The World's Strongest Bard gets a Plot!
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Gildward sighed.

After his last big adventure, in that Khrima's new Fortress to the East, which was now in fact about seven screens due south, he was still being left behind in an inn, despite having gained a record 11 levels during his wild ride with Kemmet and Meck.

Karn, Ardam, Tesla were off adventuring, and judging from the noises he heard from the Inn room next to his, Karashi and Drecker weren't going to be much help to him.

He thought of Chookie, who had opted to be teleported back to his hometown when not in the Active Party, which pretty much meant he was there all the time, and Spybot was in the shop, getting free levels up because Karn plunked down 20,000 Gil for it, after an encounter with some of Pappy's Hooch that he had gotten after finding Pappy in the dungeon he took Gildward on.

Gildward shuddered, and went downstairs to the bar, intending to attempt (yet again) to drink himself into a stupor.

Two scene transitions later....

"Give me the hardest thing you have, Mac."

"I hear that guy in the corner is looking for an adventurer to talk to," the bartender said, as he poured Gildward a soda that had a hint of lime in it.

Gildward sighed, repeating that to the bartender, and getting the same cheery line, about seventeen times, until he had his coat's fill of soda, and started to drink it, when something AMAZING happened to him.

The man in an orange jacket that looked so heavy and thick as to easily match Karn's armor in Def rating, got up, and TALKED! TO! HIM!

"So, Gildward, I hear, is it?"

Gildward gulped, and said "Errr, you hear correct, sir. Do you want.... a song?"

The man laughed, and pulled out a pocket PC that connected to his PC in another world, which had his entire former Napster library on it, and said "I've got that covered. No, I need to talk to you. About adventuring."

Gildward laughed, and said "Do they have alcohol in your world?"

"As a matter of fact, they do, but I dont drink, and no, I haven’t stumbled across any of Pappy's Hooch."

Gildward's laugh died in about a second, and said "Wait. You.. REALLY want ME to talk to YOU about Adventuring? You look like your far more experienced than I am."

"Yes, I am. But you have location knowledge that may prove valuable to me. And I'll help train you, too."

"Spoony idiot must be drunk, or insane," muttered Gildward to himself, and the man actualy answered, "No, I'm not drunk, and the last time I talked to a shrink, I was not insane."

This was too much for Gildward, who did something well trained at the Bardic Academy, and fainted properly in number 75021C form: when stunned by things impossible, fall to your knees, and fall backwards, splaying legs out, and attain unconsciousness.

"You ok, Bard?"

"Whaaa... Your that guy in the orange jacket who could hear me muttering to myself.

"Of course I can, I'm no NPC."

Gildward opened his eyes, and found himself on a table, with his hat by his side, and a cool compress on his forehead, and startlingly, didn’t find that his Def stat was down by more than four.

"Good, I was afraid you'd been knocked dead, and I'd havta use a Life spell."

Gildward groaned, and said "So, what do you want from me..."

"Remember that outpost of Khrima's that you broke into, got thrown in jail, and broke out from?"

Gildward nodded, saying "Yes. It's a lot of map screens south of here."

The other guy nodded, saying "Ok. I want to take you back there."

Gildward laughed again, saying "Spoony NUTS! What  could POSSIBLY make me go back there?"

The man grinned, and said "How about no longer being the weakest member of the party, having some respect, and having a load of levels more than you do now."

Gildward laughed, saying "Well.. Ok, that might convince me. But how?"

The strange man said "I'll show you." And he opened the door out, without actualy leaving, and said "Follow me."

Gildward mumbled, but followed anyway, and the man led Gildward around the back of the Inn, where a pair of vintage Imperial Army Magitek Armors (Mk 1.0.0.0B) stood.

Gildward gaped, and the man said "I know Khrima walked off with a load from Gestahl's Yardsale, and these were all that were left after I was unavoidably detained with a timed minigame."

Gildward nodded, saying "Ok. So what the spoon does this have to do with me?"

"I propose we bust into his depot, enlist Kemmet and Meck's aid if their there, since they have no problem with us, and I can pay them handsomely, and make off with all the Imperial Tek we can lay hands on. I know Khrima got hold of at least one IAF Transport, so if we can get that, we're set."

"But what happens if we run into Khrima?"

"We blast him hard, until he says that he'll win next time, and runs off."

Gildward nodded, thinking that sounded reasonable.

"What if he beats us?"

"We reload from the save, level up some more, and try again."

"Ok... But what if we run into Silver Haired Guy in Gold Trimmed Armor?"

"We wont. That guy is currently tracking Karn's Active Party."

