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Having long left the deserts of Bay-9 behind them, and even travelling far enough to clear the border, all that surrounds the party now is lush green hills, the occasional tree and a gravel-stone road leading forward for as fas as the eye can see.

Raffaello and Kurban can now be seen walking in the lead down said road, taking point in their journey to the next server.

Behind them, Zebra and E.Z.Tek stand walking side-by-side, the former smoking a cigarette bored, the latter impressively doing a whole manner of things with his tablet computer whilst he moves.

One pace back before these two, Jutah is following with Yin and Yang gleefully strolling beside him, the two cats currently in their element with the nature of work that comes with travelling in this group.

And last, but not least, covering the rear as they march, a disinterested Cairo walks along side his ever-bubbly companion Rei, the two still considering themselves as nothing more than outsourced guns here, they took this job with a shortage of other tasks on their slate. And even though said slate isn't looking any more full, it's still in their best interests to wrap this whole thing up as quickly as humanly possible.

Something which evidently is too much to ask of fate to leave alone, as E.Z.Tek suddenly draws attention to himself by uttering the words...

E.Z.Tek: Well that's not good...

Everyone present looks at him in passing one way or another, but they don't stop moving in the assumption that, if it's important? Then he'll elaborate.

Raffaello, whether be it be a fact of him being more wise, or simply just caring a bit more about any potential problems he may encounter here, does however at least ask himself as they continue to move.

Raffaello: Is something wrong, E.Z.?

E.Z.Tek: A fucking landslide took out the rails up ahead. Meaning we're going to need to take the long way around the hills to get to the next server.

Raffaello: ...

Jutah: My Lord, is this going to be a problem?

Cairo: A fucking shitty ass running gag is what it is..

Jutah: Excuse me?

Cairo: It's nothing, I just have a long standing experience with train delays, and problems in that general category. It goes hand-in-hand with the high mortality rate of every person I know.

Zebra: Ha! Are you, for real, trying to threaten us right now?

Rei: Nope, Cairo knows lots of people who plum die on the spot for no reason. He's never had a friend outside of me who has lived for longer than a month.

Cairo: Because someone, I'm not naming names here, likes to harvest living souls from existing beings to extend my life so she has someone to talk to.

Rei: You bet I do, I love having you around. Besides, you weren't complaining when I gave you that crystal arm.

Cairo: You're right, and I'm not complaining now. I'm just making sure my present company doesn't misinterpret my words as some vague declaration that I'm apparently gonna slit their throats whilst they sleep or something.

Rei: Wow...you really think they'd make that assumption of you?

Zebra: I wasn't going into details, but when a guy comes off saying "every person I ever know dies"...you've gotta start making guesses as to why that is for your own safety and sanity.

Kurban: Though, in truth, the statement alone is not a threat, but more of a commonly understood fact. One day, at some point, everyone we know will die. Cairo's natural talent for both longevity and survival is likely what makes such a thing both clearer to him, and casually accepted enough to speak of calmly.

Cairo: You all don't have to worry, if my words were perhaps a little too ominous for you. It's only people who tend to get too close to me who die. So you should all be fine for the time this little work experiment will take.

Jutah: Especially if making friends is part of the criteria for this curse of yours to harm us. I have no intention of being your friend, so I will come out of this smelling like roses.

Cairo: Says the guy who lost his fucking right eye.

Jutah: You can preach to me about such things when you yourself know what it feels like to lose an eye.

Cairo: I had my right eye burned out of its socket by a homicidal butcher whilst chained in his basement once, but...that wasn't done in the name of any cause. The people just had it out for me that day.

Rei: But I fixed it up good as new. and blew up the butcher's insides to teach him a lesson.

Raffaello: ...

E.Z.Tek: So...anyway, about the detour, how are we planning on dealing with that?

Raffaello: We'll make a stop off at Grand Compound. It's close to here, and I have friends who control the territory, so they should be willing to provide temporary shelter for us.

