,” Olmera said. She stacked three full sets of leather armor on the table. “Please, look them over.” 
 
      
 
    Wulnine Leather Cap (Rare)- Head slot 
 
    Increased durability (craftsmanship). 
 
    Armor: 200/200 
 
    Runes: 0/6 
 
      
 
    Grezle Leather Chest Guard (Rare)- Torso slot 
 
    Major durability increase (craftsmanship). 
 
    Armor: 500/500 
 
    Runes: 0/6 
 
      
 
    Falune Leather Pants (Rare)- Leg slot 
 
    Increased durability (craftsmanship). 
 
    Armor: 400/400 
 
    Runes: 0/6 
 
      
 
    Nryad Boots (Rare)- Feet slot 
 
    Increased traction on any surface 
 
    Extra rune slot (craftsmanship). Increased durability (craftsmanship). 
 
    Armor: 250/250 
 
    Runes: 0/7 
 
      
 
    Falune Leather Gloves (Rare)- Hands slot 
 
    Innate Holding slot (craftsmanship). Increased durability (craftsmanship). 
 
    Armor: 150/150 
 
    Runes: 0/6 
 
      
 
    “As you can see, I did my best,” Olmera said. “Ha, if I redid the chest, pants, and caps today, I could make them even better.” 
 
      
 
    “These are amazing,” Becky said, getting up to give Olmera a hug. “These will suit us very much, thank you.” 
 
      
 
    Alvin’s lips twitched when he noticed Istel bristle a little. Stilling his face, he held out his hand to Istel. “Your hammers will make the close and dirty work so much easier. Thanks, Istel.” 
 
      
 
    Her frown vanished and she nodded. “I did those before the blades. I now wish I had done them in a different order.” 
 
      
 
    Alvin pulled out his K-bar, handing it to her hilt first. “Can you make two of these?” 
 
      
 
    Taking the knife, Istel examined it minutely. “I can make it much better.” 
 
      
 
    “Please do, and tack it onto Alina’s bill,” Alvin chuckled. “Make three of them, actually. We’ll have you send them to us once they’re ready.” 
 
      
 
    Handing the blade back, Istel nodded, “I shall. Is that type of blade used often by your people?” 
 
      
 
    “It’s a well-known combat knife,” Alvin said, nodding. “If you make extra and sell them on the auction house, you’ll make some XP.” 
 
      
 
    “I shall start on them tomorrow,” Istel smiled. 
 
      
 
    Alvin, Becky, and Kuro put their armor away. Once the gear was all stored, Katar coughed lightly. “About the delay in returning…?” 
 
      
 
    Alvin grinned, “Well, before we get to the big stuff, let’s start with the incident in the capital before we even met the Queen.” 
 
      
 
    Time flew by as they related the events of the last few weeks, pausing when Jarvis announced dinner. He was praised for his culinary skills by both guests and residents, which he accepted with smiling thanks. When they finished the crème brulee, they retired to the sofas with coffee and continued the story. Hours later, Istel and Olmera were horrified by the betrayal and carnage that had capped it all off. Katar just stared, eyes blank and jaw hanging slack. 
 
      
 
    “She’s finally going on the offensive,” Istel whispered. “About damned time, but it saddens me it took that much loss for her to finally move.” 
 
      
 
    “The Queen is really going to send for us?” Olmera asked. 
 
      
 
    “Should be in a day or two,” Becky nodded. 
 
      
 
    “We’ll begin getting ready,” Olmera said, squeezing Katar’s thigh and snapping him back to reality. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you for saving her,” Katar said. 
 
      
 
    “Maybe it’s time to move back home,” Istel said, standing. “I’ll get the knives done as soon as I can, and check the kiosk for where I can send them to you.” She held out her hand to Alvin. “Thank you, for all you have done.” 
 
      
 
    Alvin took her hand, returning her strong grip in equal measure. “It was for our benefit, too. I wish you a long and profitable crafting life.” 
 