Gildward nodded, saying, "But what if we run into The Axe?"

"We blast him."

Gildward could say nothing to this, except, "Oh."

The man turned to the Tek armors, and said "These are vintage IA Magitek Armor, one-point-oh-point-oh-point-oh-Bee's."

Gildward gulped, saying "What?"

The man sighed, and said "These are vintage IA Magitek Armor, 1.0.0.0Bs."

Gildward nodded, saying "Why didn’t you say so the first time?"

The man shook his head, and said "Anyway. Over the next subplot, you will become an expert in the use, care, maintenance, and repair of these devices. But first, we're going to the Armor Shop, so we can get you some real gear."

Gildward, nearly ecstatic with this, said "Oh good. Karn NEVER buys me anything."

One more scene transition, and a buy screen later...

"One hundred and fifteen THOUSAND GIL for a spoony BARD HAT?! You spoony robber!"

Gildward sighed, thinking that he was about to get the shaft again, but the man pulled out an old glass, looked at everything, and then took another look at the buy screen, saying "Well, it's still robbery, but 100,000 is better than 115,000, at least..."

The man proceeded to nearly bankrupt himself, buying a hat, armored coat that was very light, and a pair of RunningShoes, which he handed to Gildward, saying "Put these to good use. I'm nearly out of cash too. So we'll also have to break into the treasury when we get there."

One more map transition later....

"Ok, Gildward, get into your Mark 1B, which is short for the Mark 1.0.0.0B, and prepare to leave disrespect and weakness behind. But do NOT touch the controls yet."

Gildward climbed in, noting a somehow familar keypad, with X Y A and B on it, and an L and R button on the top of it, but this one also had a + junction directional pad, and two control sticks, and a small, blue screen inset under the cockpit's rim, as well as a small shield of glass or something similar, in front of him.

The man called over to him, and said "Take a good look at this, as this is the Tek used to train all potential Tek Armor pilots, and it applies to IAF equipment too.

The man brought his 1B next to Gildward’s, and said "Ok now, look at your keypad. See the buttons?"

Gildward nodded, and the man said "Those are going to be useful to you, so listen up! The [A] button confirms's your selections in the menu, which is the [small blue screen rimmed by a white line.]

Gildward nodded, and the man said "Press the [A] button once to bring up the menu. It will have two options on it, Startup, and Shutdown. When that menu is there, it means your in [IDLE] mode.

Gildward did as told, saying "Why are you talking in brackets?"

The man said "to highlight [Importent Information.] I can [Stop if you want.]"

Gildward said "Please. I'm not Karn. I do know how to pay attention."

The strange man nodded, saying "Ok now. select Startup from the menu, and your Tek will become active."

Gildward did as told, and four options appeared on the menu, all grayed out. They were: "MagiTek" "Music" "Magic" and "Item" as well as a Party Status Meter, which currently displayed:

Gildward               350/350 200/200 {--------}

????????             1700/1700 300/300 {--------}

The man said "Those will come active when in battle. Now, something little known: press the R button twice to scroll down in the menu to the more pertinent commands.

Gildward did, and saw some more options.

"Controls" "HELP" "Options" and "Shutdown"

"Ok now Gildward. The Controls menu selection will give you the operating instructions, in brief. The HELP one will give you everything you ever need to know about using the thing, and quite a bit more than that. Options does just that: gives you the options, from selecting the armor's paint scheme to the various BGMs it will play. I've locked that one out on yours, so I can control the BGM. heheheheh. And Shutdown does just that, it shuts down the Tek Armor. Take the time to read HELP sometime if you want to, and read Controls the next time we're in a place that you dont have to do anything in."

Gildward nodded, saying "Ok. What else?"

"Pressing X when not in combat will bring up the Expanded Party Menu on the Heads Up Display in front of you. Go ahead and equip anything you need too, and we'll go over the next part of your training in a can."

Gildward brought up the menu, amazed at how nice it was to NOT be dragged around it for a change by Karn, and equipped his new armor and accessories.

After he closed the screen ("Press B to cancel the menu selections, or to close the menu") Gildward looked up at the other guy, who said "Good, your getting the hang of it. Lets leave town and find a random battle."

Gildward, who was terrified of random battles, said "err.. Are you sure?"

The man nodded, saying "I'm sure. Dont worry. I can cast Life on you if you need it."

Gildward gulped, and said "How do I move this thing?"

He laughed, and said "It's easy. Those control stick do it. The left one is your direction, Push it left or right to turn. The right is your throttle. It's currently set to Deadman accelerator, so you have to keep it pushed forward to move, but later you can set it to Clutch if you want."