Cairo: I'm not gonna question how you handle protocol in these situations with your people, Raffaello...But, are you sure the locals in this place are friends? I've still got a bad taste in my mouth from the whole massacre job that took place with Speckler's supposed hospitality back in the Bay-9 desert.

Raffaello: You can rest assured, the people of Grand Compound are not the same breed as Balm Speckler. They are not so easily corrupt.

Cairo: Is there any specific reason for this?

E.Z.Tek: Grand Compound houses a group of Humanist/religious residents that choose to stay as "human" as physically possible. Achieving this mainly by not adopting cybernetic technologies designed for Earth-born enhancement.

Cairo: So....they're just normal humans.

E.Z.Tek: Hoho...careful where you say that shit, brother. You could get yourself into a whole world of trouble using bigoted terminology like that.

Cairo: But isn't that what they are, humans without any cybernetics are just...humans, right?

E.Z.Tek: By today's standards, humans WITH cybernetic enhancements are considered the "true" humans. In the sense that they've dictated their evolution in a more refined manner, that's befitting of the best race on the planet. The people in Grand Compound, objectively speaking, are beneath all other beings on the planet, including select animals in zoos, because they too get certain cybernetic treatments to extend their lives if they're popular with guests of their respective establishments.

Cairo: If anything, I'd say the shoe was on the other foot here. It sounds like the entire planet is looking down on this Grand Compound place for being the new minority.

E.Z.Tek: And technically, being the group we are, we should agree with that sentiment. But if you want a by-the-books analysis of the whole deal that gives you the full perspective? Everyone hates them for not changing their view points to match the popular one, and would sooner hope they died as opposed to letting them live in their little slice of heaven.

Cairo: Then what keeps LAN from just carpet bombing this place you're talking about? It'd be my first move if I was a soul-collecting, human-hating genocidal maniac like he was.

E.Z.Tek: Well...I don't doubt for a second that he'd try, I mean he has done shit like tainting their meat reserves, and poisoning their water supply before. But he can't go all out because of the one big obstruction that even he can't fully get rid of.

Cairo: Oh yeah, and what's that?

Raffaello: Some people still believe in God, and so long as they do, there'll be a demographic he needs to please with kind words and adequate behaviour, as opposed to dizzying their minds with technological displays.

Cairo: So it's legit, just the church alone that's keeping them safe?

Raffaello: He has been nervous to touch the world's faiths ever since I started this war with him. And I know for a fact it's not because he himself is religious.

Rei: That's because LAN is clearly a reaper. All reapers are afraid of churches now, ever since I killed our mother in one forever ago.

Raffaello: It's...sweet of you to try to find some kind of method to his madness, dear. Really. But I feel like it might be a touch more complicated than that.

Cairo: I dunno, she might have a point. We've killed plenty of other reapers over the years, and they all avoid churches like the plague.

Raffaello: Unfortunately no one knows for sure who or what LAN is specifically, because he rarely makes appearances in public, and whenever he does, people assume it's his hired doppelgänger...who...doesn't really look much like him, and is more of a P.R. friendly face.

Rei: That's because he's a reaper...

Raffaello: Or hiding something of that nature, yes.

Rei: No...he's just a reaper.

Raffaello: That indeed might be true, but needs verification.

Rei: Trust me, he's a reaper.

Raffaello: We may find that out for ourselves if we maintain our steady course, yes.

Rei: (Sighs)...He's totally a reaper.

Jutah: It would not do you well to keep stating blind assumptions without knowing the facts, young lady. We've been working on this campaign for much longer than you have. So perhaps you should remain silent and mull over the fact that you could very well be wrong in your assumption.

Rei: Reaper reaper reaper....

Jutah grinding his teeth in anger, wants to snap and say something out of of turn here, but of course, he knows Cairo isn't going to settle for just letting people walk over Rei if they do want to kick this discussion up a notch in to a full blown argument.