      
 
    Istel seemed perplexed that she couldn’t crush his hand, and eventually let go. “Thank you. May you have a chance to rest and recover.” 
 
      
 
    Becky was saying goodbye to Olmera and Katar before they stepped through the portal. Alvin collected the keys from them after they stepped back into Olmera’s shop. 
 
      
 
    Istel started walking back to her shop while Becky, Alvin, and Kuro got into the Mustang. Once they were situated, Alvin summoned the garage portal and they drove back home. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Fifty-seven 
 
      
 
    When they left their base the next morning, a contingent of guards was waiting for them by the portal. Captain Shadowhand gave them a friendly smile and Becky rolled down her window. “What’s the matter?” 
 
      
 
    “Matriarch Bloodnight wishes you to visit her,” Captain Shadowhand said respectfully. “I was told to mention that she has your payment ready.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, the glyphs,” Becky nodded. “Almost forgot about those. We’ll go right over.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you,” the Captain said. 
 
      
 
    As they drove up to the manor, the guards on duty got the gate open and showed Becky where to park. A servant met them at the doors, leading them to a parlor. Matriarch Bloodnight was there almost instantly, a pleasant smile on her lips. 
 
      
 
    “You did as requested, and I’ve been waiting for your return,” Alina said as she took a seat. “I heard you were going to help quell the necromancers. I take it you were successful?” 
 
      
 
    Alvin’s lips thinned. “Yes and no. The necromancers and Death Wood are gone. However, four towns were also wiped out, and nearly a hundred Matriarchs and retainers were killed in the castle.” 
 
      
 
    Alina went pale. “W-what?” 
 
      
 
    “It’s a long story and I’m sure the Queen will be summoning all of her Matriarchs soon,” Becky sighed. “You should make ready. The Queen is about launch an invasion into the King’s lands.” 
 
      
 
    Alina’s eyes widened a bit more. “She’s finally going to advance?” 
 
      
 
    “It’s been a rough week,” Alvin said. “We’ll be connecting the kiosk across the street to my network and giving you access to Earth goods, notably, our weapons and vehicles. That will be a deciding factor in your coming war, I’m sure.” 
 
      
 
    Shaken by the news, Alina took a deep breath. “I see. I asked you to come, as I owe you for taking Champion Skyfall to the capital. I wish to add a bit more to it now.” 
 
      
 
    “We won’t decline, but we’d like to get back to Earth,” Becky said. 
 
      
 
    Pulling items from her bag, the Matriarch held them out to Becky. “Here are a dozen rare barrier glyphs, along with three flame glyphs of like quality.” 
 
      
 
    Becky accepted them and put them in her bag. “Thank you, Matriarch Bloodnight.” 
 
      
 
    “Since you don’t wish to be delayed, I will send one of my servants to fetch a few other items while I walk with you to the kiosk across the street,” Alina said, rising to her feet. 
 
      
 
    The party was silent as they left the manor. Once Alvin set up the kiosk and Alina checked it, she walked them back to their vehicle. A liveried servant stood there, holding a package. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you,” Alina said, taking it from him and handing it to Becky. “This is an oddity we’ve held for a number of years. I think you will find a use for it, where we have not.” 
 
      
 
    Becky took the wrapped package and put it in her bag. “We’ll have our elemental look into it. Thank you for your hospitality, Matriarch Bloodnight.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you for your service to the Queen,” Alina said, bowing her head to Becky. 
 
      
 
    As they left the town, Becky sighed. “It was a rough few weeks. It’ll be nice to see Earth again.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you again, Gothy,” Kuro murmured from the back seat, resting her hand on Becky’s shoulder. 
 
      
 
    “No more thanks,” Becky said. “You’ve thanked us enough, and we’ve more than gotten paid for our efforts.” 
 