Gildward pushed the left stick to the right, and turned towards the other Tek Armor, with a loud CLANG and a shudder, as the other man quickly pushed his throttle into reverse, to get out of Gildward's way.

"Dont worry, you'll get the hang of it. By the way, if you twist the top of the left stick, you'll rotate the top of the armor, and the direction will stay as it was. That can be useful, as when with me, battle will make more logical sense than Karn sense."

Gildward gulped, but nodded, as the other person waved a hand, leading him out of the town, but Gildward called to him "Hey, what's your name?!"

The man in the orange jacket armor laughed, and said "Heheh. Just call me Nate!"

Gildward nodded, and the party display in his screen updated, it now read:

Gildward               350/350 200/200 {--------}

Nate                 1700/1700 300/300 {--------}

Gildward looked down at the other mechanical controls in the cockpit, and Nate, watching him, said "Those control the pincers, but leave 'em alone for now. A Tek in melee is a fearsome sight to behold, but I'm putting you in the back row anyway. Lets move out!"

One more map transition later.

The map music was changed, and Gildward's fine videogame memory told him that it was out of the Zelda series, Ocarina of Time, if he wasn’t mistaken, and he began to play along on his harp, as the two M-Tek 1Bs made good time across the plains.

Then the song Gildward had learned to hate, Occupational Hazard started to play.

The battle transition was still swirly, but the monster appeared on the plains in front of them.

"Gildward! Listen up! The fight is still turn-based, but you can move between turns, while your meter charges. Try and stay away from this brute when his turn comes up, and remember: your M-Tek attacks will work just fine no matter what distance your at, so stay back anyway! Here we go!"

The monster that appeared was a HellGgas.

Gildward said, "Great, somthing with fifteen times my HPs!"

Then it was Nate's turn, who put it to effect, by launching a TekMissile at the monster, who got hit, and roared, and a white number 500 appeared over it's head.

Then the monster roared, as Gildward pulled his throttle into reverse, trying to gain some distance, but it was useless, because the monster attacked Nate with a fireball.

"Ow! Get him, Gildward! He's weak against Ice!"

Gildward looked down at his menu, and used the keypad to select Ice Beam, and when he pressed A, a large X appeared on the screen in front of him, along with a thin blue beam, between two white lines, leading to the center of the X.

"When the colored attack meter fills the white lines side to side, you'll fire! KEEP THE HELLGGAS IN YOUR SIGHTS!"

Gildward kept the monster on target, mainly because it was too slow to avoid a train going at 2 MPH, and the meter filled.

With a SCHEEEEN sound, the bright blue beam leapt from his M-Tek's mouth, striking the HellGgas head on, making the white numbers 750 appear over it's head.

***************************

One monster fight later....

As The Level Maker played, Nate called out, "You did great Gildward. here's your EXP in a Can."

Nate tossed him three of the six cans that had been left behind, which Gildward caught and saved to drink later.

Gildward, stunned that he had not only survived the battle, but had actualy been useful in it, could only nod, as the two of them set off again......

About six map screens south later....

Gildward, who had gotten another 6 levels on the trip, was starting to feel like he actualy might be a good fighter.

Then the two of them came upon a forest, which was looming up ahead, darkly and menacingly.

"This the place?!"

Gildward looked over at his orange-suited companion, and nodded, saying "Yes. This is the forest."

"Good! We're gonna save here, while we can, and spend a night at that convenient wayside inn. Then we're gonna bust in and take everything we can!"

Gildward nodded, and said "shouldent we have a thief, or a ninja?"

Nate shook his head, saying "That’s only when your taking it by stealth. When taking it by force, all you need is superior firepower and skill. Lets go!"

In the Inn...

Out of his M-Tek1B for the first time in two game-time days, Gildward's train of thought derailed entirely, asking himself when time actualy changed except during a scripted sequence.

As if reading his mind, Nate said "That’s part of my combat system, time actualy progresses."

Gildward nodded, and re-started his train of thought.

Out of his M-Tek1B for the first time in two game-time days, Gildward felt naked. He had grown accustomed to it, accustomed to actualy managing to make a difference in a fight.

Nate nodded again, saying "I know how ya feel. Just get used to not using it right now."

Gildward shrugged, and walked over the bar, ordering some sodas, being told by the bartender, in sequence "We have a new singer here. She'll be out soon." "Our new singer is world-renowned." "Our new singer is beautiful, we've had to hire an orc bouncer to keep people from touching her." and "We're pretty safe here, despite Khrima's base, because the base staff patronize this place quite frequently."