On top of this, the general nature of what Rei is makes it impossible to debate her affirmatively, since one wrong word could have her turning a person into anything with her stuffed toy's magical powers.

But of course, this is likely what is causing Raffaello, Jutah and everyone else here to struggle with the belief that LAN is a reaper, because they simply don't appreciate the daunting concept of fighting something that is as powerful as Rei.

It's not fear per se, it's just that they know how taxing this fight has been thus far on the mortal side of things. Taking into account how much more fatal future battles could be if anything that is somehow more supernatural was to come into play.

Fear of death isn't what is generating their denial here, as they've long since accepted that they could all die on the battlefield, it comes with the territory.

It's more a concern that they might not achieve their goals of stopping LAN.

Raffaello not willing to let doubt creep into the minds of those he is responsible for however, attempts to skim over it as though it is nothing whilst keeping them focused.

Raffaello: It doesn't really matter what he is in the end. I'm not so judgmental as to focus on such details. I only seek to stop him. Right now the first step in achieving that goal is getting to Grand Compound, I trust you and your companions are fine with such a venue, Cairo?

Cairo: We'll be fine, and I'm sure the cats can contain their murder lust whilst we're there.

Yang: Murdering is not necessary to put one's mind at ease.

Yin: Though sleuthing, we will do plenty of. No land can hold secrets from Yin and Yang.

Cairo: ....Yeah, so as you can see, they're on board. I'm just wondering if your friends will be willing to take two cats and two strangers in on top of your usual group?

Raffaello: It will be no issue, for I will pay for the rooms of everyone here, I don't want anyone distracted with issues of allotment of a financial nature whilst we are moving ahead. I'd rather have everyone focused on what is to come.

Cairo: Well if that's good with you, I only have one final question.

Raffaello: Which is?

Cairo: What kind of place is Grand Compound? I mean I don't want to arrive there and find that I have to part with my weapons at the gate because they think I look shady. I mean, if that's the case Rei and I can wait outside.

Raffaello: I can understand why you'd think they would be so reclusive and strict. But realistically, they see practicality in carrying weapons in these difficult times, and are more than fine with passing hunters and mercenaries wielding their trade tools around town, so long as they don't use them on the residents.

Cairo: What happens if they do?

Zebra: HA! Why, are you planning to stick some old lady with your sword or something?

Cairo: Not specifically, but if I have to defend myself I'd like to know what kind of law enforcement they have there.

Raffaello: It's complicated. But the long and short of it is, regardless of how much bloodshed you cause, there won't be an issue. I'm just hoping that in respect to my image, you won't take too many liberties with that freedom.

Cairo: Wait, are you saying that I'm getting some kind of diplomatic immunity by arriving with you?

E.Z.Tek: It's not like that, but the fact that you're travelling with Raffaello does mean you'll get in through the front gate. You were half-right in assuming that the citizens here will be judgmental just by looking at you, because that's how they decide whether or not a person gets in...they just eyeball them at the gate and then let'em in, or tell'em to fuck off.

Raffaello: Beyond that, once trusted to be within the walls, you're responsible for your own justice. One should always be working with the thought of karma in mind. But in a place like Grand Compound, that is the nature of their justice system...only kill if you can live with the consequences.

E.Z.Tek: And can actually get the job done, because if you're not tough enough to beat down any fucker you pick a fight with? Then they'll enact their own justice on you...Not that you and that reaper girl would have that problem often, I'd imagine.

Cairo: We're seldom the ones picking the fights, that's for sure.

Raffaello: But knowing that people will be restrained and civil enough in Grand Compound not to test you, can I trust that you'll be willing to join us here?

Cairo: So long as they don't give me any bullshit from out of left field then I'll be fine.

Raffaello: You have my word that they'll be hospitable.

Cairo, smirking briefly and looking the other way, doesn't say anything that indicates a lack of faith in these words, it's more just a visible demeanour from
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