      
 
    “We have two dozen rare barrier glyphs that absorb over a thousand damage per,” Alvin said. “We should split those up so we all have some on hand. If we ever get into a fight with a drake or something of equal lethality, we’ll need them.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s a good idea,” Becky nodded. “We’ll split them tonight.” 
 
      
 
    An hour later, they were driving through the Gate. Becky had the car drive them across the smaller bridge before taking control back. Past the campgrounds, Becky paused at the main road. 
 
      
 
    “Where we heading?” Becky asked. 
 
      
 
    “I think we should head back to Green River,” Alvin said. “We haven’t gone east yet, and I’m curious what’s happened in that direction. Besides, maybe there won’t be any flying lizards that way.” 
 
      
 
    “Optimist,” Becky chuckled as she turned onto the main road. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Character Info 
 
      
 
    Alvin Leon Lambert 
 
    Human (92,005 experience) 
 
      
 
    Brawn 6 
 
    Nimbleness 6 
 
    Aptitude 6 
 
    Personability 6 
 
    Hardiness 6 
 
      
 
    Spells: 
 
      
 
    Powers: 
 
    Kiosk Vendor (Gain 15% of XP spent at your kiosks) 
 
    Leader 
 
    Home Base 
 
    AI Butler 
 
    Linguist 
 
    Extra Life 
 
      
 
    M1114 UAH (Uncommon) 
 
    Armor: 526,631/625,000 
 
    Modifications: Luxury seats, Gunner plating, Expanded gunner position, Battle bumper, Radio 
 
    Runes: 3/4 
 
    Fuel, Tires, Durability- 25% 
 
    Armament: M240B (Uncommon) 
 
    Damage: 8 
 
    Durability: 12,497/25,000 
 
    Ammo type: 7.62x51mm Nato (200 round belt feed) 
 
    Runes: 4/4 
 
    Reload: 10 seconds, Armor Buster: 33%, Durability: 25%, Wounding- 20% 
 
      
 
    Zombie Cap (Rare)- Head slot 
 
    Armor: 469/500 
 
    Runes: 0/0 
 
    Weather, Ten times initial durability, Six more armor 
 
      
 
    Zombie Shirt (Rare)- Torso slot 
 
    Armor: 489/500 
 
    Runes: 0/0 
 
    Weather, Ten times initial durability, Four more armor, One spot of storage space 
 
      
 
    Leather Patched Denim Pants (Rare)- Leg slot 
 
    Armor: 511/550 
 
    Runes: 0/0 
 
    Weather, Ten times initial durability, Six more armor 
 
      
 
    Combat Boots (Rare)- Feet Slot 
 
    Armor: 567/600 
 
    Runes: 0/0 
 
    Weather, Ten times initial durability, Six more armor 
 
      
 
    Fingerless Kevlar Gloves (Rare)- Hands slot 
 
    Armor: 244/250 
 
    Runes: 0/0 
 
    Two spots of storage space, Ten times initial durability, Four more armor 
 
      
 
    Leather Duster (Rare)- Accessory 1 
 
    Armor: 400/750 
 
    Runes: 0/0 
 
    Weather, Ten times initial durability, Four more armor, One spot of storage space 
 
      
 
    Interceptor Body Armor (Uncommon)- Accessory 2 
 
    Armor: 844/1000 
 
    Runes: 0/0 
 
    Ten times initial durability, Four more armor  
 
      
 
    Radio (common)- Accessory 3 
 
    Connected to vehicles for broader range 
 
      
 
    Ring of Power (Legendary)- Accessory 4 
 
    Ring of Fire Immunity 
 
      
 
    Type 56 (Rare) 
 
    Damage: 7 
 
    Durability: 3,289/5,000 
 
    Ammo type: 7.62x39 mm (30-round magazine) 
 
    Runes: 0/0 
 
    Unlimited ammo on reload-reload magazine, Five times initial durability, Jacketed- double damage to armor, Steel jacketed 
 
      
 
    H&K Ump (Uncommon) 
 