He took his four sodas, and walked over to a table, in front of the music stand, and started to slowly drink, while Nate talked with the Innkeeper, and received two key fobs.

He walked over to Gildward's table, and set a fob down, saying "I'm gonna go hit the sack. You do whatever you want, time wont progress past 11 PM in an Inn."

Gildward shrugged, and slipped the fob into his jacket pocket, as he sipped at his soda, waiting for the time to pass to see what would happen.

6:00 PM.

The barmaids cleaned, shooing Gildward at point of a lethal weapon (broomstick) away from his table so they could clean it.

6:30 PM.

After the near fatal-encounter with broomstick-wielding barmaids, the tables were nice and clean, and Gildward sat back down to his soda.

7:00 PM.

Nothing was happening, except Gildward needed to go to the restroom, and took 2 HPs damage because of the force of his bladder.

8:00 PM.

Recovering the lost HPs fairly quickly, Gildward was waiting to see what would happen.

8:30 PM.

The singer came out on stage, accompanied by the bodyguard, who could probably turn Gildward into a greasy smear with one small act of physical violence.

Gildward looked at the singer, who was indeed, beautiful, a beautiful Bardette.

He watched her retrieve her instrument, an electric guitar, and his opinion of her went down.

"Is she a Bard of the Dark Arts?"

Then she started on the guitar, somthing that Gildward found to be barely recognizable as the full theme to Red Dwarf (A series he liked to watch on the often occasion he was abandoned at an Inn equipped with a TV.)

"Is anyone else hearing this? This woman's destroying a classic!!!"

After 2:15 seconds of the starting music, he couldn’t take any more, and yelled at her "STOP THAT! You're DESTROYING a classic!"

The woman stopped playing, and looked at him, saying "I am? I dare you to do better."

Gildward stared the beautiful woman in the face. And a lovely one it was. Topped with beautiful raven-black streaked with silver and gold hair, which was in a long, luxurious tress behind her, he mustered what little Courage Stat he had, and said "Fine! I will!"

She smiled, obviously expecting him to bomb out, when he stepped on stage, and took out Musicalibur.

"Your going to play an electric song on THAT?!"

He smiled back at her, and started to play, managing to get the correct sounds from his harp.

She looked somewhat stunned, but nodded, putting her guitar down, and standing up.

At 2 minutes, and 37 seconds, she started singing.

And Gildward was stunned at how beautiful her voice was.

"It's cold outside, there's no kind of atmosphere, I'm all alone, more or less!" 

"Let me fly, far away from here, Fun Fun fun! in the Sun Sun Sun! I want to lie, shipwrecked and comatose, drinking fresh, mango juice!"

"Goldfish shoals, nibbling at my toes, Fun, fun, Fun, in the Sun, Sun, Sun! Fun, fun, Fun, in the Sun, Sun, Sun!"

Gildward continued the song, for the Full Version's instrumental interlude, which the singer used to gather her breath.

She continued, this time dancing and swaying with the music.

"I've packed my bags, and head into hyperspace, velocity, at timewarp speed! I'll spend my days, with ultraviolet rays, Fun, Fun, Fun! In the Sun Sun Sun!" 

"We're locked on course, straight through the universe, you and me, and the galaxy! Least our stays, with hypertrafic gauge, Fun, fun, Fun, in the Sun, Sun, Sun! Fun, fun, Fun, in the Sun, Sun, Sun!"

As the two of them came down from the performance high, they were immediately booed and jeered, as empty bottles and various other debris came flying at them.

The Orc Bodyguard waded into the crowd, and started throwing foo's hella far, and Gildward and the unknown lady ducked out, Gildward noticing that the green on the Orc looked somewhat painted, and that he was wearing lots of gold jewelry.

"Whew! That was close!"

Gildward nodded at her, saying "I dont get it. That was great."

She shrugged, and said "Oh well. Thanks for the instrumentals. I CAN play it, but not while singing at the same time."

Gildward nodded, saying "That’s ok. I was glad to help."

They heard a shout from in the main room, and the sound of wood being splintered, and the singer said to Gildward "Lets get out of here. My room's just around the corner!"

Grabbing his arm, she dragged him through her door, slamming it and bolting it.

"Why didn’t I just take damage?"

She smiled, and said "Didn’t you know that bards of opposing genders cant accidentally hurt each other? It's like, written somewhere."

Gildward pondered a moment, and said "Well... oh. Maybe. Oh well. Maybe I should go to my room."

They heard a crunch of wood from the main room, and he said "Or not. Maybe we should get out of here by the window?"

She giggled, and said "No need to, silly. Besides, you cant get out of it, it's not the opening kind."