    Damage: 3 
 
    Durability: 3,334/3,750 
 
    Ammo type: .40 S&W (30-round magazine) 
 
    Modifications: Suppressor, Vertical foregrip, High intensity flashlight, Reflex sight 
 
    Runes: 4/4 
 
    Reload: 10 seconds, Durability- 25%, Silence- 20%, Armor Buster- 33% 
 
      
 
    Barrett M82 (Rare) 
 
    Damage: 16 
 
    Durability: 1,893/2,500 
 
    Ammo type: .50 BMG (10-round magazine) 
 
    Modifications: Bipod, Sling, 10-round magazine, 14x50 scope 
 
    Runes: 0/0 
 
    Unlimited ammo on reload, Ten times initial durability, Jacketed- doubles damage to armor, Steel jacketed, Holy ammo 
 
      
 
    K-bar (Uncommon) 
 
    Damage 1+Brawn 
 
    Durability: 608/625 
 
    Metal: Steel 
 
    Runes: 4/4 
 
    Bloody-33%, Wounding-10%, Poisoned, Durability- 25% 
 
      
 
    Warhammer (Rare) 
 
    Increased base damage and durability (craftsmanship). 
 
    Damage 3+Brawn 
 
    Durability: 15,000/15,000 
 
    Metal: Nirium 
 
    Runes: 0/6 
 
    Armor Buster 33%x3, Stunning, Phantom, Elemental-Acid 
 
      
 
      
 
    Rebecca Alina Woodrow aka Becky aka Gothy 
 
    Human - (Bound to Alvin Leon Lambert) (92,850 experience) 
 
      
 
    Brawn 6 
 
    Nimbleness 6 
 
    Aptitude 6 
 
    Personability 6 
 
    Hardiness 6 
 
      
 
    Spells: 
 
      
 
    Powers: 
 
    Contracted 
 
    Linguist 
 
    Extra Life 
 
      
 
    1969 Mustang Boss 429 (Rare) 
 
    Armor: 1,000,000/1,000,000 
 
    Modifications: Luxury seats, Radio 
 
    Runes: 0/0 
 
    No longer needs fuel to run, Indestructible tires good for all terrain and conditions even off-road, Four times initial durability, Six more armor 
 
      
 
    Succubus Hat (Uncommon)- Head slot 
 
    Armor: 49/49 
 
    Runes: 4/4 
 
    Impervious, Durability- 25%, Durability- 25%, Durability- 25% 
 
      
 
    Leather Corset (Rare)- Torso slot 
 
    Armor: 228/250 
 
    Runes: 0/0 
 
    Five times initial durability, Six more armor, One spot of storage space, Weather 
 
      
 
    Leather Pants (Rare)- Leg slot 
 
    Armor: 158/250 
 
    Runes: 0/0 
 
    Five times initial durability, Eight more armor, Weather 
 
      
 
    Combat Boots (Rare)- Feet slot 
 
    Armor: 262/300 
 
    Runes: 0/0 
 
    Five times initial durability, Eight more armor, Weather 
 
      
 
    Black Lace Gloves (Rare)- Hands slot 
 
    Armor: 92/100 
 
    Runes: 0/0 
 
    Ten times initial durability, Six more armor, Two spots of storage space 
 
      
 
    Long Leather Jacket (Rare)- Accessory 1 
 
    Armor: 152/250 
 
    Runes: 0/0 
 
    Five times initial durability, Six more armor, One spot of storage space, Weather 
 
      
 
    Interceptor Body Armor (Uncommon)- Accessory 2 
 
    Armor: 812/1000 
 
    Runes: 0/0 
 
    Ten times initial durability, Two more armor 
 
      
 
    Horned Band (Rare)- Accessory 3 
 
    Armor: 103/125 
 
    Runes: 0/0 
 
    Five times initial durability, Ten more armor 
 
      
 
    Radio (common)- Accessory 4 
 
    Connected to vehicles for broader range 
 
      
 