Gildward sighed, and said "Oh well. So, what's your name?"

She smiled, and said "I'm...."

--------------------------------------

A beautiful woman, about 6'3," stands

before you. She is smart, though 

beautiful, and plays music, and sings.

She is searching the world over for a

friend to love........................

**************************************

What's her name: Alene_
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After that was done, she said "Alene"

Gildward nodded, and said "I'm Gildward. What're you doing?"

She laughed, and said "I'm standing here, talking to a cute boy bard."

Gildward flushed violently red, an act which cost him one HP damage, and said "I meant, what're you doing, in general?"

It was her turn to flush, although Gildward didn’t see her take any damage, and she said "I'm searching the world for a cute boy to love... Oh well."

She smiled at him, and said "Well then, since we seem to have nothing to do, want to play some cards?"

Gildward smiled, remembering Pappy's game of cards, and nodded.

11:00 PM.

Gildward had nothing on him, except Musicalibur, and his hotel fob, which were currently in his hands, because he LITERALY had nothing on him.

"Damn. I WOULD have picked the one girl who's excellent at Strip Blackjack!"

Not, actualy, that he'd been particularly unsuccessful, just that she had been moreso. She currently had everything that he owned except for two item's he couldn’t part with because they were tagged as Unique, and he had a fair amount of her things, her standard-issue Electric Guitar, her bracelet and anklets, her shirt, and her pants. He just couldn’t USE them, because they were tagged "for females only."

He sat at the table, looking at her in her silk, lacy lingerie, and felt a stirring he desperately hoped she wouldn’t see, under the table, as he picked up the hand he had bet his own last possession on, his hat (which had been over his lap for the past ten minutes.)

This hand would decide if he went totally bust, or not.

She said "I'll bet..... my bra."

Naturally, due to the unspoken rule of Strip Blackjack, a female player didn’t have to remove an article of undergarment when bet until the item was lost.

She dealt him a card, and herself one, then dealt him another, and herself another.

10 = Spd.

05 = Hrts.

Gildward licked his lips. His mouth was dry. he might get a five and make 20, or a six and get 21. Or he might get a 7 or up, and go bust...

He was thinking of hitting, but his mouth said "Stay" before he could.

She nodded, and said "Hit." She pulled a card out of the deck, then slapped the card down.

Gildward turned over the cards she had, and they were the nine of hearts, and the six of spades.

He turned over her bust card, and it was the seven of diamonds.

Gildward's teeth chattered, as he thought, "If I'd taken that hit.. I'd be the one gone bust!"

She smiled at him, and reached behind her, presumably undoing the clasps on her bra...

Gildward's mouth ran even dryer, dry as the Sarahan Desert, in fact.

Alene smiled at him, as she slowly removed her bra, first by parting the straps, then by sliding it off her breasts, revealing them centimeter by painful centimeter, until she was exposed…

(HEY! You’re reading the PG-13 version! GO READ THE X VERSION IF YOU WANT TO HEAR WHAT HAPPENED NOW!!)

*fivveeee secccconnnnnd moooooon*

Gildward awoke, in Alene’s arms. It was dawn.

“Welcome back, my beautiful songbird…”

He looked up at her, saying “Errr… How-how was it?”

She smiled at him, saying “I loved it… I want more later, when you get back from whatever adventure you’re going on.”

He smiled at her, and said “Can I have my things back?”

She giggled, and said “I’m tempted to say no, and keep you as my love-bard… But I won’t do that… But come back to me, hear?”

Gildward’s heart soared, as she pointed towards the pile of his clothes and things on the floor.

He donned his clothes, although she stayed nude, on the bed, not doing anything.

“What are you doing?”

She smiled at him, and said “I’m going to stay at this Inn, performing, until you get back. They throw stuff every night, but the bodyguard ensures my safety.”

She grinned at him, and said “Now go, before I change my mind, and tie you up to be mine, songbird.”

Gildward left, running, literally, into Nate.

He only grinned at him, and thumped him on the back with his right hand, his left handing Gildward a Medium Healing potion, to restore the 70 HP damage Gildward received.

The two of them checked out of the Inn, and walked around back, getting into their M-Tek Armors.

“I take it she rocked your world?”

Gildward could only smile at him, overcome by an intense feeling of smugness, which caused Nate to laugh back…

Later, in the forest, and after having beaten off three DoomWryms with TekMissile aplenty, They arrived close to the perimeter fence of Khrima’s Base in the Forest.

“Tell me, why don’t these M-Tek’s have TekLaser?”

“I don’t know, I guess that the Emperor figured that TekMissile and TekElements were sufficient for newbies.”

The two of them shrugged, and Nate grabbed a stick off a low tree branch, throwing it at the barbed wire fence.

“It’s not electrified. And these M-Tek’s can take the barbed wire. Just keep your head low, Gildward!”

The two of them ducked, and pushed the throttle full forward, smashing through the fence with ease, and carrying them towards the base.

As the The Landing/Garden Vs. Garden theme from one of Gildward’s favorites, Final Fantasy VIII started to play, the two of them stomped quickly toward the base, gunfire erupting all around them.

A TekMissile screamed from the mouth of Nate’s TekArmor into a machine gun turret which had targeted (but thankfully, not yet fired upon) Gildward, turning it into charred and twisted metal aflame.

Gildward, becoming enthused by the music, opened fire with his FireBeam on a group of K-Army soldiers, roasting the lot of the wimps alive, and stomping over them as they faded to red, and disappeared.

An M-Tek, manned by a K-Army with green instead of red on his uniform, stomped out of the hanger, coming to bear on Gildward’s M-Tek.

Gildward quickly pressed buttons, and a yellow bar filled his HUD, steadily moving towards the two familiar white bars.

At the same time, Nate was charging the same thing, as the enemy pilot stomped his Tek towards Gildward’s.

“It’s a 1A! He’s going to MetalKick you, Gildward!”

Gildward, who didn’t hear, finished his charge, and BoltBeam leapt from his M-Tek’s mouth at the enemy, engulfing it in yellow lightning, causing the number above it’s head to read 250.

As Gildward’s mind reeled, thinking that K-Army’s only have 197 HPs, Nate fired a TekMissile at the enemy M-Tek, as it was about ten feet from Gildward’s ride, blowing the enemy apart, it’s parts vaporizing red.

“Be careful! By now, Khrima knows we’re here! Let’s get to his Treasury before he can react. We’ll fight our way out after that!”

The two of them stomped into the hanger, and up into the halls, which were surprisingly big enough for an M-Tek Armor.

The two of them marauded down the halls, Nate in the lead, crunching over the occasional K-Army foolish enough to stand and fight, as they followed the sign’s marked “Treasury.”

“This is just stupidly easy.”

Gildward nodded, saying “Funny, it doesn’t look how I remember it.”

“That’s because we remodeled.”

Gildward said only “Oh.”

It then sunk in who was waiting for them at the big antechamber to the treasury, and Gildward shrieked.

Nate growled at Khrima, who was accompanied by The Axe.

Khrima smiled, saying “you must really be envious of the Axe’s technology and evility to have gone this far. But I don’t need another Bard, so you’re going to have to die. Although I might be able to use an orange-coated evil techno… What do you say?”

Nate responded with a TekMissile, causing the number 550 to appear over Khrima’s head.

“OUCH! You have to wait for me to attack!”

“Why?”

Khrima’s face took on a stupid look, as Gildward screamed, ducking into his M-Tek’s cockpit fully, as the Axe launched a laser at him, which caused the white word “miss” to appear over the M-Tek.

“Gildward, you cheater. I’ll rip your vehicle apart, and then I’ll get you.”

Nate growled, saying “You may be a cyborg bard, but you’re still a bard, with a bard’s horrible DEF stat, I’ll reckon!” He charged at the Axe, his hand’s on the manipulator controls.

The Axe’s metal fist collided with one of the M-Tek’s metal fists, but the other manipulator grabbed his human side, and slammed him hard into the wall, knocking the breath out of him, and causing the white number 770 to appear over The Axe’s head.

While the steel titan’s clashed, Khrima had recovered from his stupor, and attacked Gildward with a Dark Mass spell, which promptly ‘Miss’ed.

“Gildward, do something useful!”

Nate shouted at Gildward, which prompted an instinctive response in Gildward, much like soldiers will follow their Drill Sarge’s instructions without question, as he looked up, firing off a TekMissile at Khrima, causing another 550 HPs damage to him.

Khrima cringed, and threw another Dark Mass spell at Nate, who took it hard, taking 450 HPs damage, while he pulled back his left manipulator, and drove it hard into the Axe’s face.

The Axe fell to the floor, exclaiming, “I’m out, sorry!” as he beamed away in a swirling blue mix.

Gildward yipped, as a large blast of dark energy narrowly missed his non-hidden self, and fired another TekMissile at Khrima, who gasped, and said “You’ve not seen the last of me!”

Khrima then followed suit with The Axe, leaving in a small hail of blue energy.

Nate smiled, saying “They’ll be back. Let’s get all the stuff we can before they show up again.