    Ring of Power (Legendary)- Accessory 5 
 
    Ring of Mental Immunity 
 
      
 
    Remington 870 Police (Uncommon) 
 
    Damage: 10 (Depends on range) 
 
    Durability: 1,624/2,000 
 
    Ammo type: Slug (5-round internal tube magazine) 
 
    Runes: 0/0 
 
    Unlimited ammo on reload-switch safety on 3 seconds, Five times initial durability, Armor Buster- doubles damage to armor, Steel jacketed 
 
      
 
    MP5-N (Rare) 
 
    Damage: 2 
 
    Durability: 3,186/3,750 
 
    Ammo type: 9x19mm Parabellum (30-round magazine) 
 
    Modifications: Suppressor, Vertical foregrip, High intensity flashlight, Reflex sight 
 
    Runes: 6/6 
 
    Reload- 10 seconds, Durability- 25%, Silence- 20%, Wounding- Bleed 10% Bloody- 33% Armor Buster- 33% 
 
      
 
    Thompson Submachine Gun (Uncommon) 
 
    Damage: 3 
 
    Durability: 1,562/3,750 
 
    Ammo type: .45 ACP (100-round drum) 
 
    Modifications: 100-round drum 
 
    Runes: 4/4 
 
    Reload- 10 seconds, Durability- 25%, Recoil- 10%, Armor Buster- 33% 
 
      
 
    Remington 700 (Uncommon) 
 
    Damage: 8 
 
    Durability: 2,440/2,500 
 
    Ammo type: .308 Winchester (10-round magazine) 
 
    Modifications: Suppressor, 10x40 scope, Bipod, Sling, 10-round removable magazine 
 
    Runes: 4/4 
 
    Reload: 10 seconds, Durability- 25%, Silence- 20%, Armor Buster- 33% 
 
      
 
    Nirium Dagger (Rare) 
 
    Increased base damage (craftsmanship). 
 
    Damage: 2+Brawn 
 
    Durability: 14,168/15,000 
 
    Metal type: Nirium 
 
    Runes: 0/6 
 
    Bloody 33% x3, Armor Buster 33% x2, Poisoned Blade 
 
      
 
    Warhammer (Rare) 
 
    Increased base damage and durability (craftsmanship). 
 
    Damage 3+Brawn 
 
    Durability: 15,000/15,000 
 
    Metal: Nirium 
 
    Runes: 0/6 
 
    Armor Buster 33%x3, Stunning, Phantom, Elemental-Ice 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Kuro Lightskin aka Mousie 
 
    Queen’s Elf - (Bound to Alvin Leon Lambert & Rebecca Alina Woodrow) (98,225 experience) 
 
      
 
    Brawn 6 
 
    Nimbleness 9 
 
    Aptitude 6 
 
    Personability 7 
 
    Hardiness 6 
 
      
 
    Spells: 
 
      
 
    Powers: 
 
    Contracted 
 
    Blade Dancer 
 
    Extra Life 
 
      
 
    Mouse Hat (Uncommon)- Head slot 
 
    Armor: 93/97 
 
    Runes: 4/4 
 
    Impervious, Durability- 25%, Durability- 25%, Durability- 25% 
 
      
 
    Leather Chestguard (Rare)- Torso slot 
 
    Armor: 201/304 
 
    Runes: 6/6 
 
    Impervious, Durability- 25%, Durability- 25%, Durability- 25%, Durability- 25%, Durability- 25% 
 
      
 
    Leather Pants (Rare)- Leg slot 
 
    Armor: 248/304 
 
    Runes: 6/6 
 
    Impervious, Durability- 25%, Durability- 25%, Durability- 25%, Durability- 25%, Durability- 25% 
 
      
 
    Nryad Boots (Rare) 
 
    Increased traction on any surface 
 
    Armor: 199/226 
 
    Runes: 6/6 
 
    Impervious, Durability- 25%, Durability- 25%, Durability- 25%, Durability- 25%, Durability- 25% 
 