The puny iron gate door yielded swiftly to an attack from an M-Tek’s fist, and Nate and Gildward were in the Treasury of Evil.

As the two intrepid looters looked around, Nate muttered.

“Well, it’s something at least. And we’ve gotten good gold from all these fights. And great EXP from that boss fight!”

Gildward looked at him, and Nate smiled, saying “I subscribe to the old school where a super-tough monster actualy gives you EXP, instead of, stupidly, nothing.”

Gildward shrugged, and the two of them proceeded to grab as much loot as they could.

The way back to the hanger was relatively uneventful, except for the two of them getting lost for a period of approximately ten minutes in a standard this corridor looks just like the corridor two corridor’s ago maze, which was easily solved by mapping out the map.

“Ok now, what are we going to take?”

Nate pointed at some SkyArmors, a pair of Spitfires, a few ProtoArmors, and a giant Transpo-Armor, which looked like a Spitfire, with a giant box welded to the back, six Spit Fire engines on each side of the box, and another SpitFire on the rear of the contraption, where a large cargo ramp, currently down, was located.

“Just leave your 1B here, I’ll set it to auto-destruct. Start moving the ProtoArmors.”

Gildward nodded, jumping out of his armor and into the nearer of the three ProtoArmors, stomping it towards the ramp…

After the ProtoArmors had been loaded, and the SkyArmors, only the Spitfires were left, which Gildward and Nate were currently inside…

“I don’t think so. I happen to be fond of those vehicles! Khaos Generals, ATTACK!”

The two of them looked up at the Hanger Control Booth Window, more of an observation area than anything, where Khrima was shrieking through the microphone.

The Axe and Mizuna walked out of the door under the arch.

The Axe pointed straight at Gildward with his metal hand, and said “I’ve got a score to settle, Musicalibur-boy!”

Mizuna gestured in a ridiculously posturing way with her knife, saying “You’re going DOWN, orange-kid!”

With that, The Axe attacked Gildward, and Mizuna separated Nate from Gildward, attacking him on her own.

Gildward ducked the Axe’s opening laser fire by a matter of centimeters, and dove his M-Tek at him, firing his Tek Laser, which hurt the Axe for about 250 HPs.

The Axe growled, and said “Get a load of THIS, Gildward!”

The Axe’s guitar appeared from nowhere, as did his speakers, and he launched a MGA WVE at Gildward, which was one of those all-but-one HP attacks…

Gildward cursed, nearly KOed…

“OUCH! Don’t you know how to drive?!”

“QUIT POKING!”

“Then Drive Right!”

“We’re gonna crash!!!!”

“AHHHHHH!!!!”

In one of those oh-so-contrived mid-battle cutscenes, Kemmet and Meck’s Tank barreled through the hanger door’s, past the transport, and smashed The Axe against the far wall, doing 1500 HPs damage to him.

“Where are we?”

“Get out of the Tank!”

The two bumbling mercenaries jumped out of the tank, noticed Gildward, hurt, and Kemmet said, “Oh, hi buddy! You’re hurt bad. Meck, give him a MaxPTN!”

Meck threw the MaxPTN at Gildward, which restored all of his now 600 HPs, while the music raged on, playing the Final Fantasy VIII Boss Battle theme. 

A loud scream from under the tank ensued, and the Tank got smashed away violently, taking Kemmet and Meck with it, as the Axe crawled to his feet.

“My speakers! And my guitar! WAAAAH!!!!”

The Axe’s eyes were full of fury, and he launched another laser at Gildward, which did about 150 HP damage.

Gildward, scared out of his wits, jammed the throttle on full forward, charging at the Axe, making an accidental attack with his propeller, causing about 600 HP’s damage to The Axe.

The Axe growled, saying, “You’re going down! I’m the strongest bard!”

A laser fired at Gildward, doing him another 200 HPs damage, enough to bring his HPs into the yellow.

Gildward charged at The Axe again…

On the other side of the hanger…

Nate charged at Mizuna, angling his propellers to give her a choice of sliced, diced, or minced as a way to come out of the attack.

“No fair!”

Mizuna jumped the M-Tek charge, and smashed up the armor, which shattered, partly due to being defective, leaving Nate standing there in just his orange coat.

“You…. AAAAAAUGH! MY PRECIOUS M-TEK!!!”

Both Nate and Khrima screamed it at the same time, but it was Nate who responded by pulling a submachinegun from his coat, and firing at Mizuna, causing her to take about 400 HPs damage.

Mizuna, angry, growled, and charged at Nate, swinging her knife at him, causing him to hurt for about 1000 HPs damage.

“OW! Damn, what’s in that knife!”

Mizuna grinned, saying “Karashi’s not the only one who inherited Ma’s skill at smithing good weapons! Ninjatack!

She charged at Nate, using a super-secret attack, Ninjatack, which was another of those cliché down-to-1-HP attacks.

Nate gasped, while Mizuna laughed in his face, saying “I bet you only thought goody-girl ninja’s could do that, ey, Florida orange boy?!”

“Maybe! But you PAY FOR THAT!”

Nate, in a burst of orange light, rose slowly into the air, and dropped back again.

When he landed, he was decked, not in an orange coat, but in orange armor, with white stripes. It included arms, a cool helmet, and cool leg-pieces. He had an N on his right breast, and his armor glinted.

“You ripped my coat. Maybe this will be tougher to rip!”

His whole suit started to glow orange, and his right forearm was replaced with a cannon-arm.

Mizuna growled, and charged, as Nate walked calmly towards her… Closer… Closer…

Mizuna slashed hard, as Nate dash-jumped over her, turning around in mid-air, blasting her from behind with a large orange blast of energy, knocking her to the floor.

“OW! That HURT! Attacking a lady from behind!”

“You’re no lady if you serve evil!”

Nate fired a small orange blast, hitting Mizuna again, as she got up.

“Two can play at the distance game!”

Mizuna threw a shuriken at Nate, who got knocked backwards with the impact, and his armor flashed red for a second.

“Damn, she’s tough. But I’m better!”

Nate switched weapons, to his own creation, the N-Beam, and started firing it willy-nilly, the reflect beams bouncing off the walls, while he dodged Mizuna’s attacks, waiting for his beams to randomly connect with her, which they did, in spades.

Mizuna collapsed in a heap on the floor…

Gildward and the Axe collided head on, with a tremendous crash.

Gildward landed twenty feet away, his Spitfire salvageable, but non-operational.

The Axe was glowing yellow.

“This can NOT be good!”

The Axe emerged, in his full Khaos General form, with his purple hair spiky and pointing up, floating about two feet off the ground, and he looked like he’d gained a load and a half of whoop-arse.

He stalked over to where Gildward lay, picking the Bardic one up by the throat, saying “This is going to be fun, wimp!”

In a blast of funky music, which in the back of their minds, both Gildward and The Axe identified as coming from Megaman X2, Zero’s theme, and accompanied by the sound of charging, from both in front and behind the Axe, giant bolts of energy, one green, one orange, flew at him with unerring aim, severing his metal arm, with a series of small explosions culminating in a giant one.

The charging sound returned, and the Axe, now spooked, teleported out in a familiar blue haze, along with Mizuna and Khrima.

Making the traditional platform-shooter dramatic entrance, Nate, and a new, red-armored person/thing dressed up like he was dashed on screen, and they started talking.

“Thanks for helping me save the kid, Zero.”

“No problem, Nate. I owed you.”

“You still owe me, Zero. You owe me a lot more than one dramatic rescue.”

“This is true. Well though, it’s ok. I’ll keep saving your butt when you need it. Later.”

Nate nodded, as the person he’d referred to as Zero crossed his arms, and disappeared into the ceiling in a burst of red.

Nate grinned, and picked up the busted Spitfire, tossing it into the transport’s cargo hold, and said “Come on, let’s get out of here!”

Gildward, a bit stupefied, could only nod, and climbed the ladder to the rear control section, while Nate ran around front, wall jumping up the side of the craft into the cockpit. The mighty aircraft took off in a buzz of propellers, and lumbered out the door, into the sky… 

“Great job, Gildward. You’ve proven that a sharp mind is more than enough to make up for lack of muscles, if the equipment is right… Unfortunately, none of the Experience you gained with my battle system will apply to Karn’s… tough luck.”

The aircraft landed where Gildward had been picked up at, after an eternally-long night’s stay at the Inn by the Forest, and Gildward went back to his room, getting some shut eye. He’d gotten about ten minutes of it before Karn summoned everyone down to tell the tale of the latest adventure…

The End… WAIT!

The End Results: Gildward is back where he was, stat-wise.

Gildward got laid.

Nate got his load of M-Tek.

Khrima remodeled.

Kemmet and Meck got their arses flattened, yet again.

Mizuna owes Nate a thrashing.

The Axe owes both Nate and Zero a thrashing.

Zero owes Nate an unmentioned number of favors.

Gildward owes the world a thrashing for being so damn unfair.

Alene owes Gildward a thrashing for not marrying her.

Khrima owes everyone a thrashing because he’s Khrima.

OK, NOW it’s the end!