      
 
    Blade Dancer’s Gloves (Rare)- Hands slot 
 
    Armor: 123/145 
 
    Runes: 6/6 
 
    Impervious, Holding, Holding, Durability- 25%, Durability- 25%, Durability- 25% 
 
      
 
    Leather Belt (Uncommon)- Accessory 1 
 
    Armor: 86/93 (added to leg armor total) 
 
    Rune 4/4 
 
    Impervious, Durability- 25%, Holding, Holding 
 
      
 
    Radio (common)- Accessory 2 
 
    Connected to vehicles for broader range 
 
      
 
    S&W 1911 (Uncommon) 
 
    Damage: 3 
 
    Durability: 1,185/1,250 
 
    Ammo type: .45 ACP (7-round magazine) 
 
    Runes: 0/0 
 
    Unlimited ammo on reload-reload magazine, Five times initial durability, Armor Buster- doubles damage to armor, Steel jacketed 
 
      
 
    IMI Desert Eagle .357 Magnum (Rare) 
 
    Damage: 4 
 
    Durability: 915/1000 
 
    Ammo type: .357 Magnum (9-round magazine) 
 
    Runes: 0/0 
 
    Unlimited ammo on reload-reload magazine, Five times initial durability, Jacketed- doubles damage to armor, Steel jacketed 
 
      
 
    Night (Legendary Dancer’s Soul) 
 
    Limitation: Must be wielded by Blade Dancer of equal blood from both lineages. 
 
    When used in conjunction with Day (Legendary Dancer’s Soul), damage is doubled. 
 
    Two extra rune slots. 
 
    Damage: 4+Brawn 
 
    Durability: -/- 
 
    Metal type: Nirium 
 
    Runes: 12/12 
 
    Phantom, Armor Buster 33% x3, Bloody 10% Elemental-Fire, Elemental-Ice, Elemental-Electric, Elemental-Acid, Poisoned Blade, Wounding 10% x2 
 
      
 
    Day (Legendary Dancer’s Soul) 
 
    Limitation: Must be wielded by Blade Dancer of equal blood from both lineages. 
 
    When used in conjunction with Night (Legendary Dancer’s Soul), damage is doubled. 
 
    Two extra runes slots. 
 
    Damage: 4+Brawn 
 
    Durability: -/- 
 
    Metal type: Lirium 
 
    Runes: 12/12 
 
    Silver, Holy, Armor Buster 33% x3, Elemental-Fire, Elemental-Ice, Elemental-Electric, Elemental-Acid, Poisoned Blade, Wounding 10% x2 
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    I would like to point you all towards some fellow authors whose works I enjoy: 
 
      
 
    William Arand: Author of Otherlife Dreams, Super Sales on Superheros, and Dungeon Deposed. Along with his alter ego Randi Darren: Author of Wild Wastes and Fostering Faust. 
 
    https://www.amazon.com/William-D.-Arand/e/B01AY7PSG4 
 
      
 
    Blaise Corvin: Author of Delvers LLC, which is an amazing GameLit series. He also penned the Nora series. 
 
    https://www.amazon.com/Blaise-Corvin/e/B01LYK8VG5 
 
      
 
    Scottie Futch: Is a prolific author who can be found on Royal Road and Amazon. Galactic Fist of Legend, Earth Tactics Advance, and Galataea Crystallim are just a few of his works. 
 
    https://www.amazon.com/Scottie-Futch/e/B00NCSEN28 
 
      
 
    Eden Redd: She might be mentioned last but she is definitely not least, and she is very worth the read, more so if you like some adult content. Her Lewd Saga series combines erotica and LITRPG. 
 
    https://www.amazon.com/Eden-Redd/e/B00I8X8BCK  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    To learn more about LitRPG, talk to authors including myself, and just have an awesome time, please join the https://www.facebook.com/groups/LitRPGGroup 
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